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In this issue I express my thanks to my good friend Frederick Y-.
Mills, Sr. of La Grange College, Georgia, who discovered a Rankin 1ettt,~

and at my request secured permission for its use in DISCOYERY and also
provided the notes and other information that is helpful in showing the
relation of the letter to America and American Methodism. It is an impor
tant contribution.

Thomas Rankin to Lord Dartmouth on the State of Religion
and Political Affairs in America.

Frederick Y. Mills, Sr.

The relationship of Methodists to events culminating in the American
War for Independence is a subject deserving fuller study. In the following
letter from Thomas Rankin to Lord Dartmouth, dated December 29,
1784, considerable light is thrown on the mounting tensions between
England and her mainland American colonies. Rankin's assessment of the
status of religion, the attitudes of members of the first Continental
Congress, and the need for a bishop in the Church of England in America
make this an important document. An appeal to Lord Dartmouth for
reconciliation between Great Britain and her colonies (especially Boston in
Massachusetts) is the climax of the letter.

Thomas Rankin (1738 - 1810) was one of John Wesley's closest
associates in England. When Wesley became dissatisfied with the conduct
of American Methodists, he sent Rankin on April 9, 1773 to reform the
activities of his friends. As Wesley's "general assistant and
superintendent," he called the first conference of Methodist societies in
Philadelphia on July 4, 1773. Coincidentally, events that led to the conven
ing of the first Continental Congress on Septem ber 5, 1775 in Philadelphia
were occurring in the same time period when Rankin was discharging his
duties. Hence the letter to Lord Dartmouth is a first-hand account of the
items described.
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This report on colonial activity to Lord Dartmouth, William Legge
(1731 - 180 I), by a Methodist itinerant was due to a fortuitous set of cir
cumstances. The second Earl of Dartmouth had become Secretary of State
for the colonies and president of the Board of Trade an.d Foreign Planta
tion in 1772, a position he held until November 1775. Benjamin Franklin
described Dartmouth as "a truly good man, and wishes sincerely a good
understanding with the colonies." In addition, he was known as an
amiable, pious man, an intimate friend of Selina, Countess of Huntingdon,
both of whom had strong attachments to Methodists. Thomas Rankin was
writing, therefore, to one who knew and understood his perspective. It is
one of the ironic facts of history that one who favored conciliation between
Great Britain and her colonies was the chief government official for the
colonies at the time shots were fired at Lexington and Concord.

**********

Philadelphia
Decem: 29th 1774

My Lord

Your Lordship will pardon this intrusion; when I inform you, that
love to God, to his... ,joined with the most sincere regard, and warm es
teem, fOT your Lordship's present, and eternal happiness; are the alone
motives that induce me to write at present.

Some months age, I wrote to your Lordship from New York; in
which letter, I endeavoured according to the best of my knowledge, to give
your Lordship some account of religion, (as it then appeared to me) in
these colonies.! Whether your Lordship received the same, I know not;
having never heard nothing concerning it. I should be sorry to trouble. your
Lordship, with any account I can give; did I not think, that the same might
in some degree., tend to promote the honor of God, and at the same time,
afford SOlne pleasure to your Lordship. For some weeks my mind has been
impressed with a conviction, that I ought to write once more to your
Lordship: and what determined me to embrace this opportunity; was the
sight of a few lines that your Lordship had wrote to Mr. Fletcher, in which
you mention Captain Webb: which lines Mr. Fletcher was so kind as to

Note: Permission to print Thomas Rankin's letter of December 29, 1774 has been
granted by the present Lord Dartmouth and is gratefully acknowledged by this writer. The
original is in the collection of Dartmouth Papers, #1041, in the Staffordshire Record Office.
IOn March 30, 1774 Thomas Rankin wrote to Lord Dartmouth. He recounted their meeting
before leaving England and gave an account of religious life in the colonies. Rankin stressed
the positive relationship of Methodists to the Church of England in America. This letter is
item #867 in the Dartmouth Papers.
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send over to Mr. Webb.2 From the spirit that breathed in these lines, I
thought your Lordship would not be offended with me, if I should attempt
to inform you a little of the prospect of religion, and also to add a word, of
the appearance of political matters, as they at present appear to me in the
colonies.

I have lately rode a considerable way, through the Provinces of New
Jerseys, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. I have also from my Brethren, who
labour in Virginia, and N orthCarolina; had accounts of the prospect of
the work there. From what I have seen, and what I am truely informed of;
there is great cause to adore and praise God. Some hundreds have been
effectually awakened, and brought to the knowledge of God, (in the
various Provinces where we preach) in a few months past. I have never
seen such an out pouring of God's Spirit since I came to America, as I
beheld for the most part of the month, of last November. The greatest of
this work was in Maryland, and on the borders of the province of Virginia:
In the cities and towns, the gospel does hot flourish in the way and manner
we could desire: It is in the country where we see in a more cheering
manner, the fruit of our labour.3

I do not know that ever I saw two places, so highly favored with
gospel ministers, as Philadelphia and New York are; and I never knew two
cities, wherein there was so little good done, after so much faithful
preaching. Except a few hundreds, it seems to me that already slumber has
got hold of the inhabitants in the above cities. I believe we have upwards of
five hundred black people, (male and female) in our Societies; the most of
whom, are happy in a Saviour's love.

What effect the political contests will have upon religion in these
colonies, I am not able to ascertain: But if I may judge the stack, by the
sample, I fear the worst, although I would hope the best. 4

I was much pleased to hear from a young clergyman, (who was lately
here, and had come from England a few months ago, that he was informed
while he was in London, that your Lordship had a worthy, good man in
your eye, whom you thought would make an acceptable Bishop for

2Thomas Rankin travelled to America in the company of Captain Thomas Webb, a military
officer and an early planter of Methodism in America, and George Shadford. The Mr.
Fletcher referred to is John William Fletcher, rector of Madeley. Fletcher, a parish
clergyman in the Church of England, often preached for John Wesley. He was noted for his
piety and charity.
8The conference Rankin called met at St. George's Church, Philadelphia and was attended by
ten preachers. It became the first Annual Conference of American Methodism. The work in
Maryland and Virginia referred to is that of the Anglican Devereux Jarratt, rector of Bath
Parish, Virginia, and George Shadford. For fuller accounts see Frederick A. Norwood, The
Story of American Methodism (Abingdon, 1974), pp. 70-81.
"In response to the Boston Tea Party, December 16, 1773, Parliament had passed the Coer
cive Acts which closed the port of Boston and placed Massachusetts under martial law. In
response to Virginia's call, the first Continental Congress met.
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America.5 Such a person would certainly facilitate the work of God, and
greatly promote the interest of the Church of England in these colonies:
But I am ready to think, that our political troubles must first subside,
before your Lordship will be able to be instrumental of making such an
happy era, to take place in this land.

Your Lordship is (no doubt) (ully informed of all the transactions that
passes here, in the present situation of affairs: But I assume you will not be
offended with me, if I should add a few observations of what has come un
der my own cognizance. The attention that I have paid to any public
matters since I came into this land, has been from this motive, to turn all
into prayer, and spiritual advice to those, that either in public or private, I
might have any intercourse with. While the Congress was sitting at
Philadelphia, I had access to be here most of the time. 6 Many of its
members came to our preaching; and I had an opportunity of conversing
with various of them again and again. I believe many of them, has the
most warm attachment to his Majesty, and the constitution; but probably
others, who are of republican principles, have carried matters further than
the others intended. All that they transacted I have seen, only the address
to his Majesty: that as yet I have not seen made public. The friends of the
government at present say little; (and indeed (as the ... ) it is dangerous so
to do, unless they have got grace to brave the fear of death, or at least so
much as to enable them to bear with patience, being tarred and feathered)
but if things should come to extremeties (which I hope they never, never
will) there are many who are now almost silent, that would stand by his
Majesty, and Parliament to their last drop of blood. There is nothing to be
heard in some of the provinces, but warlike preparations of every kind. 7

Were it possible, and consistent, with the dignity, and honor of his
Majesty; and Parliament; to think that the inhabitants of the town of
Boston in particular, and those of the colony in general; had smarted
sufficiently for their precipitant, and violent conduct; and now for ',sen
timents of lenity and compassion to take place; who knows what salutary
effects, might flow from the same?8 Should not this be the case, I cannot

LIThe need for a bishop(s) for the Church of England in the colonies was a compelling one. A
recent study of the subject is Bishops By Ballot: An Eighteenth Century Ecclesiastical
Revolution (Oxford, 1978), by Frederick V. Mills, Sr.
Oaf the forty-four original members of the Continental Congress, the ones Rankin conversed
with are not identified. The "transactions" referred to are a Declaration of Rights, A Plan of
Association, and resolutions calling for commercial nonintercourse with Great Britain: The
petition to George III, adopted October 1774, Rankin had not seen. Congress planned to
return on May 10, 1775, if the grievances remained unanswered. Samuel E. Morison, et aI., A
Concise History of the American Republic (Oxford, 1983), pp. 74-76.
7The reference is to Committees on Safety formed in the several colonies for defensive pur
poses. See Morison, A Concise History.
8Rankin suggested a bold move to test the Bostonians and see if their opposition to the
authority of Crown and Parliament had subsided. It was not tried.
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form any other idea at present, but that this land before many months will
become a field of blood.

Your Lordship may call to mind, a beautiful example of clemency in
the Emperor Theodosius; (which Mr. Rollin mentions in his Belles
Letters) taken from a homily of St. John Chrysostom. Is it possible to read
the same, without being moved; with ... the same spirit the Emperor felt,
when he granted the city of Antioch pardon; or with the spirit the holy
Bishop felt, when he interceded with the Emperor in behalf of that devoted
city? How lovely the answer of Constantine to his courtiers, when they ad
vised him to display his vengeance on some seditious people that had dis
figured his statues by throwing stones at them; did nothing more than
stroke his face with his hand, and told them smiling, "that he did not ...
himself hurt?"

... a temper of mind, and such a conduct, will be ... and held ~n

veneration to the latest posterity. If ... of Great Britain, and the colonies,
have not as yet provoked ... God, to cause his wrath to smoke against
them; who ... my Lord, but such a conduct of lenity, and forgiveness, as
mentioned above, would endear his Majesty to his American subjects
more than ever; and cause his memory to be loved to the latest posterity of
these lands?

All I can say, that I love his Majesty with the most ardent affection:
and I must confess it pains me to hear~ his name and conduct, reviled in the
most opprobrious manner. May the Lord God of Heaven grant; that you
my Lord, might be made any way instrumental of restoring the peace and
harmony between Great Britain and her colonies; and also to promote the
prosperity of the genuine gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ in these lands. 9

I am with love and esteem
your Lordships most obedient
and humble servant Thos Rankin

f/For a study or Lord Dartmouth, sec; B. D. Bargar, Lord f)arlmowh alld the AlI1Nii't}t/

Revolution (Columbia, 19()5).




