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Two fascinating items are included in this section of DISCOVERY.
The first is written by Dr. Frederick A. Norwood who has had a
distinguished career as a Methodist minister, educator and historian. It
deals with a case of miscarried justice in the Methodist Episcopal Church,
which, it would seem, is not necessarily uncommon in Methodism. The
James B. Finley, to whom Dr. Norwood refers, was himself a prominent
Methodist historian and preacher. His autobiography, his book on Pioneer
Life in the West, his volume on Sketches of Western Methodism and his
Memorials of Prison Life are all standard references for information on
his years as a Methodist clergyman. One of his rarest and most expensive
books is his History of the Wyandott Mission. I recently saw this work
advertised by a book dealer for three hundred dollars. It was, of course,
in mint condition in a full leather binding.
The second item is a letter which raises a question that cries out for
clarification. Your editor, not having the time to research the matter
himself, is suggesting it as a research project for young histori,ans .
Let us turn first to Norwood's article:

WILLIAM BURKE REVISITED
FREDERICK A. NORWOOD

God knows the number of innocent persons driven to prison or,
worse, to social ostracism by vindictive accusers, zealous prosecutors,and
rigid judges. Ecclesiastical courts have not been exempt. Although United
Methodists traditionally have not been a litigious lot, and heresy trials
have been few and far between, one finds too many cases of miscarried
justice involving property, moral standards, and something called "contumacy." Although the subject of this report belongs to the history of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, I daresay a similar pattern may be found
among United Brethren and Evangelicals.
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I was led to this line of thought by discovery of a letter in the large
correspondence of James B. Finley.! I was aware of the author, that
pioneer circuit rider in Ohio, William Burke, if only because he had served
as secretary of the old Western Conference for ten years at its beginning
in 1800. Here is the letter, which so far as I know has never been printed.

j

)

I,,
1
I

.J

.I
\

!
~

Post Office Cincinnati
28th Jany 1836
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Dear Bro/

'Jj

In the negotion [sic = negotiation] of the case pending in your Annual Conference in relation to my case I have left with you altogether,
from and after the time you stated to me that you was one of a committe
appointed to report.
You will recollect in the first stages of the proposition made throu
our mutual friend Judge McClean for a reconcilliation, and mutual
understanding of the past, that it was antisapated, that the case would
have a favourable termination to the satisfaction of all parties concerned,
and a friendly intercource was commenced and kept up between yourself
and me, and the Society in Cincinnati, during your stay at the first conference. A missunderstanding took place in consequence of the conference
missunderstanding my views with regard to the final action of the GenI.
Conference in order to consummate the reconcilliation. When the Conference mett in this place the negotion was renewed and you appointed
one of a committe, to inquire into and make a report to the next Conference. You drew up the report and had the goodness to submit it to my
inspection. I approved the report and have since waited the final action
of the Annual Conference prepartory to the insueing GenI. Conference.
Since which time I have heard nothing officially on the subject. Last fall
I received a line from you in answer to some inquiries that I made. You
stated that you would bring the business before the Conference last fall.
I have had no information from you or any other person on the subject
since. I should be glad to know what the AnI. Conference did in the promises, how they disposed of the case, wheather it is on the table or under
the table or dismised finally. Their are several considerations that makes
me a little anxious to know something about it 1st myoid friends at a
distance look upon and receive me with friendship haveing understood
that all matters in controvercy were settled, and myoid friend Bishop
McKendree was impresed with that idea the last interview I had with him
just before his death, which I am fully convinced he most devoutely wished,
and I have no disposition to intrude. Consequently I am sometimes placed
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lCollection in Archives at Ohio Wesleyan University, Delaware, Ohio, Vault IV, Drawer
1, Box 1, Burke to Finley, 28 January 1836.
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in a delicate situation. 2nd since your last AnI. Conference reports have
reach me throu letters and otherwise, that my charrector was so bad, that
I had offered to join the E. A. [Evangelical Association] but they refused
me admittance. I had hoped that the evening of my life connected or not
connected with any church would be tranquil, for no preacher now liveing
ever laboured or suffered more than I have done for the cause of God
and the M. E. C., and now I am old, and on the eve of my departure.
,.
I want to be at peace with all men.
Since you left this quarter I have had but little connection with the
Society. The preachers appear not to know Joseph, and I am content to
be little and unknown but do not wish to have my name bandied about
to my disadvantage.
I should be glad to receive a line from you giveing me in detail how
the matter stands together with your views, as perhaps you know more
of the business than any preacher now liveing in the bounds of the conference, and I believe have taken a deeper interest in my behalf, after
haveing understood the grounds of the deficulty.
I am also placed in deficulty with many of the members of the Society in this place, who charge me with standing off and not preaching as
I did when you were here, they not knowing the true cause and I do not
feel at liberty to make any disclouser. I shall await your ansr.

rr

With sentiments of esteem
I am sir your most ob sevt

",,'

William Burke
What had happened?2 Search of the Annual Conference Minutes
reveals a stark sequence. 3 William Burke was one of the most prominent
leaders in early Methodism in the Old Northwest. His appointments
centered in and around Cincinnati, where in 1811 he was apPQinted to
organize the church as a station, the first in Ohio. In 1814 he was listed
as "supernumerary," because, as he explains briefly in his autobiography,
his voice failed him. "This year I closed my itinerancy, and sold my horse,
bridle, saddle-bags, and saddle, and gathered up the fragments, and the
fortune that I had made from twenty-six years' labor amounting to three
hundred dollars.,,4 Thereafter he was listed among the "superannuated
or worn-out preachers." But he nevertheless was elected in 1815 as a
delegate to the newly delegated General Conference.
2The bare outline has been told, especially by Abel Stevens, History of the M. E. Church
(New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867), III, 306-07; and Wade Barclay, History ofMethodist
Missions (New York, Board of Missions, 1950), II, 356-57.
3The Ohio Conference Minutes have been printed, from organization in 1812 to 1826, in
W. W. Sweet, Circuit Rider Days along the Ohio (Cincinnati: Methodist Book Concern,
1923). After that, one is able to consult the manuscript Minutes at O. W. u.
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This was only the beginning. In 1818 he was "suspended from all
official services in the M. E. Church untill he give full satisfaction to the
Conference." A committee was appointed to prepare an "admonitory" letter to him. 5 Finally the Minutes of 1820 record, "Whereas it appears that
William Burk, a suspended member of this conference, has continued to
preach and administer the sacraments in oposition to the authority of the
Methodist E. Church; Moved by J. B. Finley, and seconded by J. Young
that the said William Burk, be expelled from said church, for contumacy,
and that his name be so returned on the minutes." Again the question:
What had happened? Here was one of the first generation of pioneer
leaders, secretary of the Annual Conference for ten years, close associate
of Asbury and McKendree, not only disciplined but expelled! As nearly
as can be learned from later comments on the case, the occasion of his
offense was a disrespectful attitude toward a presiding elder. Of course
there was "contumacy," WhICh covers a lot of ground. One gathers that
Burke had a mind of his own and possessed a strong personality. This
is one way of describing a leader. Curiously, both Finley and Jacob Young,
who counted him a friend and worked for his reinstatement, moved his
expulsion.
After this Burke went his own way for many years. He is said to have
organized a congregation in Cincinnati which temporarily flourished. He
became the long-time postmaster of the city. But apparently he was not
willing to leave matters as they were. Negotiations proceeded intermittently. The General Conference of 1820, being apprised of the action in
Ohio, decided not to intervene, since Burke had not appealed and was
not present. After later reconsideration and appointment of a committee
the final resolution read that "further consideration of the case be ...
dismissed, the decision of the Ohio Conference standing valid and
unaltered.,,6 There was more personal correspondence that has not survived. Several times the brethren in Annual Conference reconsidered what
they had done, but always ended by confirming the original decision. There
was a flurry in 1824 over concern that Burke might publish something
about his experience. Things dragged on.
Then came Burke's letter of 28 Januray 1836. He was still in Cincinnati, but had passed his prime. He was sixty-six years old. General Conference met in May. On the 27th, the Conference, having received a letter
from Burke, voted to "facilitate" his reunion with the church by recommending to the Ohio Conference "to restore the said William Burk to his
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4This valuable document was printed by James B. Finley in Sketches of Western Methodism
(Cincinnati: Methodist Book Concern, 1857) as the first selection. It deals exclusively with
his early ministry and only alludes indirectly to his later troubles.
5S 0 in ms. Minutes. Sweet, Circuit Rider, 166, has "admonition."
6Journal of the General Conference (JOC), 1820, pp. 196,206,207. Mention in JGC, 1824,
p.278.
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former ministerial standing in the Methodist Episcopal Church, if the said
Conference should think it expedient to do SO.,,7 At long last the Ohio
Conference, meeting in September, having dawdled over the business and
failed to make any friendly overture for sixteen year,S". under pressure from
General Conference adopted unanimously the following resolution: .
Whereas the Revd. William Burke on the 26th of May 1836 in a communication addressed to the late Genr!. Conference did express his deep regret for the causes which
led to his expulsion from the Methodist Episcopal Church, and his des1re to return
and spend his few remaining days in that church in ~hich and for which he had
laboured and spent the strength of his youth, And whereas the said Geml. Conference
in view of the aforesaid communication did recommend to the Ohio Annl. Conference
to restore the said Wm. Burke to his former ministerial standing in the Methodist
Episcopal Church if said conference should think it expedient to do so, Therefore,
Resolved by the Ohio Annual Conference that William Burke be and hereby is restored
to' his former ministerial standing in the Methodist Episcopal Church. 8

He was given a superannuated relation.
Thus belatedly and almost grudgingly (though unanimously) his Annual Conference admitted, in effect, that it had been wrong all along. This
is a very hard thing for any institution to admit. In 1855, at the age of
eighty-five, having served the city of Cincinnati as its postmaster for
twenty-eight years, William Burke died. Jacob Young, who published his
Autobiography ofa Pioneer shortly thereafter, was more honest: "I had
.a perfect knowledge of the entire case from first to last, and rejoice to
leave it as my dying testimony that the conference was more to blame than
William Burke.,,9

BUYING AN AFRICAN SLAVE GIRL
The second item in this issue of DISCOVERY is foundi~ a letter
sent to your editor by J. Harvey Forrester, Chairperson of the History
Committee of the Drexel Hill United Methodist Church, Drexel Hill~
Pennsylvania.
Mr Forrester states that:
In the course of developing the history of our church, I came across an Official
Board Record of 1880 which stated that, "We bought an African slave girl."
So far I have not been able to determine the significance of this action and wonder
if you have ever heard of this. Or whether you have any thoughts regarding this
matter.

7JGC, 1836, p. 496.
8Minutes, 1836, ms. Vol. II, p. 199.
9Cincinnati: Cranston & Curts, 1857, p. 314.
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I have, of course, heard of this action by a church. In fact the famous
preacher, Henry Ward Beecher, would offer a slave girl for sale from his
pulpit. The idea, of course, was to secure her freedom in this way, since
the buyer was expected immediatly to release her.
But the subject for research centers in the fact that the Drexel Hill
Church apparently transacted this business in 1880 long after slavery had
been abolished in our country.
Possible solutions, of course, include the idea that the church was
really providing the education for the former slave girl and thus "purchasing" or insuring her future well being. But is this what the action means
and were there any similar actions in other congregations? Here is an item
for the research efforts of some young student in history that might be
worth pursuing. Certainly, the Methodist churches, in particular, have
an excellent track record in providing education for the freed blacks after
the War Between the States. Maybe this is one piece of that long record.
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BOOK REVIEWS

Ray Holder, The Mississippi Methodists, 1799-1983. Jackson, MS:
Maverick Prints (5890 E. Sedgwick, Ct. 39211). 1984.
Good conference histories appear every now and then; excellent ones
are rare. But an excellent one has shown up- by an Episcopalian. No matter, he was raised and educated a Methodist, and few Methodists could
equal his account of the Mississippi Methodists over the last nearly two
hundred years.
Ray Holder, native Mississippian, was baptized a Methodist, attended
Millsaps College, Duke University, and other universities before entering
the Episcopal priesthood. He has served as rector in several parts of the
nation, and as a dean of a theological seminary. In 1977 he was the author
of a biography of William Winans, outstanding leader in early Methodism
in Mississippi and Louisiana.
Holder's volume is an effort - and a successful one - to examine "the
'racist' image which my Methodist friends have painfully borne since abolitionists unleashed their juggernaut upon slaveholders early in the 1830s."
Threading its way throughout the book, this theme is examined in all its
aspects, and yet the whole story of Mississippi Methodism is covered. This
includes (1) ministry to the Choctaw and other Indians; (2) serving as the
hub of Methodist expansion in Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and
Texas; (3) the sending forth of J. W. Lambuth to China, followed by his

1

IJ

I

I

11

,

I

'\

I

