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METHODIST EPISCOPACY

by Albea Godbold

John Wesley's Role
Methodist episcopacy was sanctioned and established by John

Wesley. As a clergyman in the Church of England, he favored epis
copacy as a form of church government. Moreover, convinced from
his study of church history that apostolic succession had not been
and could not be proved, and knowing that for two hundred years
the church at Alexandria chose and consecrated its own bishops,
and furthermore believing himself to be as much a scriptural
episkopos as any bishop.in Europe, he was sure that he had as much
right to ordain as to administer the Lord's Supper. Therefore, when
faced with the necessity of providing church privileges for some
15,000 of his followers in the New World, Wesley boldly ordained a
general superintendent or bishop in order to achieve that worthy
end.

On September 1, 1784, Wesley "set apart," that is, ordained,
Thom~s Coke, a presbyter in the Church of England, as a general
superintendent. Wesley used that title because he favored what is
called a moderate episcopacy. He objected to the title of bishop for
any Methodist general superintendent, and was much displeased in
1788 on learning that both Coke and Francis Asbury were being
called bishoDs in America....

In Methodism bishops are an integral part of the order of elders
in the church. The episcopacy is an office, not a distinct ord~r or
class of ministers as in the episcopacy in the ,Church of England or
the Protestant Episcopal Church.

After ordaining Coke a general superintendent, Wesley immedi
ately sent him to America with instructions to ordain Asbury in
the same capacity. Then the two superintendents were to ordain
ministers and organize a church in accordance with instructions
which Wesley prepared and gave to Coke. Wesley expected Coke
and Asbury and the church they formed to be subject to his direc
tion as long as he lived, and he desired American Methodism to
maintain close ties with British Methodism after his demise, but as
it turned out neither the expectation nor the desire was realized.

Francis Asbury's Contribution
When Asbur:y learned of Vlesley's plan for a Methodist church in

America, he told Coke he would not accept ordination unless unan
imously elected by the preachers. Also, he wrote in his journal that
if elected he would "not act in the capacity I have heretofore done
by Mr. Wesley's appointment."
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16 l\1:ETHODIST HISTORY

Asbury's firm demand that he be elected by his brethren before
accepting ordination and episcopal authority proved to be pro
foundly significant both for the Methodist Episcopal Church and its
episcopacy. The decision altered for American Methodism the type
of absolute personal control which Wesley had exercised over the
societies in Britain, it established the procedure for electing Meth
odist bishops in the future, and it initiated the strong Asburian
episcopacy ,vhich has characterized American Methodism through
out its h.istory.

Asbury's insistence on election by the preachers necessitated the
call for the famous Christmas Conference which sat in Baltimore,
Decen1ber 24, 1784 to January 1, 1785. That gathering was the
genesis of the powerful General Conference in American IVleth
odism. The minutes of the conference outlined the duties and po\vers
of the general superintendents. They were to ordain general super
intendents, elders, and deacons; preside over conferences; fix the
appointments of the preachers; and betv,reen conferences to change,
receive, or suspend preachers; and receive and decide appeals from
the preachers and the people.

After the organization of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784,
Coke spent much time in England, but Asbury traveled unceasingly
throughout the connection, ordained and stationed the preachers,
chose the presiding elders, and, before the assembling of the first
General Conference in 1792, sought the advice and consent of the
annual conferences in governing the whole church.

Objection to Asbury's great po,ver as bishop led to two schisms
in American Methodism before 1800. The first was precipitated in
1791 by William Hammett, a British preacher whom Thomas Coke
brought from the West Indies. Angry because Asbury would not
appoint him to the church in Charleston, South Carolina, Han1
mett vehemently criticized what he called a "rigid unscriptural
episcopacy," declared it had taken away religious liberty, and pro
ceeded to. start what he called the Primitive Methodist Church.
Many Methodists in Charleston and some neighboring towns joined
Hammett's movement. lie died in 1803, and his followers then went
back into the Methodist Episcopal Church. .

The second and more serious schism, led by James O'Kelly, a
presiding elder in Virginia, came in 1792. O'Kelly had strongly ob
jected to Asbury's power in the ill-fated Council (composed of the
bishops and presiding elders) which Asbury created in 1789 as a
substitute for the cumbersome procedure of having each annual
conference to vote in turn 011 proposed new legislation. For the
sake of peace in the church, Asbury abandoned the Council and
agreed to a General Conference. Thus the first General Conference
was convened primarily to adjudicate O'Kelly's challenge to As-
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METHODIST EPISCOPACY 17

bury's authority as bishop. No sooner had the body met than
O'Kelly introduced a resolution to the effect that if a preacher
should be dissatisfied with his appointment he could appeal to the
conference, and if sustained the bishop must then give him another

! appointment. After a lengthy and spirited debate the resolution was
, . overwhelmingly defeated. O'Kelly then withdrew and started what

he designated as the Republican Methodist Church, later called the
I Christian Church.
J In reply to complaints about his power as a bishop, Asbury
;' truthfully declared that he had no power which had not been voted

him by the conference. The Christmas Conference made him a
i. bishop and delegated powers to him. Moreover, prior to 1808 the
; episcopacy was at the m.ercy of each General Conference. A ma
l jori~y vote in any quadrennial session of that body could have
I' abolished the office of bishop in the church.
!' In 1808 the General Conference adopted a constitution for the
!. church which among other features placed restrictions on any future

I
I' General Conference that might wish to weaken or abolish the
. episcopacy. As adopted the historic Third Restrictive Rule read,,I; "They shall not change or alter any part of rule of our government,

I' so as to do away Episcopacy or destroy the plan of our itinerant
!. general superintendency."
r ; Summarizing Asbury's contribution, it may be said that notwith-
i
! standing some dissatisfaction with his leadership, the great majority
/. of the preachers approved his official administration. He un

doubtedly became the governing mind of the Methodist Episcopal
Church in its early years, and he succeeded to a remarkable degiree
in developing the episcopacy in accordance with 1:J.is own views. To

j the day of his death in 1816 he was the master of every crisis and
he matched every challenge to his authority and power as the leader
of the church.

William McKendree's Contribution
Because of impaired health, Asbury seriously considered resign-

l ing the episcopacy at the General Conference in 1800. That confer
ence elected Richard Whatcoat a bishop to assist him. Whatcoat

I! traveled with Asbury until his death in 1806. The 1808 General
Conference elevated William McKendree, a man of great ability, to
the episcopacy. Regarding Asbury as the father of the church~ Mc

i Kendree deferred to him as much as possible, but it soon became
i. apparent that as a man in his own right his administration would be
t somewhat different. Without advising with Asbury, McKendree de-

,! livered an episcopal address at the 1812 General Conference, thus
"j establishing a procedure followed in all succeeding General Con-

'J

! ferences. Against Asbury's advice, McKendree consulted with the
presiding elders when making the appointments, and thus estab-
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18 METHODIST HISTORY

lished the bishop's "cabinet." Under McKendree's direction, the
General Conference began using standing committees to prepare its
legislation. In 1819 he helped to organize the Missionary Society,
now the Board of Missions, and served as its first president. It is
generally agreed that McKendree was the chief architect of the
constitutional episcopacy which functions as the executive arm of
the church.

The Methodist Protestant Church
During the first quarter of the nineteenth century critics of the

power of the episcopacy worked in the General Conference for
legislation that would require the election of presiding elders by the
annual conferences instead of permitting the bishops to appoint
them. The 1820 General Conference finally adopted a resolution to
that effect. However, when Bishop McKendree and bishop-elect
Joshua Soule objected that such legislation was contrary' to the
Third Restrictive Rule of the constitution, the General Conference
suspended the resolution for four years. In 1824 it was again sus
pended, and in 1828 it was rejected. Many preachers and laymen
who favored the election of presiding elders along with lay repre
sentation in the conferences then withdrew, and in 1830 they formed
the Methodist Protestant Church which during its history of one
hundred and nine years had neither bishops nor presiding elders.
Each Methodist Protestant Conference elected a president and
chose a stationing committee composed of preachers and laymen to
make the appointments.

The Division of 1844
The greatest hassle over the nature, authority, and power of

Methodist episcopacy occurred in the 1844 General Conference.
Before the body convened in New York, it was generally known
that Bishop James O. Andrew of Georgia had come into the posses
sion of slaves by marriage. A.bolition sentiment was strong in the
north and east, and it was quickly apparent that delegates from
those regions would strenuously object to a bishop who owned
slaves, no matter what the extenuating circumstances.

The Discipline of that day said, "No slaveholder shall be eligible
to any official station in our Church ... where the laws of the state
in which he lives will admit of emancipation." It added, "When
any traveling preacher becomes an owner of a slave or slaves, by
any means, he shall forfeit his ministerial character in our Church,
unless he execute, if it be practicable, a legal emancipation of such
slaves, conformably to the laws of the state in which he lives."
Since Georgia state law forbade the manumission of slaves, it was
clear that Bishop Andrew had done nothing contrary to the Dis
cipl~ne of the church. If he had been determined to emancipate his
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slaves regardless, it would have been necessary for him to move
with them to a free state, and that he did not do.

A\vare of the opposition of the northern delegates to a slavehold
ing bishop, Andrew came to the General Conference with the inten-

. tion of resigning, but the southern delegates dissuaded him, declar
ing that they would to a man secede from the church if he stepped
down. Under the circumstances Andrew could only await the action
of the conference in his case.

On the second day of the General Conference a resolution was in
troduced "affectionately requesting [Andrew] to resign his office
as one of the bishops of the Methodist Episcopal Church." Mter
sever.al days of intense debate, the supporters of that resolution,
realizing that it was untenable on discip1illary grounds, brought
forward a stlbstitute milder in form but calculated to achieve the
same end. The new resolution called on Bishop Andrew to "desist
from the exercise of this office so long as this impediment remains."
After a week of debate the resolution was adopted 110 to 68, almost
all the northern delegates voting yea and the southern delegates
nay.

Throughout the long debate on Bishop Andrew's case, the north
ern delegates insisted that a bishop is simply an officer of the Gen
eral Conference, that that body has universal supremacy in the
church, and that it can discipline or depose a bishop by majority
vote. Leonidas L. Hamline, a delegate from Ohio, declared that the
constitution recognizes the episcopacy as an abstraction, leaving it
to the General Conference to work it into a concrete form in any
way it sees fit. His speech gave the northern delegates vvhae they
regarded as solid ground on which to stand; and as a result they
elected him a bishop at that conference.

It may be noted here that in 1852· Hamline resigned from the
episcopacy on the ground of impaired health. He was then received
as an elder in his annual conference. Some thought p.e resigned
primarily because he wished to prove the validity of his claim in
1844 that a bishop could be a bishop for a time and then become
again a member of an annual conference.

The southern delegates argued in the 1844 General Conference
that the episcopacy was an independent succession from John
Wesley and a coordinate branch of the church with powers, rights,.
and duties accorded it by the constitution, and that as such it func
tioned parallel to the General Conference. They agreed that the
episcopacy is an office and not a third ecclesiastical order, but at
the same time they insisted that once a bishop always a bishop.
They noted that the General Conference elected editors, missionary
secretaries, and book agents, as well as bishops, but they pointed
out that the bishops and elders laid their .hands on and ordained
only the men elevated to the episcopacy.
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20 METHODIST HISTORY

Furthermore, the southern delegates maintained that their north
ern brethren proposed in effect to depose a bishop without prefer
ring charges and holding a trial, as required by the constitution.
The northern delegates declared that they were not deposing Bishop
Andrew; they were only asking him to desist from functioning as a
bishop so long as he held slaves. During the debates Bishop Joshua
Soule, who had vvritten the constitution in 1808, addressed the
conference. Supporting the southern delegates, he declared that
the General Conference had the right to arraign, try, find, guilty of
any offence with which charged, and expel a bishop, but at the same
time he argued that the constitution provided that no preacher was
to be deprived of the right of trial and the right of appeal.

In the extended debate' on Bishop Andrew's case the southern
delegates seemed to be on stronger constitutional ground, but in the
end the northerners had the votes. The fact that the latter group
abandoned their first resolution asking Bishop Pilldrew to resIgn in
favor of a milder one requesting him to desist from the exercise of
his office so long as he held slaves seems to indicate that they
realized the weakness of their position in relation to the constitu
tion.

Obviously slavery was the great issue for the northern delegates
in the 1844 General' Conference, while for the southerners it was
the powers of the episcopacy. To put it another way, slavery was
the basic cause of the division of the church, but the n,ature of the
episcopacy was the explicit cause. The northern delegates would not
divide the church over the issue of slavery itself, but they would
not stand for a bishop who held slaves for vvhatever' reason. The
southern delegates would not divide the church merely because of
northern criticism of slavery, but they would not stand for a bishop
being deposed merely by a vote of the General Conference when
they were sure it was contrary to the Discipline. The situation in
the church in 1844 paralleled that in the nation in 1860. The North
would not ,start a war over slavery, but it would go to war to
prevent secession. The South would not launch a war to maintain
the institution of slavery, but it would fight for states' rights.

A few days after the vote on Andrew's case, the southern dele
gates presented a "Protest" to the General Conference saying that
because of, continued agitation on the subject of slavery and aboli
tion, and "especially" because of "the extra-judicial proceedings
against Bishop Andrew which resulted ... in the virtual suspension
of him from his office," they would regard the continued jurisdiction
of the' General Co~erence of the Methodist Episcopal Church in
the slaveholding states' as' inconsistent with the success of the min
istry in that region. The division of the church into northern and
southern branches followed ..

~i
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Differing Views of the Episcopacy Not Reconciled

The two branches of episcopal Methodism did not resolve the
differing views of the episcopacy which were expounded in the
1844 General Conference. When formal fraternal relations were
established between the two churches at Cape May, New Jersey, in
1876, thereby making possible the beginning of conversations about
reunion, nothing was said about the episcopacy; the emphasis was
rather on the fact that each church was "a legitimate branch of
Episcopal Methodism, . . . having a common origin in the Meth
odist Episcopal Church organized in 1784."

With the passage of time the two churches maintained their re
spective positions on the episcopacy and other issues. Writers like
Holland N. McTyeire, 'John J. Tigert, and others produced histories
in which they ably argued the stance of the M. E. Church, South,
while Thomas B. Neely, James M. Buckley, and others wrote books
in which they no less powerfully presented the position of the
M. E. Church.

After 1844 both churches passed some legislation and adopted
some procedures which might have tended to widen the gulf be
tween them, while at the same time they made some moves that
tempered their differences and helped to make possible eventual.reunIon.

The 1864 M. E. General Conference changed· the "Form for
Ordaining Bishops" to the "Form for Consecrating Bishops." Also,
the wording of the ceremony as compiled by John Wesley was
slightly altered. "Receive the Holy Ghost for the office and. ,work
of a bishop Wesley: superintendent in the church of God, now com
mitted unto thee by the imposition of our hahds, In the name of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost," was changed to
read, "The Lord pour upon thee the Holy Ghost for the office and
work of a bishop in the church of God, now committed unto thee
by the imposition of our hands, in the name of the Father, and of
the Son, and of the Holy Ghost."

While one might suppose that the M. E. Church, South with its
more exalted view of the episcopacy would frown on changing
"ordain" to "consecrate," it did not. Indeed, its 1870 General Con
ference followed the lead of the M. E. Church in altering the cere
mony. However, for nearly half a century after 1870, the journal of
the General Conference of the M. E. Church South, but not the
Discipline, frequently used the word "ordination" when referring to
the consecration of newly elected bishops.

The 1884 General Conference of the M. E. Church subordinated
the episcopacy by ruling that a bishop could not speak on the floor
of the conference unless invited by the body to do so, for the reason
that bishops are not members of the General Conference. Also, that
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22 METHODIST HISTORY

conference adopted a resolution reaffirming the "doctrine of the
fathers of our church" that the episcopacy was not an order but an
office. Such moves of course reaffirmed the supremacy of the Gen
eral Conference.

Ten years after the division of 1844, the General Conference of
the M. E. Church, South added an appendix to the Restrictive Rules
of the constitution which in effect made the College of Bishops the
interpreter of church law. The appendix said, "Provided, that when
any rule or regulation is adopted by the General Conferen~ewhich,
in the opinion of the bishops is unconstitutional, the bishops· may
present to the General Conference their objections to such rule or
regulation, with the reasons thereof, and if after hearing the ob
jections and reasons of the bishops, two-thirds of the members of
the General Conference present shall vote in favor of the rule or
regulation so objected to, it shall have the force of law, otherwise
it shall be null and void." Then in 1870 the General Conference
added a clause to the effect that if the bishops objected and the
General Conference still voted by a tvvo-thirds majority for a
rule or regulation, "it shall then take the course prescribed for
altering a Restrictive .Rule,." that is, it must then be sent down to
the annual conferences, "and if thus passed upon affirmatively, the
bishops shall announce that such rule or regulation takes effect from
that time."

In 1934 the M. E. Church, South set up a constitutionally inde
pendent Judicial Council composed of five traveling" elders and
four laymen. Appellate power was vested in the Council. It had
the responsibility of determining the constitutionality of the acts of I
the General and the annual confer"ences, and of hearing and deter- I
mining appeals. ..

Meantime, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century the M. E. I.
Church developed the traditionally powerful Judiciary Committee
of the General Conference. That committee served as a check on
all authority in the church. Favorable experience with the Judiciary
"Committee led the M." E. Church to accept the judicial Council as
-a part of "the Plan of Union in 1939.

Missionary and Central Conference Bishops
. As the "work of the M. E. Church in foreign lands grew there was

need for bishops who would live among the people and administer
the work. Aware that such an arrangement would be contrary to
the general superintendency, but at the same time considering· it
necessary, the 1856 General Conference added the following clause
to the Third Restrictiye "Rule, "but may appoint a Missionary Bishop
or Superintendent for any of our foreign missions, limiting his epis
copal· jurisdiction to the same respectively." As a result, Francis
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Burns, the first miss'ionary bishop, was ordained in 1858 and sent
to Liberia. Later a number of such bishops were elected and sent
out. However, the Plan of Union in 1939 made no provision for
missionary bishops in The Methodist Church.
. In 1884 the M. E. Church authorized Central Conferences and
granted them the right to elect their own bishops. A Central Con
ference is composed of two or more mission conferences, and its
bishops have full episcopal power within its bounds. Central Con
ferences with power to elect their own bishops were continued in
The Methodist Church in 1939.

Gradual Development of Episcopal Areas
As long as Asbury w!as fully active, Methodist episcopacy was

literally a general superintendency. He attended and presided over
all the annual conferences in succession each year, and when What
coat and McKendree were elected bishops he had each in turn to
travel with him to all the conferences. We have noted that by 1812
McKendree began to make some innovations. In 1816 when Robert

:' R. Roberts and Enoch George were elevated to the episcopacy, Mc
Kendree, knowing that the church had become too large for all the
bishops to attend all the conferences, took the lead in dividing the
episcopal labors between himself and his colleagues.

The 1824 General Conference, aware of the bishops' work load,
recommended that they meet once a year to plan their intineraries
and suggested that they divide the connection "into several epis! '

i copal departments, with one bishop or more in each departm~p.t."

The 1828 General Conference, concerned for maintaining, in sor; far
as possible, a truly general superintendency; recommended that
"each of our four bishops should, if practicable, be known in each
'of the annual conferences once in four years." But since Bishops
Enoch George and Elijah Hedding preferred not to work in the slave
states, as the years passed they served mostly in northern confer-
ences, while Bishops Roberts and Soule went south and west.

The 1864 M,. E. General Conference requested the bishops to dis
tribute their residences over the nation so they would be accessible
and in a position to oversee'the extended work of the church. Four

i; years later the cities were named and the bishops were asked to
i, choose their residences in the order of seniority. In 1896 the, Gen-
!

I ' eral Conference designated the episcopal residences and ruled that
I, the bishops must reside in the cities to which they were assigned.
U The actual assignments were left to the bishops themselves. In 1908
I: the bishops were requested to form groups of annual conferences

around their respective residences. In 1916 the General Conference
committee on episcopacy began assigning bishops to residences, and
the bishops then grouped the conferences around the residences.

'.,
I
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The term "episcopal area" was first applied to each group of con
ferences in 1920.

Less extensive geographically and somewhat less inclined to adopt
legislation concerning episcopal areas and residences, the M. E.
Church South was slow to form what it called "episcopal dis-,
tricts." That church never did designate episcopal residences nor
did it require its bishops to live in particular places. However, the
1918 General Conference did divide the connection into episcopal
districts, and it recommended that the College of Bishops assign
the episcopal leaders to· them. Also, it requested the bishops elected
that year and in succeeding General Conferences to "fix their resi
dences, as far as possible, in the important cities of our territory."
Some but not all of the bishops elected before, during, and after the
1918 General Conference chose to follow the spirit of the request
and established their residences in the episcopal districts to which
the College of Bishops assigned them.

From the beginning in 1939, The Methodist Church had episcopal
areas, and the Jurisdictional Conferences were authorized to fix
the episcopal residences within their respective bounds and to as
sign the bishops to them. The bishops themselves were allowed to
fix the boundaries of the areas.

The Role of the Council of Bishops
The M. E. Church had a Board of Bishops and the M. E. Church,

South a College of Bishops. At unification in 1939 each Jurisdiction
had a College of Bishops, and the bishops of all the Jurisdictional
and Central Conferences were designated as the Council of Bishops.
The Council meets twice a year. From its own membership it elects
a president who serves one year. The presidency is rotated among
the Jurisdictions, the honor going to the senior bishop, or to the
next in line, if the senior bishop of the Jurisdiction has already
served as president.

As a constitutional body, the Council of Bishops has status; it" is
an important group of church leaders. The Council is charged with
the responsibility of promoting the evangelistic activities of the
church and furnishing such inspirational leadership as the need and
opportunity may demand. By a two-thirds vote the Council can call
a special session of the General Conference. In times of disaster at
home or abroad the Council may call for church-wide special offer
ings to relieve suffering and help rebuilt churches. The Council
makes interim assignments of bishops when vacancies occur in
episcopal areas. It nominates persons to the General Conference £01'

election to the Judicial Council. The Council has representation on
all the boards and agencies of the church, and is thereby influential
in fonnulating the plans and programs of the denomination.

The Council of Bishops has an important role in guarding against
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regionalism and maintaining a general superintendency in a church
in which bishops are elected by Jurisdictional and Central Confer
ences and with few exceptions serve the rest of their lives in the
geographical region which elects them. As a body composed of all
.the bishops, active and retired, from all the regional units of the
church, the Council's semi-annual sessions run for several days
and deal with important matters affecting the entire church. Fur
thermore, with the help of the General Board of Missions and the
Commission on Promotion and Cultivation, the Council requires
each active bishop to make one or two episcopal visits of two to
three months' duration each quadrennium to the mission fields of
the church. This means that over a period of years most of the
bishops travel to almost every continent ~nd they become ac
qu.ainted with the church in various parts of the world.

Term Episcopacy
Prior to unification in 1939, there was agitation in both branches

of Episcopal Methodism to elect bishops for a term of years rather
than for life, as has been the custom from the beginning. The move
ment came to naught in the United States. However, some of the
Central Conferences and some of the autonomous Methodist
churches in Latin America and other countries which are descen
dants of American Episcopal IVlethodism have adopted· term epis
copacy. The former Evangelical United Brethren Church elected its
bishops quadrennially, and during its history only one bishop failed
of reelection. That church accepted life episcopacy on merging with
The Methodist Church to form The United Methodist Church.

Transfer of Bishops Between Jurisdictions .
Opposed on principle to a diocesan episcopacy or any plan which

would permit a bishop to settle down and supervise indefinitely one
conference or area with little or no connection with the work of
the church as a whole, Methodism has sought ways to permit, en
courage, and even compel bishops to move within their own Juris
dictions and to transfer from one Jurisdiction to another. The
Plan of Union in 1939 provided that the Council of Bishops could
transfer a bishop from one Jurisdiction to another if the J uris- .
dictional Conference to which the transfer was to be made requested
it, but during the first twenty-five years not--one such transfer was
effected. Then in 1964, as the church moved toward the abolition of
the Central Jurisdiction, two of its bishops transferred, one to the
Northeastern and one to the North Central Jurisdiction. In 1968
the three bishops remaining in the· Central Jurisdiction were trans
ferred, one each to the Southeastern, South Central, and Western
Jurisdictions. No bishops were transferred from one geographical
Jurisdiction to another.
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The 1964 General Conference proposed, and the annual confer
ences later approved, constitutional amendments the purpose of
which is to facilitate the transfer of bishops from one Jurisdiction
to another. The legislation provides for an Inter-Jurisdictional Com
mittee on Episcopacy composed of all the Jurisdictional Committees
on Episcopacy. The Inter-Jurisdictional Committee must meet not
later than the fifth day of each General Conference, organize, and
elect an executive committee composed of two ministers and two
laymen from each Jurisdictional Committee. The executive com
mittee must "conduct consultations with bishops and others inter
ested in possible episcopal transfers." No bishop may be transferred
without his consent nor until he has served at least one quadren
nium in the Jurisdiction Which elected him. When one bishop trans
fers out another must be transferred in, unless the receiving Juris
diction waives that right, and the committee on episcopacy in each
Jurisdiction involved must approve the transfers in so far as they
affect its own Jurisdiction.

Prior to the 1972 General and Jurisdictional Conferences no
bishops had transferred in accordance with the constitutional
amendments. Whether any transfers will be made remains to be
seen. Bishops willing and desirous of transferring may hesitate to
say so lest they be accused of ingratitude to the section of the church
which elevated them to high office. Ministers and laymen may hesi
tate to say a bishop should transfer lest he think they dislike him
or disapprove of his official administration.

The 1960 General Conference ruled that no bishop could be as
signed to the same residence more than twelve consecutive years,
not counting the years served b_efore that date, thus compelling
episcopal moves within each Jurisdiction.

Retirement of Bishops
Prior to 1912 in the M. E. Church and 1930 in the M. E. Church,

South, there was no legislation requiring bishops to retire at a given
age. The 1912 General Conference ruled that bishops must retire at
the General Conference nearest their seventy-third birthday. That
was amended in 1932 to read that a bishop whose seventieth birth
day preceded the first day of June in the year in which the General
Conference convened must retire at the close of that conference.
The 1930 General Conference of the M. E. Church, South ruled that
no bishop could remain active beyond the General Conference near
est his seventy-second birthday, the regulation to become effective
at the close of the 1934 General Conference.

At unification in 1939, The Methodist Church adopted the 1932
regulation of the M. E .. Church, except that it called for retirement
at the close of the bishop's Jurisdictional Conference rather than at
the end of the General Conference.

i .
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The 1964 General' Conference adopted new legislation, effective
in 1968, saying that a bishop "shall be released" from active duty
at the close of his Jurisdictional Conference "the first day of which
next precedes his seventy-second birthday." This rule in effect re
duced the retirement age for bishops by two years. It means that
some bishops will have to retire a few days after their sixty-eighth
birthday while some others may serve until they are almost seventy
two. However, the legislation provides that bishops who are "re
leased" from active duty before they reach seventy-two "shall re
ceive full episcopal salary and house allowance" until they reach
seventy-two "if, during such period," they hold themselves "avail
able fQr assignment by the Council of Bishops to some distinctive
responsibility without further compensation."

The 1964 legislation further provides for the voluntary or involun
tary retirement of bishops because of impaired health, and for vol
untary retirement at age sixty-five, if the bishop's College of Bishops
and the standing Committee on Episcopacy of his Jurisdiction agree.
The 1970 special session of the General Conference added an amend
ment saying that a bishop who reaches age sixty-five during the

! ,
" calendar year in which his Jurisdictional Conference meets may
! retire, presumably at the Jurisdictional Conference, if the College

of Bishops and the Committee on Episcopacy agree.I
i
, '

,
i ,
,
I
I

!

Concluding Comments
Bishops are the executive officers in Methodism. The Methodist

I
i ',', itinerancy is a unique institution which depends largely o~ the

authority 6f the bishops to make the appointments. In the Metffod
! ist system the churches agree to receive the pastors whom the
I' bishop sends and the preachers agree to go where they are ap
I; pointed. When a Methodist annual conference meets the bishop must
1: give each active preacher an appointment; the conference is -not
I .
'I. allowed to receive men into membership for whom it has no work.
I: All appointments are for one year; the -Discipline says appoint
i' ments must be made annually.
I With the passage of time some limitations have been placed on
I:· the appointing power of the bishops. Asbury consulted no one in
~ i stationing the preachers; his judgment was final. McKendree and all
I i succeeding bishops have consulted with the presiding elders, now
I_

I: district superintendents, in making the appointments. Then :came
I' the pastoral relations -committee in the local church which confers
I;. with the preacher and the district superintendent when a change of
!:' ministers is expected or desired. Next came legislation requiring the
~ i district superintendent to tell the preacher where the bishop pro-

poses to send him before the appointment is read out and give him
-j an opportunity to express his reaction. But notwithstanding the re
ii quirements that the preachers and the churches be consulted hi
t:
;"'j
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advance, the bishop still has the authority to appoint the preachers
vvhere in his godly judgment he thinks they ought to be stationed.
Without that final authority vested in the bishop, the Methodist
itinerancy would not and could not function. '

Through the years the bishops have presided in the General and
annual conferences, ordained ministers elected to orders by the
annual conferences, and made formal appearances on stated oc
casions. In addition, the people have expected the bishops to be
prophetic and evangelistic preachers. William McKendree was
elected bishop in 1808 after many of the General Conference dele
gates heard him deliver a powerful sermon. Through the decades
many men North and South have been elevated to the episcopacy
because of their pulpit ability. In every generation, including the
present one, some of the bishops have been pulpit preachers of the
first rank.

However, in recent times Methodist bishops of necessity have had
to give more time, energy, and thought to administration and pro
motion than to preparation for outstanding pulpit preaching, though
they are still expected to fill pulpits nearly every Sunday as well as
on some week days. The reason for the changing emphasis in the
bishop's work is that he, with the help of his district superintendents,
must lead his area in successive quadrennial emphases and church
wide programs which are planned by the boards and agencies of the
church. In the past when the great emphasis of the church was on
evangelism, bishops may have traveled primarily .to preach. In
more recent times bishops are often on the go to make addresses
and talks and hold conunittee and district meetings with the aim
of helping the pastors and churches to raise financial apportionments
and carry out the total program of the denomination.

But notwithstanding the limitations on the appointing po'\ver of
the bishops and the marked increase in the amount of time and
thought they must give to administration and promotion, Methodist.
episcopacy today is not basically different from what it was in the
days of Asbury and McKendree. If Asbury could attend a Methodist
annual ·conference today, he would feel at home. The attendance
would' be larger and the activities more numerous, but he would
see a bishop presiding and asking the disciplinary questions as in
his day. District Superintendents (presiding elders) would be in
evidence, and he would find the preachers as much interested in
their own and each other's appointments as in his day. He would
note that the bishop in the chair is honored and respected, a sign
that the episcopacy is still considered the .highest office in the
church as it was in his day.

Also, Asbury might recall that in September 1783, he wrote a
letter to John Wesley saying that no man could manage the lay
preachers in America unless he had been "at the raising of the
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:S i most of them," and that he could not make proper changes in their
1. i appointments, sending one here and another there, "unless he is
;t; always out among them.." And Asbury might conclude that those
d 1 are still valid qualifications for the Methodist episcopacy.
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