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LABOY SUNDERLAND: ZION'S WATCHMAN
By Edward D. Jervey

When the Methodist Episcopal Church divided over the slavery
issue in 1844, it was the climax of a struggle that had endangered
the unity of the denomination in America for two generationS.
As Donald G. Mathews in his recent study, Slavery and Methodism,
has shown, it involved questions of morality for some, episcopal
rights for others, and colonization versus emancipation for still
others. Across this struggle fell the shadows of many diverse and
dynamic personalities. One of the most interesting and important
of these men was LaRoy Sunderland of New York City.
Little has been written about Sunderland. He is mentioned in the
Dictionary of American Biography and two other biographical
cyclopedias. 2 Professor Mathews has ably but briefly placed him
within the framework of his long range study. All of Sunderland's
contemporaries, a few of whom wrote the history of the anti-slavery
struggle, credit him with a vital role. 3 Still lacking, however, is a
detailed account of Sunderland's life and work. This article attempts
to fill that void insofar as the abolitionist crusade is concerned. 4
LaHoy Sunderland came from a humble background in Rhode
Island. For a while he was an apprentice shoemaker. Converted in
1822 in a Methodist revival, he entered the Methodist ministry two
years later. His colleagues soon predicted that he would become
the outstanding evangelist of his era. In addition to preaching he was
vitally interested in education and was the man most responsible
for the initiation of theological training for the Methodist ministry.
Across the years Methodism in America gradually modified its
stand on slavery. In 1780 the conference condemned slavery. In
1784 when the church was organized, members were forbidden to
own slaves. By 1808 each conference was allowed to Inake its own
regulations concerning slavery. Richard Cameron, a scholarly student of the Methodist heritage, says that by the year 1832 "hopeDonald G. Mathews, Slavery and
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lessness overcame the antislavery faction.... During all this time,
and even beyond it, the Bishops manifested no disposition to give
positive leadership to the antislavery cause. From Asbury to Simpson, they were concerned first and foremost with the effect it would
have on the church's growth and unity." 5 This was precisely what
Sunderland was soon to discover.
Exactly when Sunderland became sympathetic toward abolitionism is not readily discernible, but at the latest it was the summer
of 1831. He was then in his eighth year as a Methodist preacher
and was serving at Newburyport, Massachusetts. That September
he was in correspondence with William Lloyd Garrison, and was
concerned for the abolitionist's safety in view of his radical pronouncements in the Liberator. Garrison replied:
Dear Sir;-I labor under very signal obligations to you for your
disclosures relative to my personal safety. These do not move me from
my purpose the breadth of a hair. Desperate wretches exist at the
South, no doubt, who would assassinate me for a sixpence. Still, I was
aware of this peril when I began my advocacy of African rights. Slaveholders deem me their enemy; but my aim is simply to benefit and save
them, and not to injure them. I value their bodies and souls at a high
price, though I abominate their crimes.... My duty is plain,-my path
without embarrassment. I shall still continue to expose the criminality
and danger of slavery, be the consequences what they Inay to myself.
I hold my life at a cheap rate; I know it is in imminent danger; but,
if the assassin take it away, the Lord will raise up another and better
advocate in my stead . . . 6

The letter was signed, "Yours in the best of bonds." Since Sunderland's message to Garrison has not survived, we do not knovv what
his "disclosures" were. How much contact, if any, the two men had
thereafter, either in person or by correspondence, is not known.
However, the cordiality did not last, as Donald Mathews has shown.
Two years later Sunderland attacked Garrison for printing what he
believed to be erroneous accusations against the Methodisf Episcopal
Church. Sunderland said that next to the Quakers, the Methodists
had been the most consistent in opposition to slavery.7 When the
great rift in the antislavery ranks occurred in 1840, Sunderland
sided with the anti-Garrison men.
Between 1831 and 1833 Sunderland moved closer to the abolitionist camp. He opposed all pro-colonization resolutions in the New
England Conference, of which he was a member, and in December,
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1833 he helped to organize the American Anti-Slavery Society. The
following spring he was joined by Orange Scott, a fellow minister,
"the most fortunate Methodist addition to radical anti-slavery activity." 8 Scott had been reading Garrison's paper for some months,
and in early 1834 he publicly declared his conversion to the antisalvery cause. Over the next twelve months Scott spoke throughout
the New England Conference in behalf of the slaves. In addition
he ordered 100 three-month subscriptions to the Liberator and
mailed them free to most of the ministers in the conference. Sunderland was among those who received the paper. At the annual conference that year a resolution approving the American Colonization
Society was tabled following an attack on its safe and respectable
conservatism by Scott and Sunderland. Both men then joined in
helping to organize a New England Wesleyan Anti-Slavery Society
which stood for the immediate and unconditional abolition of
slavery.
Shortly after conference the first Methodist antislavery society
met in New York City with Sunderland presiding. Bishop Elijah
Hedding, later one of Sunderland's main adversaries, was present
and was chosen president but promptly declined the honor. George
Thompson, the English agitator, addressed the lueeting. A short
time afterward Thompson went to Andover, where Sunderland was
then residing. Thompson spoke in the Methodist church at Andover
since "no other could be secured for him," and he was ahnost
mobbed by a group of students who did not appreciate his presence.
Sunderland was probably in the audience but there is no record
of his part in the affair. 9
On December 19, 1834, Sunderland, together with five other
ministers, openly declared slaveholding to be a sin and attacked
the Methodist Episcopal Church for condoning the existence of this
"unjust and violent system of oppression." 10 From that day forward
Sunderland was to have little peace.
The position of the six ministers, presented in the form of an
"Appeal," was printed in Zion's Herald as an "Extra" the first week
in February, 1835. It also appeared as a pamphlet. Buttressing their
arguments with passages from the Bible, the Discipline, and statements of John Wesley and contemporary British Methodists, the
signers unconditionally declared slaveholding to be a sin against
God in all circumstances, and called for immediate and absolute
emancipation. In addition, the Christian Advocate and Journal of
New York City, official organ of the church, was accused of apolo8
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gizing "for the crimes of the enslaver of the human species," and
of trying "to justify the system." 11
The signers did not have to wait long for reactions. In early April
Zion's Herald published a "Counter-Appeal," written by several
prominent teachers and ministers of the church. This document set
forth the moderate position held by the overwhelming majority of
the church at the time. It deplored especially the assertion that
slaveholding was in every instance a sin, contending that it might do
more harm at the moment to free the slaves. Ignorant and helpless,
the slave might starve. Referring to the church at Colossae, the
signers attacked the statement in the Appeal that no slaveowner
could be a Christian. Finally, they defended the Discipline and the
General Rules of the Methodist Episcopal Church on the grounds
that they had been constitutionally altered and that from the first
they had never forbidden slaveholding. 12 Significantly, with the
appearance of the Counter-Appeal there was issued a supporting
statement by a bishop.
Over the next few months, as the controversy increased in in.tensity, the issues became clearly defined. The moderates were fearful of the consequences of agitation on the unity of the church, and
they were very sensitive to the charge that slaveholding was to be
equated with immorality. Wilbur Fisk of Wesleyan University declared that the only difference in principle between "the modern
ultra-abolitionists and old-fashioned abolitionists" was that the
latter believed there were circumstances existing between master
and slave that freed the master from charges of immorality.ls The
bishops were more concerned than others for the unity of the
church. Bishop Hedding's biographer put it well when he said that
the bishop deplored the evil of shivery but "he foresaw peril to the
Church" in abolitionism and thuS' could not, consistent with his
obligations as a bishop, "refrain from endeavoring to counteract the
pernicious tendencies of this movement in relation to. it." 14 The
Advocate showered its ire upon the radicals, saying, "W~_ see and
deprecate the disease, but we do not approve of the prescrIptions of
these physicians." 15 The editor urged caution, suggested the potential danger to the entire denomination if such agitation continued,
and condemned the ultras because they had "an utter disregard
of all consequences." 16
Sunderland and his supporters felt that the church was in even
greater peril if it did not rid itself, absolutely and immediately, of
the taint of slavery. As Orange Scott said, American Methodists
:l11bid.
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were simply playing politics with the issue; "slavery has paralyzed
the church." 17 To them there was no other possible solution, for
they saw slavery as sinful, and they held that the Christian must
not countenance sin. Timothy Merritt put it precisely in Zion's
Herald: "If there be a sinless slavery, then the principle which
produces it, is sinless; but if the products are sinful, and exhibit
every abomination, then the principle is bad. The tree is known by
the fruit, and not the fruit by the tree." 18
The New England Annual Conference, meeting at Lynn in the
summer of 1835, was a portent of what lay ahead for Sunderland.
As is well known, every Methodist minister, in order to remain in
good standing, must have his "character passed" by his fellow
ministers in his annual conference. Fisk and other conservatives
tried to arrest the passage of Sunderland's character on the ground
that he had written the Appeal and had thus placed the church in
jeopardy. By that time the majority of the ministers were antislavery, and Fisk's motion was defeated. The climax came with the
election of delegates to the forthcoming General Conference. Fisk
had always led the delegation, but as the balloting progressed, it
became clear that the current for abolition was running strong, and
he was not chosen first. When the final delegate was elected, Fisk
resigned on the ground that all of the delegates except him were
chosen on an anti-slavery basis. Fisk openly charged that an "abolitionist party" existed in the church, and the Advocate supported
him and censured the conference for its actions. 19
Fisk was bitter, and during the ensuing months there was heated
correspondence between him and Sunderland. Fisk charged Sunderland with duplicity inasmuch as Sunderland had expressly told him
that the abolitionists did not intend to make the subject of abolition
a question in voting for General Conference delegates. In addition,
he accused Sunderland of printing and circulating tickets of an
entirely party character. Sunderland flatly denied all of the
charges. 2o
In September two of the bishops, Hedding and John Emory,
united in addressing a pastoral letter to all members of the New
England and New Hampshire Conferences. They urged all ministers to stay out of the slavery controversy, for they feared it would
defeat emancipation. They pointed out that "pernicious results" had
already occurred and "still more disastrous consequences must
follow both in church and state" if the conflict continued. They
counseled all Methodists to refuse the use of their pulpits to any
preachers who persisted in trying to divide congregations by COl1ZH, March 8, 1837.
18 ZH, February 8, 1837.
1.0 Mudge,
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tinued agitation of the matter. 21 The weight of the hierarchy was
beginning to bear down.
On January 1, 1836, the first edition of Zion's Watchman, LaRoy
Sunderland, editor, made its appearance. Published in New York
City under the auspices of the New York Wesleyan Society, it was
to be "devoted to the interests of the Methodist Episcopal Church
-Revivals of Religion-Doctrinal Discussion, and General Intelligence." Further, it would provide "a substantial medium through
which they may address the world-upon each of the great moral
enterprises of the day." 22 Two weeks later the real reason for establishing the paper was made quite clear in an editorial entitled,
"Why do we publish?" It said, "Because there are nearly three millions of our fellow citizens enslaved in this land and no less than
sixty or seventy thousand of our own brethren and sisters, members
of the Methodist Episcopal Church, who are 'in bonds' and violently
deprived of their right to themselves." 23
Sunderland publicly stated that he "had nothing to do with commencing this paper, its publication was determined on and money
subscribed for this purpose, by certain brethren in this city, before
we knew that such a paper was in actual contemplation." 24 Years
later, however, in retrospect, there was a decidedly personal element involved in his account of its origin. Moreover, it seems probable that the paper would not have come into existence without
him. The financial condition of the organ likewise suggests that it
was Sunderland's venture. He said in February that all profits from
the paper would be "faithfully applied for the education of the
colored people in the United States." 25 It is doubtful that much
money was ever distributed for this purpose, because from the beginning the publication was in financial difficulty. According to
Sunderland, Zion's Watchman was started without one subscriber or
one dollar in cash. He issued 5,000 copies of the first number and
sent one to each Methodist minister in the area whose address he
could locate. "And I carried the whole edition upon myOback, in
a pillow case, to the Post Office." 26 The circulation ultimately
reached 6,000, but many subscribers were constantly in arrears. On
more than fifty occasions in the six years of his editorship Sunderland made appeals for payment of overdue accounts and for new
subscribers in order to keep the paper going. In the summer of
1837, when $2,000 was due from subscribers, Sunderland declared,
CAl, September 25, 1835.
~2 Zion's Watchman, January I, 1836.
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"The Watchman will and must be suspended," 27 but somehow he
kept it going. A little later he wrote to Gerrit Smith:
To keep this paper in existence I have sacrificed every earthly consideration. I have sent my family into the country, and have lived
myself, alone, on bread and water, for two months, determined never
to "give up the ship." As yet, I have not paid a cent toward my house
rent, and every day my furniture is liable to be sold under the hammer of the auctioneer. Of course, our friends in this city and throughout the country have done all they could to sustain me, and they are
still doing what they can; and up to this day we do not owe one cent
for borrowed money,
and as to begging, these times it is out of the
,
question. But we must have more help.28

He asked Smith for a loan of $500 which he indicated would be
sufficient to meet pressing 0 bligations. Whether he got the loan is
not known, but the paper survived, though Sunderland had to move,
for a second time, to a new residence, 131 Varick Street, '\vhere
he lived until he left the city seven years later.
In the light of the periodic financial distress of the Watchman,
its survival proved that there was interest in and support for such
a paper. However, the influence of the Watchman was not comparable to that of Garrison's Liberator-though the paper and its editor
engendered tremendous feeling, both of enmity and devotion. One
of the earlist subscribers, after discovering the real purpose of the
Watchman, wrote a letter canceling his subscription, and he called
Sunderland an abolitionist and labeled the paper "Zion's Destroyer." 29 According to Sunderland, feeling against him in the South
was extreme. He informed his readers that in New Orleans a reward of $150,000 vvas offered for him dead or alive. A preacher in
the South Carolina Conference offered $100,000 on the same condition, and in the streets of Charleston several issues of the paper
were publicly consigned to the flames by a hangman. Sunderland
said that officials in Montgomery County, Alabama, offered $50,000
for his capture. 30 The New York Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church was among Sunderland's greatest tormentors, refusing to recognize him as an accredited brother in the denomination.
Until June, 1838, the paper was "published for the New York WesZW, June 24, 1837. Repeated July
1, 1837.
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leyan Society." Thereafter Sunderland was listed as both editor
and publisher. For a brief period the paper carried Timothy Merritt's
name as associate editor, but illness intervened and he resigned in
May, 1838, without having functioned in that capacity.
The number of ministers and laymen converted to the radical
position on slavery by the Watchman is not known. Sunderland told
Smith that he personally knew of more than 500 preachers who had
been won over to his view, "and how many others have embraced
the truth by reading it, may be conjectured from the fact that we
now circulate 4,000 copies weekly." 31 Orange Scott wrote Sunderland that his paper was directly responsible for abolitionizing the
Maine Conference and "regenerating other conferences." 32 Furthermore, both friends and foes among Sunderland's contemporaries
who later wrote accounts of the church's struggle and schism
over slavery, credited him and his newspaper with playing a major
role in promoting abolitionism. 33
In addition to editing the Watchman Sunderland found time to
write several books and to participate actively in many of the
abolitionist organizations. These efforts brought him wide recognition and additional opportunities for disseminating his views. The
Testimony of God Against Slavery, first written in 1835 just prior
to his going to New York City, was described by him as a "collection of passages from the Bible which show the sin of holding
property in man with notes." 34 Numerous passages were quoted
to prove his contention. The book went through three editions. In
1836 he brought out a second tract, Anti-Slavery Manual: Facts &
Arguments on American Slavery, which also went through three
editions. He selected aspects of slavery which he deemed important
for his points and cited biblical arguments against slavery while
setting forth abolitionist principles. 35 This manual, like its predecessor, was typical of the tracts which appeared with regularity
during the period. It contained nothing startling in the way of abolitionist argument. However, the books established Sunderland as
an able exponent of the abolitionist position, and undoubtedly they
made possible the recognition which he received in the Alnerican
Anti-Slavery Society.
Beginning in 1833, Sunderland participated actively in numerous
antislavery groups. In 1837 he helped to organize such societies in
the church in New England. He was a leading member of the AmeriLaRoy Sunderland to Gerrit Smith,
September 7, 1837, Smith Collection.
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13 See
note 3. Matlack, The AntiSlavery Struggle and Triumph in the
Methodist Episcopal Church (New York,
31

1881), 121, called it the "leading journal"
of all periodicals in the antislavery
struggle in Methodism.
34 LaRoy
Sunderland, Testimony of
God Against Slavery (Boston, 1835), title
page.
35 LaRoy
Sunderland, Anfi-5laveryManual (New York), 1837, 1839).

F-----------------------------24

METHODIST mSTORY

can Wesleyan Anti-Slavery Society in New York City and was
chosen a delegate to the convention at Cincinnati in 1840, the first
great gathering of its kind in the west. Likewise he was chosen as
a delegate to the World Convention in London in 1843, but apparently he did not gO.36 In 1839 he was elected to the executive committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society, and for the next three
years was associated with Birney, Phelps, Tappan, Wright, and
others. Eventually he became a vice-president of the organization.
When the abolitionist rift came in 1840, Sunderland sided with
Birney against Garrison. Sunderland openly attacked Garrison in
print, accusing him of filling his paper with continuous bickering
and causing personal strife within the abolitionist movement. The
dissenters formed the American & Foreign Anti-Slavery Society
and Sunderland was elected to the board of managers. He continued in the organization until 1842 when his interest shifted completely to mental phenomena. 37
V\Thile editor of the Watchman, Sunderland was prosecuted several
times for slander and libel. Trouble began for him in 1836 soon after
the Watchman was launched. His opponents in New York, led by
Nathan Bangs, editor of the Advocate, succeeded in passing a resolution in the conference which would bring censure on any member of the conference who read or patronized Sunderland's paper.
Sunderland appeared before the conference session and set forth
his position in writing and then published the statement in his paper.
He requested corrections before publication, but none were received. 38 On June 20 he published a short letter from a man who
returned the paper and told Sunderland to send it to some other
"damned fanatic like yourself." 39 Sunderland was then accused
by the New York Conference of "publishing profanity." Since he
was a member of the New England Conference, he was arraigned
before that body and was charged with "slander" and "falsehoods"
toward Bangs and other members of the New York Conference
and with "publishing profanity." Sunderland appeared in his own
defense, as he was to do when facing similar charges thereafter. He
inquired how it was possible to be so prosecuted when he had "got
no previous private admonition concerning these charges from anyone?" 40 I~e pointed out, moreover, that the New York Conference
Matlack, The History of American
Slavery and Methodism from 1780 to 1849
(New York, 1849), 231. There is no
evidence Sunderland attended the London Convention; by then he was
thoroughly engrossed in mental phenomena.
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had made no protests, despite his personal request, prior to the
publication of his case in the Watchman a few weeks before. On
the basis of the evidence the conference acquitted him of all charges.
But even so he was admonished for not being properly guarded in
some of his expressions and for not being exactly correct in statements about his opponents. Since the conference did not specify
what misstatements Sunderland had made, he took occasion in an
editorial to berate the body for its failure in that regard. 41 At that
session the conference granted him the supernumerary relationship which left him free to continue as editor of his newspaper.
The next year Nathan Bangs again brought charges of "slander
and falsehoods" against Sunderland. The accusations of slander were
of a general nature having to do with the running verbal battle between the two editors. There was one specific charge that Sunderland had published an article entitled, "Methodist Missionary Society in Debt." Bangs demanded the name of the author, but Sunderland refused, saying that he would reveal the writer only if the
assertion about the missionary debt was untrue. Bangs produced
no evidence to refute the charge, but even so Sunderland was tried
for slander. In his defense Sunderland recounted the development
of the affair and then asked, "What renders that article slanderous?
Does severity of language render an article slanderous?" 42 The
charge of falsehood against Sunderland was based primarily on his
claim that he had been "honorably acquitted from the charge of misrepresentation" at the previous conference session. Specifically it
was claimed that he had made the statement to a minister in New
York. Evidence was then introduced in the form of a letter written
by the minister to Wilbur Fisk. Neither man. was present, and the
prosecutor refused to say how he had obtained the letter. Fisk later
declared that he had never seen the letter, but the seal had been
broken and so the letter was used as evidence. Sunderland openly
charged that the entire purpose of the trial was harassment, and
added that "there was no DESIGN in all these things." 43 Once
again the conference refused to sustain any charge against him and
passed his character.
With the third trial in 1838 the episcopacy entered the lists. Bishop
Hedding preferred charges of "publishing falsehoods" and of "misrepresentation" against Sunderland. The bishop specifically charged
that Sunderland had represented to his readers that Southerners
made the bishop believe that they sold slaves for their good. 44
The trial was tedious. Sunderland accused Bishop Joshua Soule,
who was presiding over the conference, of violating-for the third
time-the Discipline of the church in that he was being tried before
'1 ZW, August 10, 1836.
U ZW, July 21, 1838.
lUI ZW, July 14, 1838.
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the conference without first being granted the privilege of a trial
by a committee and of an appeal. 45 Soule ruled Sunderland out of
order. The conference concluded that Sunderland had misrepre'sented the bishop, yet he was fully sustained on all other specifications and was acquitted of all charges of slander and falsehood. Also,
the conference declared pointedly that the address of Bishop Hedding was "a defense of slaveholding." 46 Hedding felt injured and
announced that he would appeal to the next General Conference
to clear his character. It seems certain that the bishop would have
been upheld. The New England Conference, aware of the generally
conservative character of the General Conference, apparently believed that Hedding would win if his case was taken to that body.
Therefore, the conference made a public apology and requested the
bishop to withdraw the complaint. In the interest of "harmony" he
agreed to do SO.47
The following year Sunderland faced two trials, one civil and the
other ecclesiastical. The civil trial was by far the most memorable.
On April 8, 1837, Sunderland published a letter from George Storrs,
an abolitionist minister who was speaking in the western part of
New York. Storrs gave an account of some mob action, mentioned
the postmaster David Miller as an agitator, and told of plans to blow
up the meeting house. On June 19, 1837, Sunderland was indicted
in Livingston County for libel, the charge being based on the letter
he had published. In the indictment he was accused of "being a
person of an evil, wicked, and malicious mind and disposition and
unlawfully, wickedly, maliciously desiring, contriving and intending
as much as in him lay to scandalize, vilify and defame one David
A. Miller." The indictment concluded by holding Sunderland "in
contempt of the laws of this state" and of offending "the peace of
the people of the state of New York and their dignity." 48 In October, 1838, Sunderland was notified of the indictment and was ordered to appear for trial the next February in Geneseo.
The injustice of the matter was apparent. The article had been
signed by a well-known and responsible man. It was more than a
year before Sunderland was informed of the impending litigation.
In the meantime, one witness had died and two more had moved
away. On the eve of the trial, according to all accounts, feeling ,vas
running high against the editor; he was known in western New York
ZW, August 11, 1838, and August
18, 1838; Sunderland, "Statement," 8,
Sunderland MSS; Matlack, History of
American Slavery and Methodism, 248.
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only on the basis of information furnished by his enemies. Zion's
Watchman did not circulate in Geneseo.
Sunderland conducted his own defense, and as he began his argument, according to one contemporary, "there seemed to come
a change over the spirit of their dream, and occasionally there came
forth from the assembly a spontaneous cheer." 49 Sunderland remarked that in printing the letter, he as an editor had dared to
lift his warning voice against a mob. He said he thought that prosecutions by the state were always against violators of law and order,
but in this case the weight of the state was being brought to bear
against one who had tried to discountenance lawless actions. As
he spoke "tears trickled down the rugged cheeks of the jury," 50
and the prosecution later stated. that "though the defendant did not
appear there as a lawyer, yet more finished and able plea had
never been heard before that bar." 51 The speech lasted almost an
hour, and in his climax Sunderland made a plea for the freedom of
the press:

a

I ask, what may be reasonably -expected of an editor of a public
newspaper? What do our laws expect of him? ... Is it to be expected,
and do the laws require, that no editor should ever, under any circumstances, publish any article which might possibly contain a single
paragraph, which could, in any way, be wrested from its connection,
and screwed and tortured into what some interested person might
fancy a libel on himself? Gentlemen of the jury, it cannot be that you
are prepared to decide these questions in the affirmative. That editors
are, and that they should be responsible, we all very well know. That
is right. But on this principle, upon which you are now asked to convict
the defendant, there is not an editor under heaven who could possibly
escape, however intelligent, honest, and careful he might be. 52
,,
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The jury deliberated for an hour and a half and returned a verdict
of acquittal.
That summer Sunderland went through the tribulation of his
fourth church trial. A memorial was presented from New York
stating that he had charged the New York Conference with "violating the constitution of the state of New York and also that of
the United States." 53 That charge was made against Sunderland
because he said that the conference resolution of 1836 forbidding any
Report of the trial by H. F. Hill,
ZW, February 16, 1839. See also ZW,
February 9, 1839, for a full explanation
of the background. Original letter may
be found in ZW for April 8, 1837.
[;0 ZW, February 16, 1839.
[;1 Statement
by John Young, later
governor of the state of New York.
Quoted by Osian Dodge in the preface
to LoRoy Sunderland, tBook of Human
4, 0
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Nature (New York, 1853), xii.
[;2 ZW,
March 2, 1839, contains Sunderland's complete speech before the
jury. See also ZH, February 20, 1839,
and CAl, May 28, 1885.
[;3 Richard Wheatley, Centennial History of the New York Conference (handwritten and bound, n.d., Drew University), 352; ZW, June 29, 1839.
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me mb er to rea d or sup por t the Wa tch ma n was a vio lati on
of the
free dom of spe ech . Tho se pre ferr ing the cha rge dec lare d tha
t Sun der lan d had "a man ifes t ten den cy to inju re the cau se for whi
ch he
pro fess ed to lab or- to sun der the liga men ts of the ecc lesi
asti cal
bod y, and to exp ose the Chu rch of Chr ist to the sco rn of infi
dels ." lJ4,
Sun der lan d bel iev ed tha t the Me tho dist Epi sco pal Chu rch
cou ld
not rem ain true to her mis sion so lon g as the re was one slav
e bei ng
hel d by any mem ber . Def end ing his pap er and his acti viti
es, he
said , "Su ch is my lov e of pea ce and the dre ad whi ch I feel for
the se
tria ls, tha t if I kne w how to avo id the m, I wou ld nev er und
erg o
ano the r... . Yes , if I cou ld avo id it by wit hdr awi ng from the
chu rch ,
or any thin g I cou ld do wit h a clea r con scie nce , how gla dly
wou ld I
do it." In con clus ion he dec lare d tha t he wou ld nev er reli
nqu ish
the stru ggl e for the slav e and tha t if he cou ld not con tinu
e as a
me mb er of the con fere nce whi le per sist ing in tha t cou rse, "yo
u ma y
as wel l cut my hea d off now ,-se ver me from you r bod y
at onc e
and hav e don e wit h the se vex atio us tria ls." £ir; Onc e mo re his
fell ow
min iste rs acq uitt ed him of the cha rge s mad e aga inst him .
The yea r 1840 fina lly bro ugh t an end to his lon g ord eal.
The
pre ced ing Sep tem ber Bis hop Sou le was rep orte d to hav e said
tha t
he had nev er adv ised the libe rati on of any slav es and tho
ugh t he
nev er wou ld. Thi s was the occ asio n of a ver y sev ere crit icis
m, in
ver se, by a lad y cor resp ond ent who sign ed her self "De bor ah.
" The
poe m was pub lish ed in the Wa tch man wit h the rem ark by Sun
der lan d tha t "th e rea son for wri ting tha t poe try, in our opi nio
n, justifie d eve ry wor d of it." The crit ical last stan za of the poe m
rea d:
Rec eive this trut h-d eep , dar k thy stai n!
Thy very sou l is ting ed with bloo d!
Go, do thy first wor ks o'er agai n!
Go, clea nse thee in thy Sav iour 's bloo d!" uO

In Ma rch Sun der lan d was sum mo ned to app ear bef ore a New
Yo rk
Con fere nce com mit tee for tria l. The cha rge was slan der and
it was
bas ed par tly on the poe m he had pub lish ed in the Wa tch man
. The
Gen era l Con fere nce of 1836 ena cted legi slat ion per mit ting
a pre sidi ng eld er to brin g to tria l a sup era nnu ate d pre ach er livi ng
wit hin
the bou nds of his dist rict and , in cas e of sus pen sion , to forw
ard to
the ann ual con fere nce of whi ch the acc use d was a me mb
er the
exa ct min ute s of the cha rge s, test imo ny, and dec isio n of the
com mit tee in the case . £i7
rrhe cha rge s aga inst Sun der lan d wer e "im mo ral and unc hris
tian
con duc t," "fal seh ood ," "de fam atio ns," and "mi srep rese nta
tion s,"
Who atley , op. cit., 353.
tit. ZW,
June 29, 1839 ; Sund erlan d,
"Sta teme nt," 9, Sun derl and MSS.
,\4

r.O ZW, Sept emb er 21, 1839 .
r.T Jour nal of Gen eral Conf eren ce, 1836,

492.
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though aside from the poem no slanderous matter was specified. l58
Sunderland attended the trial long enough to protest the action
against him. He specifically denied that the presiding elder of
the district in which he resided had any jurisdiction over him whatsoever. The committee sustained every charge and declared Sunderland suspended from the ministry until the session of the New
England Conference that summer.
On the eve of the meeting of his own conference, Sunderland
observed that "a desperate determination has been formed to get
me out of the Methodist Episcopal Church." 59 He was subjected
to two trials. The New York Conference sent one of its members,
C. A. Davis, to prosecute Sunderland before the New England
Conference. Davis presented the three charges upon which the
New York Conference had suspended Sunderland-"disobedience
to order and the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church"
[in denying that the presiding elder had any jurisdiction over
him], "violation of ordination vows" [failure to "keep the peace"],
and "immoral conduct." 60 The New England Conference by a vote
of 75 to 43 dismissed the first two charges and set aside the sus.
penSIon.
The second trial, based on the third charge, ran for four days.
It was bitter and it proved to be the last one to which Sunderland
was subjected. Some nineteen specifications were drawn up. Bishop
Soule presided, though under the circumstances it would appear
that it was hardly proper. In support of his charge, the prosecutor
began to read an objectionable article from the Wesleyan Observer,
a paper which was to merge with Zion's Watchman from September
5 to December 31, 1840. The bishop permitted the reading of the
entire article. Sunderland rebutted by reading a letter from the
N ew York Weekly Messenger in which Davis, the prosecutor, had
called Sunderland "an unprincipled man" and "ecclesiastically
dead." Sunderland contended that if his own language constituted
slander, so did that of Davis. Bishop Soule intervened and ordered
Sunderland to stop the reading of the article. Sunderland then
turned and said, "I will read the Davis letter in spite of all the
bishops in the land." Soule rebuked him sternly, saying, "In all
my experience and in all my intercourse with my fellowmen, I
have this to say, that LaRoy Sunderland is the first man that ever
dared to speak to me in that manner." Sunderland shouted back:
"I thank God, sir, that you have lived long enough to find one
man who will tell you to your face what many others say of you
behind your back." 61
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Norwood, Ope cit., 41-42; Matlack,

April 11, 1840.
no ZW, June 27, 1840.

The Anti-Slavery Struggle, 131 ff; Sunderland, "Statement," 16, Sunderland
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Eighteen of the specifications against Sunderland were negated
but the one involving the poem about Bishop Soule was upheld.
When the comprehensive charge of "immoral conduct" was finally
put to a vote, the conference refused to sustain it. But even so
Sunderland's character did not pass unconditionally, as in previous
years. He was required to sign a paper humbly acknowledging that
he had behaved inconsistently with the character of a Christian
minister. In addition, it was required that he "publish and without
comment" in Zion's Watchman the specification involving Bishop
Soule, "a new and unqualified case of slander." 62
At the end of the conference session, Sunderland located and
thereafter he was not amenable to any annual conference for his
conduct. In explaining his reason for locating he said, "The opposition has proved too strong, even for an Annual Conference." 63
On August 1, 1840, he printed the censure resolution surrounded by
dark black lines. Then he excoriated the New England Conference
for demanding a publication "without note or comment": "Who
ever before, saw or heard, of an ecclesiastical body assuming the
power to say to one of its members, 'On that subject you Shall
Not Speak!' ... What decree of Papacy against heretics will suffer
in comparison with that black vote... ?" 64 Zion's Herald concurred.
It was, the editor said, "the most unparalleled tyranny and proscription." 65
In September Sunderland was busy with others preparing for
an October convention on antislavery matters. In conjunction with
it Orange Scott called for the organization of a separate Mission Society in the church so that antislavery advocates would "no longer
[have] to mingle their contributions with the price of blood." 06
Opponents regarded Scott's proposal as a definite schismatic effort,
and a great sense of relief was felt throughout the church when the
separate organization failed to materialize.
During 1841 Sunderland unleashed a steady barrage of editorials
attacking the Methodist Episcopal Church generally and the bishops
in particular for the church's stand on slavery. He stoutly reaffirmed
his intention to stay in the church and save it. 67 By the following
summer, however, there were strong rumors of an impending secession from the Methodist Episcopal Church. In October Sunderland, Orange Scott, and J othan Horton signed a statement of withdrawal and set forth the principles upon which the new movement
ZW, August 1, 1840. Sunderland declared that he was not charged or tried
for alleged slander in publishing the
poem but on alleged "immorality" in
saying that the reason for writing it was
justified: "The question on which the
editor was tried had nothing to do with
the truth or falsehood of those reasons:'
62

ZW August 15, 1840.
03 ZW, August 15, 1840.
64 ZW, August 8, 1840.
05 ZH, September 9, 1840.
60 CAl, September 23, 1840.
67 ZW, January 30, 1841. See also ZW,
March 13, 1841 through May 15, 1841,
and July 21, 1841.
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would be based. It was to be known as The Wesleyan Connection of
America. Its official journal was The True Wesleyan, published by
Horton and Scott. os
In December, 1841, Zion's Herald bitterly assailed the movement's
leaders, saying that if the three men had continued to attack
slavery while standing up everywhere for the Methodist Episcopal
Church, they would be the heroes of the hour. The editor claimed
that northern churchmen were fast becoming militantly abolitionist,
and he went on to say that the northern clergy and laity had
abandoned these men only because they had abandoned abolition
to war against the church and the episcopacy.69
Sunderland was not impressed by the comments of Zion's Herald.
He did not become really active in the new denomination anyway.
His interests had already begun to embrace mental phenomena. By
the spring of 1842 he had sold the New York Watchman, so called
after December, 1841, and was preparing to edit a new magazine.
He and the church had parted company permanently.
Concerning LaRoy Sunderland, the charges preferred against him
in the conferences, and his eight years of strife, several statements
may be made. That he was militant and without fear there can be
no doubt. He felt deeply and sincerely that the church must cleanse
itself of the evil of slavery immediately and regardless of all other
considerations. Clearly the path he chose and the influence he
exerted helped to hasten the day when the Methodist Episcopal
Church split into northern and southern branches. As to the
changes of misrepresentations and slander, we are constrained to
accept the verdict of his peers. He was not always careful and discriminating in the use of words. Even so it should be remembered
that only in regard to the matter concerning Bishop Soule did he
fail to win acquittal when brought to trial before his annual conference. No charges preferred against him ever brought his personal
and moral life into question. Moreover, none of the numerous
charges brought against him ever originated in his owp annual
conference. The accusations against him came from the New York
area, and in every instance they had to do with what Sunderland
said and did about the slavery issue. Years later as an old man and
with the din of battle long past, Sunderland said that he had "never
been conscious of any hatred in his heart" and that he believed his
protagonists were acting in all honesty in their opposition to him
as they saw it for the good of the church at the time. 70 Judging by
the record, it is doubtful that Sunderland was similarly objective
~8

Elliott, History of the Great Secession. • • , 967; Matlack, The Anti-Slavery
Struggle, 140-41; ZH, October 26, 1842,
cmd December 7, 1842.

ZH, December 28, 1842.
70 Sunderland, "Statement," 2, Sunderland MSS.
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and dispassionate in his appraisal of himself and his antagonists in
1840. A year after he located, Sunderland wrote, "1t has been remarked, by an able jurist, that no class of men make such miserable
work of it, in attempting to act the lawyer and the judge, as ministers of the Gospel. ..." 71
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ZW, July 14, 1841.

