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.

914



METHODIST BODIES 915

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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Methodist Protestant Church. In 1843 the Wesleyan Methodist Church took its
rise in America; from the first, there was a close relation between it and the
Reformed Methodist Church; and after a time nearly all of the latter churches
went into the new organization. However, four Reformed Methodist conferences
did not lose their identity, namely, Massachusetts, Vermont, New York, and
New York Western, though, because of small numbers, the Massachusetts con-
ference merged with the Vermont conference in 1850 and the New York Western
joined with the New York conference in 1856. The Vermont conference con-
tinued to exist until 1899. Since that time the New York conference has had no
official relations with any other conference.

There is documentary evidence to show that there has been a Reformed
Methodist conference in the State of Indiana, and that not a few churches else-
where, which did not go into the Methodist Protestant or Wesleyan Methodist
organization, have maintained themselves as independent Reformed Methodist
Churches, supposing that all the rest had merged. These churches are not
included in the present census.

DOCTRINE

The standard of doctrine is distinctively Methodist, following the teachings
of their founder, John Wesley. Emphasis is placed upon entire sanctification as
an experience obtainable in this life by faith in the all-atoning blood of Jesus
Christ; the return of our Lord and the setting up of His kingdom on earth; and the
healing of physical diseases by the prayer of faith. At the organization of the
church, the discipline contained articles against human slavery, the legalized
liquor traffic, and war, and the church has consistently advocated these doctrines
and labored for these reforms.

All who give evidence of sins forgiven and heart renewed are, on application,
received into the church as members, and only such are counted in the statistics

of the church.
ORGANIZATION

The Reformed Methodists are congregational in polity, each congregation
managing its own local affairs. For mutual help the churches are grouped into
quarterly and annual conferenees and a general conference. The quarterly con-
ference is composed of all preachers, exhorters, and officials of the local churches
within the district. The annual and general conferences are delegated bodies,
composed respectively of delegates from the churches within the conference
limits, according to membership and, from the annual .conferences on the same
bagis. The powers and duties of these conferences are so restricted that no eccle-
siastical machine can ever dominate the churches.

WORK

Missionary work is well sustained by the churches and is carried on through
two boards—foreign and home. The foreign work is confined to the island of
Dominica, British West Indies. The Committee on Education financially helps
worthy young men and women to prepare themselves for Christian service in
schools that are deemed safe; the church has no school of its own. The Camp
Meeting Association, under the fostering care of the conference, owns an improved
camp ground at Lily Lake, near Binghamton, N. Y., where successful camp meet-
ings have been held yearly since 1897.



