METHODIST BODIES

GENERAL STATEMENT

The Methodist churches of America, in common with those of England and
other lands, trace their origin to a movement started in Oxford University
in 1729, when John and Charles Wesley, George Whitefield, and a number of
others began to meet for religious exercises. Finding as they read the Bible
that, as John Wesley expressed it, they ‘‘could not be saved without holiness,
they followed after it, and incited others so to do.”” During the succeeding
years the little company was derisively called “ The Holy Club,” ‘‘Bible Bigous,”
“Methodists,” etc.; and this last term, intended to describe their methodical
habits, seems to have been accepted by them almost immediately, as the move-
ment they led soon became widely known as the “ Methodist movement.” The
next step and its outcome are described by John Wesley as follows: “They saw
likewise that men are justified before they are sanctified, but still holiness was
their object. God then thrust them out to raise a holy peaple. * #* #* In
the latter end of the year 1739, eight or ten persons came to me in London and
desired that I would spend some time ‘with theri in prayer, and advise them
how to flee from the wrath to come; this was the rise of the United Society.”

About this time, the Wesleys came into intimate relations with the Moravians,
first on a visit to America ! and subsequently in London, and at their head-
quarters in Herrnhut, Saxony, and to the influence of these conferences may be
traced much of the spiritual power of the new movement.

The three leaders, although ordained ministers of the Church of England,
soon found themselves excluded from many of the pulpits of the Established
Church on the ground that they were preachers of new doctrines, and they were
obliged to hold their meetings in private houses, halls, barns, and in the fields.
As converts were received they were organized into societies for worship, and as
the work expanded class meetings were formed for the religious care and training
of members. Then the circuit system was established, by which several congrega-
tions were grouped under the care of one lay preacher; the itinerancy came into
existence, as the lay preachers were transferred from one appointment to another
for greater efficiency; and finally, in 1744, the annual conference was instituted,
in which Mr. Wesley met all his workers. Thus the principal distinctive features
of the Methodist organization grew out of the necessities of the work.

As was natural, the doctrinal position accorded in the main with that of the
Church of England, and the Articles of Religion were largely formulated from the
Thirty-nine Articles of that church, although no formal creed was accepted save
the Apostles’ Creed. The stricter doctrines of Calvinism, predestination, and
reprobation were cast aside, and the milder emphasis of Arminianism on repent-
ance, faith, and holiness was accepted. As John Wesley said: * The first of these
we count as it were the porch of religion; the next, the door; the third, religion
itself.” This acceptance of Arminianism caused a divergence, though not a
permanent breach, between the Wesleys and Whitefield. Whitefield was Cal-
vinistic, though not of the extreme type, and became identified with the Calvin-
istic Methodists, both the Welsh body2? and the Countess of Huntingdon’s
Connection. He afterwards withdrew from the leadership of the latter body, and
gave himself to general revival work in England and America.

15ce Methodist Episcopal Church, p. 926,
1 8ee Presbyterian bodles, p. 1112.
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Though the Wesleys lived and died in full ministerial relations with the Church
of England, serious differences arose, as already noted, between that church and
the Methodists. In 1745 John Wesley wrote that he was willing to make any
concession which conscience would permit, in order to live in harmony with the
clergy. of the Established Church, but he could not give up the doctrines he was
preaching, dissolve the societies, suppress lay preaching, or cease to preach in the
open air. For many years he refused to sanction the administration of the sacra-
ments by any except those who had been ordained by a bishop in the apostolic
succession, and he himself hesitated to assume authority to ordain; but the
Bishop of London having refused to ordain ministers for the Methodist societies
in America, which were left by the Revolutionary War without the sacraments,
Wesley, in 1784, by the laying on of hands, appointed or ordained men and gave
them authority to ordain others. He thus ordained Thomas Coke, D. C. L.,
who was already a presbyter of the Church of England, to be superintendent of
the Methodist societies in America, and set apart for a similar purpose in Great
Britain Alexander Mather, who had not been episcopally ordained.

The development of church government, while following the general lines laid
down by Wesley, was somewhat different in England and in America. In England
the conference remained supreme, and the superintendency was not emphasized.
In America the superintendency was in fact an episcopacy which, while not
corresponding exactly to the episcopacy of the Church of England, became a
very decided factor in church life. In each country, but especially in America,
considerable opposition has developed at different times in connection with some
features of the parent body, and divisions have resulted. In every case, how-
ever, the general principles of the founders have been preserved, and, notwith-
standing the various separations, the Wesleyan Methodist Connection in England
and the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States remain the strongest
representatives of the movement initiated in Oxford nearly two centuries ago.

It is to be noted that the influence of the Methodist doctrine and church organ-
ization has jnot been confined to those bodies which have adopted the name
Methodist, but has been manifest in the development of a number of bodies
which use modified forms of the episcopal, presbyterial, and congregational
systems. In the United States several bodies, including the Evangelical Asso-
ciation and the United Evangelical Church (now one denomination), the United
Brethren bodies, and particularly the large number of organizations emphasizing
the doctrine of ‘“holiness,” or entire sanctification, claim to be true exponents of
the doctrines of the Wesleys, while their polity is generally Methodist in type.
On the other hand, the Welsh Calvinistic Methodists, with whom Whitefield
identified himself, were Presbyterian in polity, though Methodist in every other
respect, as are the Wesleyan Methodist and some other Methodist churches in
England and America.

STATISTICS

The denominations grouped as Methodists in 1926, 1916, and 1906 are listed
in the following table with the principal statistics as reported for the three periods.
Since 1916 there have been some changes. The African American Methodist
Episcopal Church has disbanded. Other bodies have been added—the Reformed
Methodist Church, the Independent African Methodist Episcopal Church, and
the Holiness Methodist Church, the last an organization listed in 1916 as the
Lumber River Mission under the Evangelistic Associations. For general con-
venience of reference the Negro bodies have been grouped together in 1926, as in
1916. There were 15 independent churches reported at the 1890 census, with
a membership of 2,569; these were not reported as a group, however, at the two
succeeding censuses, probably having been absorbed by various denominations.
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HISTORY, DOCTRINE, AND ORGANIZATION!

In 1881 the Board of Domestic Missions of the Georgia Conference, Methodist
Episcopal Church, South, finding itself compelled by financial stringency to cut
off some of its work, decided to consolidate several of the smaller churches in
the southern part of the State. In protest against this action, taken without
consultation with the churches interested, the Waresboro Mission called a con-
ference of such churches, and it was decided to form a new body, on the general
plan of the Congregational Methodist Church in the northern part of the State.
A committee was appointed to frame a constitution, and in September the New
Congregational Methodist Church was organized, adopting as a general basis the
congregational polity and the Methodist system of doctrine. The features spe-
cially emphasized were: The parity of the ministry; the right of the local church
to elect its own officers annually; the rejection of the principle of assessments,
all offerings to be absolutely freewill; and permission for those who desired it to
observe the ceremony of foot washing in connection with the administration of
the Lord’s Supper. The general organization included church and district con-
ferences, the latter holding the right of approval or rejection for ordination, of
receiving appeals, and of exercising a general supervisory authority. In place
of the episcopacy, a general superintendent was appointed, rather for the purpose
of securing information as to the needs of the churches than for the exercise of
any authority.

1 This statement, which is substantially the same as that published in Part II of the Report on Religious
Bodies, 1916, has been revised by Rev. W. M, S8umner, Denton, Ga., and approved by him in its present
forra.
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For a time the new organization grew repidly and embraced a large number of
congregations. As, however, it became evident that it required a more liberally
educated ministry than was available, a considerable number of the churches
withdrew, some joining the Congregational Methodist Church and others the Con-
gregational body, while still others disbanded. Later, through the energetic
efforts of one member there was a considerable extension of the organization,
particularly in the States of Louisiana and Arkansas, but this work was in the
form of evangelistic meetings rather than of organizing regular churches, and with
the death of this leader these practically ceased.

To-day the territory of this church is confined principally to the southern part
of Georgia and the northern part of Florida. The denomination has lost some-
what in membership; but they have developed an improved financial system,
own a considerable amount of property, and are out of debt. They hold a General
Conference every four years, presided over by a bishop. The church discipline
has been revised and some amendments made.



