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Robert Drew Simpson 

BISHOP FRANCIS ASBURY'S' PARENTS 

Nearly 50 years ago, while doing research in Rhinebeck, New York on the 
life of Freeborn Garrettson, I visited the Suckley mansion next door to the 
Garrettson estate. Today the Suckley mansion is a New York State museum, 
but at the time of my visit the estate was occupied by the original Suckley 
family. My host was Robert Suckley, a descendant of George Suckley. George 
was a wealthy merchant prince and a devoted Methodist layman. He was also 
Bishop Asbury's close friend. 

When Robert took me through the house, he was especially anxious to 
show me the original portrait of Asbury's mother, Elizabeth Rogers Asbury, 
which the Bishop had given to George for sake keeping. Not long after my 
visit Robert presented the portrait to Drew University. It has recently been 
restored and hangs in the United Methodist Archives and History Center at 
Drew University, Madison, New Jersey. 

My interest in Asbury's parents, especially his inother, has been a partic
ular personal interest ever since I saw the portrait many years ago. But my 
interest came into focus recently when I found an ai1icle in The Ladies' 
Repository, Volume 27, August 1867, written by a noted Methodist historian, 
the Rev. J.B. Wakely. The article is titled; "The Mother of Bishop Asbury." 

Some of what is known about Asbury's parents may b~.: found in his 
Journals and Letters. In addition a number of letters in unpublished corre
spondence with his mother are in a Drew University collection. Wakely puts 
what is known in careful and interesting order, and I believe makes a useful 
topic for a Discovery article. 

Asbury's father, Joseph, was of humble origin and spent his life as a gar
dener. Elizabeth Rogers Asbury, his wife and the bishop's mother, was born in 
1715 of Welsh ancestry. She and Joseph had a daughtet, Sarah, and then 
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Francis. While the children were quite young the family moved to Great 
Barre. There Francis attended school, and experienced the cruelty of his 
school master. It was that cruelty which drove Asbury to prayer. 

Not long after the move to Great Barre, Sarah, Asbury's sister, died. His 
mother, Elizabeth, was overwhelmed by grief. She spent hours at a time weep
ing. This was the dark side of the family crisis. The brighter side was that it 
led to Elizabeth's spiritual growth and discovery of the Bible as the source of 
her faith. 

At that time the Methodists, whom she had joined, were severely perse
cuted. In nearby Wednesbu~, where John and Charles Wesley had been 
mobbed, the houses of Methodists were tom down and their furniture burned. 
Some were imprisoned and put to death. One protector, however, was Joseph 
Asbury's employer, Wirley Birtch, Esquire of Hamstead Hall. Birtch was a 
local magistrate. In 17 64 he said to Joseph, "Well Joe, how do they use you? 
If anything is the matter bring them before me; for if the Methodists are a 
mind to pray with their 'eels uppermost I will learn them better than to disturb 
you." 

Elizabeth, the bishop's mother, was clearly a generous person, giving well 
beyond her means. The bishop in a letter to her said, ''You have spent many 
pounds upon Christian people, I know from my childhood. Happy was I when 
this was done." 

Reflecting years later upon her hospitality, the bishop wrote, "For fifty 
years her hands, her house, her heart were open to receive the people of God 
and ministers of Christ, and there was a lamp lighted in a dark place.'' The 
Asbury home was the cottage sanctuary where the Methodists worshiped and 
the ministersfound refuge. 

Elizabeth trained her son physically, mentally, and spiritually. Wakely 
observed, "She and her husband would sing hymns and psalms in the family 
and have little Franky join with them." 

As Francis grew and became so much a part of the Methodist worship the 
neighbors gave him the name, the "Methodist Parson." When his mother 
began having services of worship in their home and ministers were not avail
able to preach, she called upon Franky to speak and expound the Scriptures. 
The prayer meeting she started in the area became for Asbury his "theologi
cal seminary.'' Behind his own spiritual growth was a deeply pious mother. 

When Asbury began preaching as a regular itinerant in 1766 and in 1768 
was admitted to traveling connection, his mother complained of her loneliness 
during his absence from home. In a letter to her he reflected sensitivity and his 
commitment to her. He wrote, ''I hope, my dear mother, you are more easy. 
Why do you mourn in such a manner? If you have given me to the Lord let it 
be a free-will offering and don't grieve for me. I trust you will be more easy 
and quiet. As for me, I know what I am called to do. It is to give up all and 
have my hands and heart in the work, yes, the nearest and dearest fiiends. 
Christ is all to me. I love my parents, and my friends, but I love my God bet
ter; and tho I have given up all, I have found all.'' 
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In 1771 when Asbury volunteered for America, leaving his parents and 
ho1neland behind, his mother experienced a time of profound grief not unlike 
when her daughter, Sarah, died. In 1772 his mother wrote asking him to return 
to England. He replied on October 7, 1772, "My dear Parents, I cannot com
ply at present with your request, as I think it not in the order of God. However, 
you may depend on it, I will come ho1ne as soon as I can." He further com
mented, "Old England for ine." 

In 1733, Asbury wrote that Thomas Rankin had told him of his own visit 
with Asbury's parents just before Rankin left for America. In that same letter 
Asbury commented, "If I live I hope to be in England in less than two years." 
Obviously Asbury saw his mission to American to be short-term. Of course, 
he never returned. The chief reason was the American Revolution which sent 
the English preachers scurrying for home. Clearly, Asbury saw his responsi
bility to the budding work in America as superseding his own safety as well 
as his desire to return to support his parents. On his shoulders li>terally rested 
the future of Methodism in America. For seven long years it appears that he 
never heard from his parents and no doubt they had no word from him. The 
war probably prevent such correspondence. 

In June 1784 with the war ended mail finally got through. His mother 
wrote, "Could I see my child again I should be happy and die in peace." 
Asbury answered, "I am under some thoughts that America will be my coun
try for life. Were I to leave America now, it would be against my own convic
tion that it is my duty to stay, and in this agrees the judgement of my friends 
on both sides of the water." 

His letters afford some detail about his life which are not necessarily 
known. For instance, Asbury commented that marriage was not possible for 
him for he wished to save the money that marriage would require to help him 
support his parents. He also made arrangements with Dr. Coke to help provide 
for his parents' needs and, "if I should be removed" he wrote, "I have left the 
charge with brother Whatcoat to do for you (his parents) in my place." 

In another letter Asbury wrote, ''I have sold my watch and library, and 
would sell my clothes before you shall want. The contents of a small saddle
bag will do for me, and one coat a year." He also sent a portrait of himself that 
his parents might have a likeness of him in their home. 

The last letter Elizabeth Asbury may have written her son was onApril 29, 
1800. "My dear Son, May Israel's God-whose you are and whom you 
serve-bless you in your body, soul, and labors." This letter describes her poor 
health and closes with these words, "Should you visit your nativ~" land before 
I am removed you may well think I shall rejoice to embrace you; but this I 
leave with Him that can not err. I sincerely thank you for the care you have 
taken of me. What you sent for my support last year came duly to hand. I 
remain, dear son, your affectionate mother, Elizabeth Asbury." 

Elizabeth Rogers Asbury died January 6, 1802 at the age of 87. Bishop 
Asbury's words of tribute to her sum up his deep love for her. He wrote, "As 
a woman and a wife she was chaste, modest, blameless; as a mother-above all 
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\Vomen in the world I would claim her as 1ny own-ardently affectionate; as a 
'mother in Israel,' few of her sex have done more by a holy walk to live and 
by personal labor to support the Gospel, to wash the saint's feet; as a friend 
she was generous, true, and constant." 


