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ABSTRACT

This study is the first to investigate the role and impact of the supernatural in the
ministry of the early American Methodist preachers (c. 1770s—1830s). These preachers were
known as circuit-riders and were appointed to evangelize the American frontier by presenting
an experiential gospel: one that featured various supernatural phenomena that purportedly
originated from God’s Spirit. In employing this evangelistic strategy of the gospel message
fueled by supernatural displays, Methodism rapidly expanded; despite beginning with only
ten official circuit-riders in the early 1770s, by the early 1830s, circuit-riders had multiplied
and caused Methodism to become the largest American denomination of its day.

In investigating the significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry, this
fresh study systematically constructs the theology of the supernatural according to the circuit-
riders by discerning specific patterns in their use of the term. Further, the nature and reported
impact of specific supernatural phenomena on both the individual circuit-rider and his
audience is addressed. Finally, this investigation offers a new historical perspective through
its demonstration of the correlation between the supernatural and the explosive membership

growth of early American Methodism.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH METHODS AND LITERATURE

The circuit-riders, also commonly called “itinerant preachers,” are often identified as
ministers who traveled on horseback throughout specific districts for the purpose of
evangelizing the American frontier; they were part of the mission strategy of Wesleyan
Methodism (founded by evangelist John Wesley), called to proclaim the Christian gospel
(from roughly the 1770s-1830s).! Beginning in the early 1770s (with only ten official
preachers), the number of circuit-riders increased so rapidly that, in 1784, the circuit-riders
became the key figures in forming their own American denomination, the Methodist
Episcopal Church (hereinafter: the MEC).? This increase continued to the point that, by the
1830s, the MEC had become the largest American denomination.®

According to Wigger, a prominent scholar of early American Methodism, Francis
Asbury, “the real founder of American Methodism,”* attributed the “lifeblood of the
[Methodist or circuit-rider] movement™ to the presence of the supernatural. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is to determine the significance—the role and impact—of the
supernatural in the early American Methodist circuit-rider ministry (from the 1770s through
the 1830s), specifically its significance within the lives of the individual circuit-riders and

their audience members as well as, ultimately, their ministry’s growth.

L While the circuit-rider ministry continued to a lesser degree up to the 1860s, this study focuses on the height of
their ministry (up to the 1830s).

2 John James Tigert, A Constitutional History of American Episcopal Methodism (Nashville, Tenn: Pub. House
of the Methodist Episcopal church, South, 1908), 516. For more information regarding this matter, see Chapter 3
of this study.

8 Jane Garnett and Colin Matthew, eds., Revival and Religion Since 1700: Essays for John Walsh (London: The
Hambledon Press, 1993), 127; and James E. Kirby, Russell E. Richey, and Kenneth E. Rowe, The Methodists
(Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1996), 177.

4 William Larkin Duren, Francis Asbury: Founder of American Methodism and Unofficial Minister of State
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1928), 164.

5> John H. Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular Christianity in America (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 112.



In doing so, this study endeavors to illuminate a reality that has been overlooked,
downplayed, or disregarded in past circuit-rider research (which largely considered circuit-
rider dedication, countercultural positions, and evangelistic strategies to be the exclusive
reasons for their success); indeed, as indicated by the circuit-riders, the supernatural was a
critical component in early Methodism and played a large part in propelling it. Thus, it can be
argued that conclusions reached concerning the correlation between the supernatural and the
circuit-rider ministry will benefit historians and theologians as well as the modern Christian
church (specifically the United Methodist Church and other churches affiliated with the
Wesleyan tradition) because this research unearths a lost and vital facet of the circuit-rider
ministry and, in doing so, also challenges the public to consider the relevance of supernatural

acts in the church today.

1.1 Methodology

The following sections are devoted to delineating the methodology of this study,
which, in short, consists of historical methods (as it revolves around historical events and
ideas) considered through a theological lens. Due to the fact that this study’s main focus is on
historical writings, the majority of the methodology is dedicated to thorough historical
investigation (from which raw data is drawn) while a smaller part is dedicated to interpreting
the data theologically.

Despite the notion that historical research always aims to birth an accurate, objective
interpretation of past events, it should be understood that, as objective as one endeavors to be,
there are always tendencies for the researcher’s subjective thoughts to seep in and surface.’

According to Suddaby, “There is an inherently subjective element to historical research.””’

® For more information, see: Andréas Kertész and Csilla Rakosi, New Approaches to Linguistic Evidence. Pilot
Studies- Neue Ansatze zu linguistischer Evidenz. Pilotstudien (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2008), 194.

" Advances in Strategic Management Volume 27, The Globalization of Strategy Research, ed. Joel. A. C. Baum
and Joseph Lampel (Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 2010), 154



Further, in the words of Kieser, it is “very unlikely that any two researchers would select the
same historical data and interpret these data in the same way in order to prove [their]
model.””® Hence, subjective beliefs many times dictate or color scientific and historical
objectives; as a result, any subjective viewpoints present in research should be noted upfront.
Thus, as aforementioned, a motivator in this research is discerning whether supernatural acts
bear any significance in the church (specifically Wesleyan affiliated churches) today.
Regardless, this study strives to produce a research work that features, as much as possible,
pure, objective research.

Further, since this study involves events that occurred in the past, this research is
automatically categorized as predominantly historical in nature. It necessitates asking good
questions, discovering and investigating original historical documents, positioning this work
alongside and against the work of others, deliberating, and finally, forming conclusions.® In
dealing with either primary or secondary sources, through a logical and comprehensive
historical approach, this study seeks to discover the required research data and arrive at the
conclusions that communicate an understanding of the events that happened in the past. This
historical research, in a way, intends to recreate the past through examining the existing
sources and their interconnections.'® Indeed, as Sir Eliot argued, the “historical method is no
more than a recognized and tested way of extracting from what the past has left—the true

facts and events of that past.”!!

8 patricia Genoe McLaren, Albert J. Mills, and Terrance G. Weatherbee, eds., The Routledge Companion to
Management and Organizational History (London; Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2015), 42.

9 J. Margo Brooks Carthon, “Learning Historical Research,” Media Reviews, 2005, 218-219,
http://www.williamcronon.net/researching/website.htm.

10 Torou Elena et al., “Historical Research in Archives: User Methodology and Supporting Tools,” International
Journal on Digital Libraries 11, no. 1 (2010): 25-26, doi:10.1007/s00799-010-0062-4.

1 Stanley E. Porter, Handbook for the Study of the Historical Jesus (4 Vols), ed. Tom Holmén (Leiden, Boston:
Brill, 2011), 929.



1.1.1 Extracting Data from Primary Sources

In this historical and theological research journey, the primary role in discerning the
significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry is, as illustrated by Norman, the
same as that of a police detective who is endeavoring to solve a criminal case. When a
detective is assigned to a criminal case, he or she begins by investigating the clues and
forming connections.'? Norman made the following statement about historical (primary)
sources: “Finding and assessing primary historical data is an exercise in detective work. It
involves logic, intuition, persistence, and common sense.”® Indeed, investigating primary
sources is considered to be the most important and preferred role of the historical
researcher.** In most research, this study included, primary sources are responsible for
demonstrating why researchers know what they know; they are the gold of historical study.*®
In fact, Danto argued that “the merit of a historical study is often judged on the author’s use
of the primary materials.”®

Similarly, historical research, specifically the investigation of primary sources, can be
compared to a large and complex puzzle. In this large and complex puzzle, all of the small
pieces are jumbled, which appears overwhelming at first glance. However, as one begins to
slowly combine them, one after another, a clearer understanding of the puzzle emerges.
Finally, through continuously hard work and a thoroughly logical, honest, and critical
approach, the puzzle is completed. In this way, this study attempts to collect all pieces of
evidence until final conclusions are reached regarding the significance of the supernatural in

the circuit-rider ministry.

2 For more information, see: Barry A. J. Fisher and David R. Fisher, Techniques of Crime Scene Investigation,
Seventh Edition (CRC Press, 2003), 52-55.

13 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry (Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage
Publications, 1998), 252.

14 Elizabeth Ann Danto, Historical Research (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 61.

15 Cullen, Essaying the Past: How to Read, 21, 25.

16 Danto, Historical Research, 63.



1.1.2 Categorizing Primary Sources

In researching the significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry, the
primary method of this study is the rigorous and critical investigation of the various writings
of the circuit-riders. These various writings are, in the words of Cullen, “the very tissue of
historical scholarship... [one] simply can’t do without them.”’ In this study, as in many other
academic studies, the distinction between the forms of sources is thus: primary sources are
original documents written during the specific and defined historical period, and secondary
sources are documents written after the defined historical period by individuals who are
investigating and offering commentary on the defined historical period and documents
written during that period.'® The majority of the sources used in this research are categorized
as primary; however, numerous secondary sources are used to further develop details and
ideas surrounding the primary documents.

This study’s primary sources derive from various forms of documents written directly
by the circuit-riders (1770s—1830s) or other historical documents (often written by the circuit-
riders themselves or their fellow ministers) that pertain to their ministry, such as: personal
journals, autobiographies, letters, theological and ecclesiastical commentaries, early
Methodist meeting Minutes, academic and organizational journals and magazines, historical
statistics, and newspaper articles.® Further, the majority of this study’s research was
conducted through the extensive analysis of the circuit-riders’ own journals, autobiographies,

and letters; these “first-hand testimon[ies]”? (the heart of this research) are recognized by

17 Jim Cullen, Essaying the Past: How to Read, Write, and Think About History (Chichester [England]: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2013), 23.

18 Flena, “Historical Research in Archives,” 11.

19 Christine Bombaro, Finding History: Research Methods and Resources for Students and Scholars (Lanham
[Md.]: Scarecrow Press, 2012), 130-131.

20 Southern Methodist University, “Research Guides: Primary Sources: Overview,” Research Guides at Southern
Methodist University, last modified December 3, 2018, http://guides.smu.edu/primarysources.



Methodist scholars, such as Turner, as the foremost “primary sources” of the circuit-riders.
Furthermore, this study’s primary sources are similar to the primary sources used by other
contemporary Methodist historians and scholars, such as Wigger,?? Richey,? Taves,?
O’Byrne,? Turner,? Billman,?” Ruth,?® Hatch,?® and Vickers.*

These primary source documents were submitted by the circuit-riders (occasionally
during the height of their ministry but usually in their advanced age) to be compiled and
distributed by publishing houses. Most of these compiled works included several
components; the works were often simply labeled “autobiographies,” despite the fact that

they mostly contained journal entries.3! Indeed, the circuit-riders followed the Methodist

2L Michael K. Turner, ““Redeeming the Time’: The Making of Early American Methodism,” (PhD diss.,
Vanderbilt University, 2009), https://etd.library.vanderbilt.edu/available/etd-03242009-
143318/unrestricted/TurnerDissertation.pdf.

22 Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 104-125, 231-237.

2 Russell E Richey, Methodism in the American Forest (Oxford University Press, 2015), 226-232.

2 Ann Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions: Experiencing Religion and Explaining Experience from Wesley to
James (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999), 366-432.

% Liam Iwig-O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made: The Arminian Magazine and Spiritual Transformation in
the Transatlantic World, 1778-1803,” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Arlington, 2008), ProQuest
(3307252).

% Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 281-289.

27 Frank Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism: Signs and Wonders Among Methodists Then and
Now (Wheaton, IL: Creation House Press, 2013), 176-190.

28 |_ester Ruth, Early Methodist Life and Spirituality: A Reader (Nashville, TN: Kingswood Books, 2005), 317-
324.

29 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press
(Reprint Edition), 1991), 244-303.

30 John A. Vickers, Thomas Coke: Apostle of Methodism (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013), 385-
394.

31 For instance, see: Cartwright, Peter. Autobiography of Peter Cartwright: The Backwoods Preacher. edited by
W. P. Strickland. New York: Carlton & Porter, 1857; Abbott, Benjamin, and John Ffirth. The Experience and
Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott To Which Is Annexed, a Narrative of His Life and Death. By John
Ffirth.; [Two Lines from Psalms]. Copy-Right Secured. New-York: Published by Ezekiel Cooper and John
Wilson for the Methodist Connection in the United States. John C. Totten, printer, 1805; Giles,

Charles. Pioneer: A Narrative of the Nativity, Experience, Travels, and Ministerial Labours of Rev. Charles
Giles ... New York: G. Lane & P.P. Sandford, 1844; Young, Jacob. Autobiography of a Pioneer: Or, The
Nativity, Experience, Travels, and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Jacob Young, with Incidents, Observations, and
Reflections. Cincinnati: L. Swormstedt & A. Poe, 1857; Newell, E. F. Life and Observations of E.F. Newell, ...
an Itinerant Minister in the Methodist Episcopal Church ... Compiled from His Own Manuscripts [by C.W.
Ainsworth]. Worcester: C. W. Ainsworth, 1847; Finley, James Bradley. Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley,
or, Pioneer life in the West. Edited by W. P. Strickland. Cincinnati: Printed at the Methodist Book Concern for
the Author. R.P. Thompson, Printer., 1854; and Travis, Joseph. Autobiography of the Rev. Joseph Travis, A.M.:
A Member of the Memphis Annual Conference: Embracing a Succinct History of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, South: Particularly in Part of Western Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi:
with Short Memoirs of Several Local Preachers, and an Address to His Friends. Edited by Thomas O.
Summers. Nashville, Tenn: Published by E. Stevenson & F.A. Owen, agents, for the Methodist Episcopal
Church, South, 1856.



tradition of writing and keeping personal journals, letters, and notes from their ministries.*?
During the first Methodist Conference, which was held in London in 1744, Wesley suggested
that all preachers (including the future circuit-riders) “should by all means keep journals, as
well for our satisfaction as for the profit of their own souls.”®® As a result, many circuit-riders
kept a very regular record of their main life events in the form of journals. Circuit-riders, as
practicing Methodists, wrote these life records for their own personal benefit as well as for
the benefit of others who, in the future, might read them and find an accurate account of the
workings of God through Methodist ministers.3*

The circuit-riders submitted their extensive journals for publication in their raw state.
Generally, a small amount of editing occurred in the form of adding chapter headings or
divisions to the journals. It is possible, although unknown, that the journal content was
screened for spelling or even grammatical errors; it is also unknown whether the circuit-riders
made their own adjustments to their journal content prior to submission for publication.
However, taking into account the informal nature of journals and the desire for transparency
as Christian ministers, it is reasonable to assume that what little, if any, editing took place
would not have altered the content or language of the journals. It should also be noted that
some circuit-riders, such as Asbury, submitted raw journals that remained entirely untouched
in their published form.

As noted above, these compiled works commonly included, along with their journals,
a selection of letters that the circuit-riders wrote or received (which were also occasionally

hand copied into the circuit-rider journals by the circuit-riders themselves). Furthermore,

32 The Publishers’ and Stationers’ Weekly Trade Circular, The Publishers’ and Stationers’ Weekly Trade
Circular: Volume 2 (New York: Leypoldt, 1872), 147-148; and Phyllis Mack, Heart Religion in the British
Enlightenment: Gender and Emotion in Early Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 22.
33 William Peirce, The Ecclesiastical Principles and Polity of the Wesleyan Methodists: Comprising a Complete
Compendium of Their Laws, Regulations, and General Economy; Together with a Full Account of All Their
Ordinances, Institutions, Funds, and Customs, Carefully Compiled and Classified from Mr. Wesley’s Journals,
the Minutes of Conference, and Other Authentic Records from the Year 1774 to 1872 Inclusive ([London]:
Wesleyan Conference Office, 1873), 332.

3 B. K. Kuiper, The Church in History (Grand Rapids, Mich: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1988), 355.



most circuit-rider writings included autobiographies that featured summaries of certain
crucial points in their lives (callings, conversions, revivals, hardships, etc.) and their
theological or ecclesiastical commentaries. However, unlike the journals, which represent the
most accurate and unpolished thought and activity of the circuit-riders’ lives and ministries
(1770s-1830s), autobiographical materials are considered through a more critical lens as
some (but not all) of these documents were, typical of autobiographies, written at a later point
in the circuit-riders’ lives (as opposed to the journals which were written at distinct points
throughout their lives). As such, it is possible that these autobiographies contain inaccuracies
due to misremembered information. For example, Cartwright articulated his fear that “scenes
and incidents” that he recollected at the time of his writing would be “added to, or diminished
from” due to elapsed time and a faulty memory. Nonetheless, he “reluctantly yielded to the
many solicitations” of his fellow ministers to write his autobiography in order to present a
“history of the rise and progress of the Methodist Episcopal Church” and to “rescue from
oblivion many, very many incidents” that would otherwise be lost. Cartwright further stated
that, for the information in question, he leaned on his journal entries for verification and
confidence, although he lamented not journaling more extensively during his ministry.3®

For this reason, this study focuses most heavily on the circuit-rider journals in order to
present the most accurate account of their thought and activity. However, this study also
recognizes the authenticity of the autobiographical materials as they were written by the
circuit-riders themselves and provide a wealth of background information and explanation
that cannot otherwise be found; therefore, these materials should be considered vital
supporting information (for this reason, they are also used by Methodist scholars, as noted

above). Bearing this in mind, this study uses what is considered to be the oldest, most

3 Peter Cartwright, Backwoods Preacher: An Autobiography of Peter Cartwright, for more than Fifty Years a
Preacher in the Backwoods and Western Wilds of America, ed. W. P. Strickland (New York: Carlton & Porter,
1860), ix-xi.



authentic, and where possible, most unpolished versions of circuit-rider writings. Thus, the
most commonly used sources for this study are the circuit-rider journals, followed by
autobiographies and letters; all other forms of primary sources (early histories, meeting
minutes, magazines, and newspapers) are less commonly used.

A very small number of the circuit-riders’ journals were not published by the circuit-
riders who wrote them; instead, after their deaths, their raw journals were compiled and then
published by fellow circuit-riders (or, in very rare cases, members of their families).* In
these instances, the primary sources are identified as the journals in their raw or lightly
polished state (i.e. with inserted chapter divisions and headings). Furthermore, there are
instances when the fellow circuit-riders (or family members) added biographical or
background information or, rarely, theological commentary regarding certain events; often in
these cases, however, the fellow circuit-riders (or family members) were present for these
events themselves. Nevertheless, viewing this matter through a critical lens, this study
acknowledges that the added background information or theological commentary could be a
potential exaggeration or contribute to a skewed interpretation of particular events.®” Hence,

this additional information is considered to be secondary source material.

3 For instance, see: Ashury, Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. I, from August 7, 1771, to July 4,
1786. New York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul,
printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821; Asbury, Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. 11, from July
15, 1786, to November 6, 1800. New-York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal
Church. Abraham Paul, printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821; Asbury, Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis
Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three
Volumes. Vol. 111, from November 8, 1800, to December 7, 1815. New York, N.Y.: Published by N. Bangs and
T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821; Lee,

Jesse. Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee: With Extracts from His Journals. New York: N. Bangs and T. Mason,
1823; Bangs, Nathan, and Freeborn Garrettson. The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Compiled from his
Printed and Manuscript Journals, and Other Authentic Documents. Fifth Edition. New-York: Carlton &
Lanahan, 1832; and Emory, John. The Life of the Rev. John Emory, D. D.: One of the Bishops of the Methodist
Episcopal Church. Edited by Robert Emory. New York: George Lane, 1841.

37 For instance, see: Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Fifth Edition, 26-28, 72-
77; John Emory, The Life of the Rev. John Emory, D. D.: One of the Bishops of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, ed. Robert Emory (New York: George Lane, 1841), 55-60; and James B. Finley, Sketches of Western
Methodism: Biographical, Historical, and Miscellaneous. Illustrative of Pioneer Life, ed. W. P. Strickland
(Cincinnati: Printed at the Methodist Book Concern for the Author, 1854), 69-75.
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In this study, a minor portion of the primary sources is derived from various historical
works that were written by the circuit-riders themselves. Indeed, the foremost historical
works of this category were written by circuit-riders, such as Lee,*® Bangs,* and Peck.*
Further included in this category are the writings of the early nineteenth-century
intermittently appointed Methodist circuit-riders, such as M’Ferrin, Scudder, and Stevens,
who also wrote historical books that span the dates of this study (c. 1770s—1830s).%! Their
aim in producing these resources was to provide reliable records of various Methodist
accounts. For instance, Lee recorded his reason for documenting these Methodist events as
follows: “I have written the best account I could. Withal, it has long been the wish of many of
the Methodist preachers and people in America, that some account of the rise and progress of
the Methodists in these United States should be published, for the information of the world in
general, and of our own societies in particular.”*?

Methodist scholars, such as Turner, have considered these “early histories” to be
“primary sources.”* The circuit-riders writing these works described the history and

progression of Methodism as they knew it. Thus, the histories predominantly included the

38 Lee’s historical writings are found in: Lee, Jesse. A Short History of the Methodists in the United States of
America Beginning in 1766, and Continued Till 1809: To which is Prefixed a Brief Account of Their Rise in
England the Year 1729, &c. Baltimore: Magill and Clime, 1810.

39 Nathan’s historical writings are found in: Bangs, Nathan. A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: V. 1
‘44: Volume 2. New-York: T. Mason & G. Lane, 1840.

40 Peck’s historical writings are found in: Peck, George. Early Methodism Within the Bounds of the Old Genesee
Conference from 1788 to 1828, or, The First Forty Years of Wesleyan Evangelism in Northern Pennsylvania,
Central and Western New York, and Canada: Containing Sketches of Interesting Localities, Exciting Scenes,
and Prominent Actors. New York: Carlton & Porter, 1860.

1 M’Ferrin’s historical writings are found in: M’Ferrin, John B. History of Methodism in Tennessee. Vol. I.
From the year 1783 to the year 1804. Nashville: Published by A.H. Redford, for the M.E. Church, South, 1875.
Scudder’s historical writings are found in: Scudder, Moses Lewis, and Joseph Cummings. American Methodism
... With an Introduction by J. Cummings ... lllustrated. Bartford, Conn.: S. S. Scranton & CO., 1867. Stevens’s
main historical writings are found in: Stevens, Abel. History of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United
States of America, Volume 1. New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1884; Stevens, Abel. History of the Methodist
Episcopal Church in the United States of America, Volume 2. New York: Carlton & Porter, 1864; and Stevens,
Abel. The History of the Religious Movement in the Eighteenth Century, Called Methodism. London: James
Sangster & Company, 1873.

42 Jesse Lee, A Short History of the Methodists in the United States of America Beginning in 1766, and
Continued Till 1809: To which is Prefixed a Brief Account of Their Rise in England the Year 1729, &c
(Baltimore: Magill and Clime, 1810), iii.

3 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” vi, 283-284.
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personal testimonies of the circuit-riders who wrote them; they also supported their Methodist
histories by including important Methodist documents and letters. ** However, there are
occasions in which circuit-riders recorded stories that were witnessed by their fellow circuit-
riders; for example, Bangs recorded some incidents that Asbury, his close friend and fellow
circuit-rider, encountered in his ministry.* This is considered to be secondary source
information and is clearly marked within this study. It should also be restated that these early
histories are considered less central to this study than the journals, autobiographies, and
letters written by the circuit-riders themselves.

Another category of “primary sources [is the historical] collections [and] conference
proceedings.”*® This category consists of recorded minutes from Methodist conferences and
meetings that provide, aside from summaries of Methodist activity, a useful account of
circuit-riders’ activities per conference*’ as well as occasional ecclesiastical commentary.*®
Aside from the fact that these minutes contain a large amount of information regarding the

ministry of the circuit-riders, they also assist this research in providing accurate

4 For instance, see: Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 245-246; Peck, Early Methodism Within the
Bounds of the Old Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, 17-18; Atkinson, Centennial History of American
Methodism: Under... Asbury, 71-74, 197-199, 488-490; M Ferrin, History of Methodism in Tennessee: Vol. 1,
216-218; and Abel Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States of America, Volume
1 (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1884), 67-69.

45 For instance, see Nathan Bangs, A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Volume 4 (New York: J.
Collord, Printer, 1841), 209.

46 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” viii, 282-285.

47 A summary of the role of Methodist conference minutes can be found on Duke University’s library website. It
states that “the United Methodist Church Records are comprised primarily of bound volumes of quarterly
conference minutes that document the administrative life of church units (circuits, charges, and churches).” For
more information, see: Duke University Library, “Guide to the United Methodist Church Records, 1784-1984,
Bulk 1800-1940 | Collection Guides | Rubenstein Library,” David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript
Library, accessed January 12, 2017, http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/findingaids/methodistchurch/.

48 Methodist Episcopal Church [in United States of America]. The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist
Episcopal Church in America. With Explanatory Notes, by T. Coke and F. Asbury. The Tenth Edition. Edited by
Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke, 10th ed. Philadelphia: Henry Tuckniss, 1798; and Methodist Episcopal
Church. The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church. New York: Published by John
Wilson and Daniel Hitt, for the Methodist Connection, J. C. Totten, 1808.
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administrative and operational data, such as the names of the circuit-riders, their specific
geographical areas, and the years that they were appointed.*®

Additionally, since the early stages of Methodist ministry, the Methodists have had
monthly and quarterly magazines (which serve as primary sources for this study), the most
prominent being the Wesleyan Methodist Magazine (known previously as the Arminian
Magazine and the Methodist Magazine).>° Lastly, this study includes public newspapers that
addressed Methodist activity from the 1770s through the 1830s.%* However, while these
diverse primary sources are used throughout this study, they are featured less than the early
histories and much less than the circuit-rider journals, autobiographies, and letters.
1.1.3 The Reliability of Primary Sources

As indicated above, this study earnestly investigates the reliability and authenticity of
sources, which is a crucial method in critical historical research. Understanding the fact that,
in the words of Orwell, “history is written by the winners,” it is taken into consideration that
some sources might have been written to intentionally paint certain content in a more
favorable (or less favorable) light than was necessarily the case.®® A priority of this research

is, as Given stated, to remain “vigilant about including both positive and negative criticism of

49 For an introduction on how the Methodists recorded their conference minutes, see: South Methodist Episcopal
Church, Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church South ([Louisville, Ky.]: John
Early, 1853), 43-46.

%0 For instance, see: Wesley, John. The Arminian Magazine: Consisting of Extracts and Original Treatises on
Universal Redemption. London: Printed by J. Fry & Co, 1782; The Methodist Magazine. The Wesleyan-
Methodist Magazine, Volume 35. London: Printed at the Conference-Office, 1812; The Methodist Magazine.
The Methodist Magazine, for the Year of Our Lord 1818. Volume 1. New York: J. Soule and T. Mason, 1818;
and The Methodist Magazine. The Methodist Magazine. Designed as a Compend of Useful Knowledge, and of
Religious and Missionary Intelligence, for the Year of Our Lord 1827. Volume 10. New York: N. Bangs and J.
Emory, 1827. See also: Southern Methodist University, “Inventory of Methodist Primary Materials at Bridwell
Library,” TUMHS Heritage Journal 9 (March 2014): 1,

https://www.smu.edu/~/media/Site/Bridwell/Find/ METHODIST%20PRIMARY %20MATERIALS.ashx.

51 See also: Elmer J. O’Brien, “The Methodist Quarterly Review: Reflections on a Methodist Periodical,”
Methodist History 25, no. 2 (January 1987): 76-80, http://archives.gcah.org/bitstream/handle/10516/5610/MH-
1987-January-OBrien.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.

52 George Orwell, Sonia Orwell, and lan Angus, George Orwell: The Collected Essays, Journalism & Letters
(Boston: D.R. Godine, 2000), 88.
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all data sources, including missing accounts, the lack of relevant viewpoints, and persons
involved in events.”®

Regarding this goal, however, it is important to point out that, due to the circuit-
riders’ deep Christian convictions, lying (or over-exaggeration, in general) was deemed a
sinful practice.> Bearing this in mind, there is a sense of inherent honesty in these circuit-
rider documents, specifically their personal journals. As an example, Asbury, one of the most
prominent circuit-riders, was not ashamed to write concerning his “ill[ness] in body, and [his]
dispirited [condition].”® In Methodist circles, for a leader such as Asbury to write about his
dispirited feelings was unflattering and likely put him at risk of organizational judgement.
Clearly, however, honest communication was more important to Asbury than concealing his
emotional weakness and maintaining organizational approval.>®

This outlook is also prominent in the biblical text. For example, the apostle Paul, an
instrumental figure in Christian history, was concerned about honest and truthful personal
accounts rather than seeking approval from his readers.> In 1 Corinthians 2:3 (ESV),*® Paul
wrote, “l came to you in weakness with great fear and trembling.” In Galatians 1:10, he
wrote, “Am | now trying to win the approval of human beings, or of God? Or am | trying to
please people? If | were still trying to please people, I would not be a servant of Christ.”

Thus, following the example of Paul and other Christians, circuit-riders maintained a fear of

%3 Lisa M. Given, The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles, Calif: Sage
Publications, 2008), PDF e-book, 396.

54 Wesley labeled lying as an evil practice; thus, it was prohibited by Christians and, especially, early Methodist
preachers. See also: John Wesley and John Emory’s The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M (New York:
J. Emory and B. Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, J. Collard, printer, 1831), 915-916.

%5 Francis Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From
August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. Il, from July 15, 1786, to November 6, 1800
(New-York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer,
182 Water-Street, 1821), 1.

% See also: Henry Smith, Recollections and Reflections of an Old Itinerant: A Series of Ltters Originally
Published in the Christian Advocate and Journal and the Western Christian Advocate, ed. George Peck (New
York: Carlton & Phillips, 1854), 71-72.

7 Daniel R. Langton, The Apostle Paul in the Jewish Imagination: A Study in Modern Jewish-Christian
Relations (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 68.

%8 Biblical passages quoted in this study are taken from the English Standard Version (ESV).
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warping the truth in even a small measure; their personal accounts are read with this
knowledge in mind.

As a further example, even prior to the American Civil War (1861-1865) when
owning slaves was not unusual, many early American Methodists came strongly against these
cultural norms, publicly condemning slavery.>® Bangs recorded that, even in the early 1780s
when slavery was a common practice, Methodists (especially circuit-riders) were ordered to
free their slaves. Further, Methodist circuit-riders of those days declared: “We do hold in the
deepest abhorrence the practice of slavery, and shall not cease to seek its destruction by all
wise and prudent means.”®° This was jarring to the socio-economical system of the day, but
despite incidents of public backlash, this anti-slavery position was maintained by many early
American Methodists.®

There are other examples found within circuit-rider documents that demonstrate the
rejection of various societal norms in favor of upholding scriptural doctrine.%? Thus, these
accounts, in many ways, challenge the argument that history is written only by winners
because circuit-riders wrote extensively on their successes,®® struggles,® and failures.®® In

summary, one receives the impression that circuit-riders were trying to write an honest

%9 Ned Smith, The 2nd Maine Cavalry in the Civil War: A History and Roster (McFarland, 2014), 3-4.

60 Nathan Bangs, A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Volume 1. From the Year 1766 to the Year 1792
(New-York: Published by T. Mason and G. Lane, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, at the conference office,
200 Mulberry-Street. J. Collord, printer, 1840), 217. See also: John M. Murrin et al., Liberty, Equality, Power. A
History of the American People. Enhanced Concise Fourth Edition (Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2009),
212.

81 For instance, circuit-rider Gruber was arrested in Maryland for publicly preaching against slavery. For more
information regarding Gruber’s trial, see: Gruber, Jacob, and David Martin. Trial of the Rev. Jacob Gruber:
Minister in the Methodist Episcopal Church, at the March Term, 1819, in the Frederick County Court, for a
Misdemeanor. Fredericktown, MD: Published by David Martin. Geo. Kolb, printer, 1819. See also: E. F.
Newell, Life and Observations of E.F. Newell, ... an Itinerant Minister in the Methodist Episcopal Church ...
Compiled from His Own Manuscripts [by C.W. Ainsworth] (Worcester: C. W. Ainsworth, 1847), 231-232.

62 See also: Keith Harper, American Denominational History: Perspectives on the Past, Prospects for the Future
(Tuscaloosa [Ala.]: University of Alabama Press, 2008), 109.

83 For instance, see: Cartwright, Backwoods Preacher, 117.

54 For instance, see: Francis Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. I, from August 7, 1771, to July 4,
1786 (New York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul,
printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821), 8.

8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 381.
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account of their life events. That being said, no source should be considered infallible;
therefore, as aforementioned, circuit-rider primary source documents are analyzed carefully
and thoughtfully in order to detect any inaccuracies.
1.1.4 Questions to Consider
Upon investigating a document (especially a primary source document), as a historical
researcher, it is helpful to ask a set of critical questions, which results in sounder research.
Some common critical questions are as follows:
e Who produced the source?
e When was it written?
e What was the purpose of it being written?
e Who was intended to read the source?
e Can the source be verified?
e What will this source contribute to this study?
e Are similar sources available?®
In examining the primary sources of this study (such as journals, autobiographies,
letters, and various MEC Minutes), answers to many of the above questions are found within

the document’s cover, preface,®’ or in the text itself; these display the author, dates,®

% See also: Christine Bombaro, Finding History: Research Methods and Resources for Students and Scholars
(Lanham [Md.]: Scarecrow Press, 2012), 7-8.

57 For instance, see: William B. Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit; or, Commemorative Notices of
Distinguished American Clergymen of Various Denominations, from the Early Settlement of the Country to the
Close of the Year Eighteen Hundred and Fifty-five. With Historical Introductions. Volume VII (New York:
Robert Carter & Brothers, 1861), v.

% For instance, see: Benjamin Abbott and John Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin
Abbott To Which Is Annexed, a Narrative of His Life and Death. By John Ffirth.; [Two Lines from Psalms].
Copy-Right Secured (New-York: Published by Ezekiel Cooper and John Wilson for the Methodist Connection
in the United States. John C. Totten, printer, 1805), 1; Billy Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B.
Hibbard, Minister of the Gospel: Containing an Account of His Experience of Religion and of His Call to and
Labours in the Ministry for Nearly Thirty Years: in Which Are Recorded Many Important, Curious andteresting
Events, Illustrative of the Providence and Grace of God (New-York: Printed for and published by the author,
1843), i; Francis Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. I, from August 7, 1771, to July 4, 1786
(New York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer,
182 Water-Street, 1821), i; and Henry Boehm, Reminiscences, Historical and Biographical, of Sixty-Four Years
in the Ministry, ed. J. B. Wakeley (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1866), 1.
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intended readers,®® and even the author’s purpose for writing.”® For instance, Asbury decided
to leave his “manuscripts to the executors of [his] will” so that they could be printed and read
by whomever might benefit from them (although, he admitted that these manuscripts were
mostly useful to himself).”

As it pertains to source verification, many of the circuit-rider archival documents have
various stamps used to attest to their historical authenticity, current ownership, and archival

location;"® for instance, the Harvard College Library” or the New York Public Library™ have

8 For instance, see: Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, iv; Boehm, Reminiscences,
Historical and Biographical, 5; Thomas Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, who has
been an intinerant Methodist preacher for more than fifty years (New York: G. Lane & P.P. Sandford, 1842), 7;
and James Bradley Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, or, Pioneer life in the West, ed. W. P.
Strickland (Cincinnati: Printed at the Methodist Book Concern for the Author. R.P. Thompson, Printer., 1854),
4,

0 For instance, see: Jesse Lee, A Short History of the Methodists in the United States of America Beginning in
1766, and Continued Till 1809: To which is Prefixed a Brief Account of Their Rise in England the Year 1729,
&c (Baltimore: Magill and Clime, 1810), iii-iv; Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 6-7;
Freeborn Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, Minister of the Methodist-
Episcopal Church in North America (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1791), iii; and Finley, Autobiography of
Rev. James B. Finley, 3-4.

1 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, iv-v.

2 peter Roberts, “Philatelic Materials in Archival Collections: Their Appraisal, Preservation, and Description,”
The American Archivist 70, no. 1 (August 2007): 70-73, doi:10.17723/aarc.70.1.w3742751w5344275; and
British Library, “A Guide to British Library Book Stamps - Collection Care Blog,” American Collections Blog,
last modified September 23, 2013, http://blogs.bl.uk/collectioncare/2013/09/a-guide-to-british-library-book-
stamps.html.

3 A number of the circuit riders’ archival journals that are stamped and located in the Harvard College Library
are now digitized for free public use via Google E-Book or Archive.org. Some of these are: Finley, James
Bradley. Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, or, Pioneer life in the West. Edited by W. P. Strickland.
Cincinnati: Printed at the Methodist Book Concern for the Author. R.P. Thompson, Printer., 1854; Hibbard,
Billy. Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard: Minister of the Gospel, Containing an Account of His
Experience of Religion... New-York: Printed for and published by the author, 1843; Cartwright,

Peter. Backwoods Preacher: An Autobiography of Peter Cartwright, for more than Fifty Years a Preacher in the
Backwoods and Western Wilds of America. Edited by W. P. Strickland, 31st ed. New York: Carlton & Porter,
1860; and Bangs, Nathan, and Freeborn Garrettson. The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Compiled from
his Printed and Manuscript Journals, and Other Authentic Documents. Fifth Edition. New-York: Carlton &
Lanahan, 1832.

"4 A number of the circuit riders’ archival journals that are stamped and located in the New York Public Library
are now digitized for free public use via Google E-Book or Archive.org. Some of these are: Asbury,

Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7,
1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. I, from July 15, 1786, to November 6, 1800. New-York:
Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer, 182 Water-
Street, 1821; Coke, Thomas. Extracts of the journals of the Rev. Dr. Coke’s five visits to America. London:
Printed by G. Paramore; and sold by G. Whitfield, 1793; Boehm, Henry. Reminiscences, Historical and
Biographical, of Sixty-Four Years in the Ministry. edited by J. B. Wakeley. New York: Carlton & Porter, 1866;
and Abbott, Benjamin, and John Ffirth. The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott To
Which Is Annexed, a Narrative of His Life and Death. By John Ffirth.; [Two Lines from Psalms]. Copy-Right
Secured. New-York: Published by Ezekiel Cooper and John Wilson for the Methodist Connection in the United
States. John C. Totten, printer, 1805.
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their own unique stamps verifying the legitimacy of their archival sources. Furthermore,
because the circuit-riders recorded so many life events, and because these events happened in
the not-too-distant past, a large number of these primary source documents are currently
accessible via archives in their original form, specifically journals, autobiographies, and
letters.™

Many of the circuit-rider documents have been reprinted; however, as noted
previously, because it is essential to get as close as possible to the author’s original
document, this research uses the oldest and most unpolished documents available. For
instance, while Asbury’s three-volume journals have been reprinted numerous times,’ this
study uses one of the oldest copies available, published by Asbury’s co-minister Bangs in
1821.7" Finally, after each historical document in this study is examined and verified, it is
then evaluated according to its potential level of contribution and relevance to

supernaturalism in the circuit-rider ministry.

5 The majority of these documents are located in various Methodist archives. The largest Methodist archives in
the world is in the library of Drew University (New Jersey). At the same time, many original Methodist
documents, journals, minutes, and books (including those belonging to circuit-riders) are now being digitalized
through various Methodist archival centers in cooperation with Google.com and the nonprofit digital library,
Internet Archive. For more information on compulsory writing in Methodism, see: Phyllis Mack, Heart Religion
in the British Enlightenment: Gender and Emotion in Early Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2008), 22.

76 One of the most recent reprints of Asbury’s journals was in 2009. See: Asbury, Francis. The Journal of the
Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Bedford, MA: Applewood Books, 2009.

" Asbury’s three-volume journals used in this study are: Asbury, Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis
Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three
Volumes. Vol. I, from August 7, 1771, to July 4, 1786. New York: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the
Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821; Asbury, Francis. The Journal of
the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7, 1771, to December 7,
1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. Il, from July 15, 1786, to November 6, 1800. New-York: Published by N. Bangs
and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821; and
Asbury, Francis. The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From
August 7, 1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. I11, from November 8, 1800, to December 7, 1815.
New York, N.Y.: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul,
printer, 182 Water-Street, 1821.
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1.1.5 Categorizing Secondary Sources and the Historiographical Method

Aside from researching the numerous available primary sources, this study employs
an array of secondary sources.’® According to Cullen, a historian uses secondary sources in
order to “triangulate between himself, his sources, and other people who have looked at the
same ones.””® While the majority of these secondary sources concentrate on the beliefs and
labors of the circuit-riders, some include incidents of various supernatural manifestations in
the circuit-rider ministry (a number of such sources are listed in the literature review below
and the contemporary scholars dialogue in Chapter 8).

The various investigated data is selected through a process of evaluation, which
emphasizes the reliability and validity of the datum;® it is then joined together with all other
data into digested findings, or as Ellen labeled it, “methodical and comprehensive
research.”! While this methodical and comprehensive research is predominantly applied to
this study in order to collect data from primary sources, a significant amount of time is spent
collecting data from secondary sources, as well.%2 Thus, through historical research, this study
conducts a “critical examination of [primary and secondary] sources, [an] interpretation of
data, and [an] analysis that focuses on the narrative, interpretation, and use of valid and
reliable evidence that supports the study conclusions.”8?

Further, in examining secondary sources, this study remains faithful to the

historiographical method, which is the “study, from various standpoints, of the writing of

78 See also: Oxford University Press, “Secondary-source,” Oxford Learner's Dictionaries, accessed February 28,
2019, https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/secondary-source.

78 Cullen, Essaying the Past: How to Read, 27.

8 Given, The Sage, 396.

81 Elena, “Historical Research in Archives,” 26.

82 For more information regarding primary sources and differentiating them from secondary sources, see:
University Library, “Library Guides: Distinguish Between Primary and Secondary Sources,” Library Guides at
University of California, Santa Cruz, accessed February 12, 2018,
https://guides.library.ucsc.edu/primarysecondary.

8 Given, The Sage, 396.
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history by others than the historiographer.”® Indeed, in dialoguing with various
contemporary Methodist scholars, as they are “the historians who make history,” this study
can map the similarities and differences between historical interpretations in order to discern
any gaps in the currently available research and findings.® Indeed, although there are not
many sources that directly investigate the significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider
ministry, this study interacts with (in agreement or disagreement) various secondary sources
that feature the circuit-riders themselves and their evangelism,® their religious enthusiasm,?’
and their religious experience.® There is particular interaction with sources that feature
theories of early Methodist expansion, some that challenge and some that support this study’s
noted correlation between the supernatural and the ministry’s expansion.®
1.1.6 Interpreting Historical Research through a Theological Lens

After an extensive and satisfactory process of gathering and analyzing data, all of the
historical findings are recorded and then organized and categorized in order of time period,
relevance, and accuracy. After the findings are categorized, the next step is interpreting the
collected data.*® Through interpretation, research holds the opportunity, as Elena stated, to
“recapture the nuances, personalities, and ideas that influenced these events, and the expected
research outcome is to communicate an understanding of past events.”%

Knowing that the circuit-rider ministry was Christian in nature, in order for this study
to facilitate an understanding of past events that indicate the significance of the supernatural

in the circuit-rider ministry, it is imperative to employ a theological lens in this research, as

84 Paul Cartledge, “Introduction,” in Companion to Historiography (Routledge World Reference) (London,
England: Routledge, 2003), 3.

8 Roger Spalding and Christopher Parker, Historiography: An introduction (Manchester, England: Manchester
University Press, 2013), 1-6.

8 For more information, see Chapters 4 and 5.

87 For more information, see Chapters 3 and 7.

8 For more information, see Chapters 3 and 5.

8 For more information, see Chapter 8 and the Conclusion.

% Given, The Sage, 396-397.

%1 Elena, Historical Research, 25.
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well. Since circuit-rider ministers were self-proclaimed Christians, the theology incorporated
in this research pertains to the divine nature of the Christian God and their belief in him
combined with their philosophical perspectives (which were, primarily, derived from the
Bible).?? Thus, for the sake of arriving at a more accurate understanding of the circuit-rider
ministry, this study involves a historical investigation with a theological component.

For example, the prominent circuit-rider Garrettson journaled a testimony about a
woman. In his journal, he described “the goodness of God—whose grace, she said, had
sanctified her wholly.”® In viewing this as merely a historical finding, without any
theological lens or perspective, it becomes almost impossible to interpret this testimony. With
the help of a theological lens, however, this study is able to better interpret the notion that
God had sanctified someone wholly. The term sanctified is a verb derived from the biblical
Greek ayialw, meaning “to make holy, consecrate, sanctify.” In the early Methodist circle,
emphasis on sanctification—the pursuit of becoming holy as God is holy—was very strong.*
Sanctification (identified as the strive toward holiness), in the Methodist tradition, was a
never-ending process;* an individual approached it through their own willingness in faith to
become holy, and at the same time, it was achieved through the intervention of supernatural

grace bestowed by God.% Thus, through this very brief historical and theological analysis, it

92 See also: Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey William Bromiley, eds., Evangelisches Kirchenlexikon. English:
Volume 3 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2003), 510; and Michael E. Birdwell and W.
Calvin Dickinson, Rural Life and Culture in the Upper Cumberland ([U.S.A.]: Univ Pr of Kentucky, 2004), 51-
53.

9 Nathan Bangs and Freeborn Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Compiled from his Printed
and Manuscript Journals, and Other Authentic Documents. Fifth Edition (New-York: Carlton & Lanahan,
1832), 127.

% For a brief statement on Methodist beliefs concerning sanctification, see the “Sanctifying Grace” section in:
United Methodist Church, “Our Wesleyan Heritage,” The United Methodist Church, accessed January 16, 2017,
http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/our-wesleyan-heritage. Also, 1 Peter 1:16 (ESV) records: “For it is
written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy.””

% Hans Vium Mikkelsen, Reconciled Humanity: Karl Barth in Dialogue (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B.
Eerdmans, 2010), 74; and Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson Publishers, 2006), 329.

% Matthew Henry, The Communicant’s Companion: Or, Instructions and Helps for the Right Receiving of the
Lord’s Supper. By Matthew Henry, Minister of the Gospel (Boston: Re-printed by T. Fleet and T. Crump, for
Daniel Henchman, over against the Brick Meeting-House, 1716), 130. Also, Watchman Nee, twentieth-century
Chinese theologian, called it “the power of sanctification,” meaning that God grants humans supernatural power
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can be interpreted that the reason why Garrettson was exalting the goodness of God is
because he was rejoicing upon seeing someone attain whole sanctification through the union
of their will and God’s grace.®” Garrettson just witnessed a lofty biblical and Methodist goal
supernaturally reach fruition.%

Indeed, in this study, historical and theological components are interwoven.*® The
historical and theological aspects, joined together, bring the past into the present in order to
“understand how previous generations have defined... [certain events, and] doctrines.””*%
Further, this disciplinary fusion illuminates “the precise relationship between church-
historical research and systematic-theological reflection on that research.”* Thus, while the
majority of this work is historical in that its research theme is derived from the investigation
of primary sources and employs a method that is historical, the results of the research carry
heavy theological implications; the two disciplines (history and theology), when combined,
produce a synergistic effect. This is especially valuable for interpreting supernatural incidents
and Christian terms recorded in the circuit-rider ministry. Indeed, due to the devoutly
religious nature of the circuit-riders and their ministry, it is impossible to successfully
interpret the collected historical data without a theological lens. Thus, this study’s

comprehensive methodological research can be rightly identified as both historical and

theological.

to produce godly or holy fruit. For more information about the power of sanctification, see: Watchman Nee, The
Glory of His Life (New York: Christian Fellowship Publishers, 1976), 60.

97 Regarding humanity’s ability to choose through their God-given will, Wesleyan Methodists are categorized
more as Armenian in their theology. For a brief introduction to Wesleyan Armenian theology, see: Roger E.
Olson, Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities (Downers Grove, IlI: IVP Academic, 2009), 25-28.

% Joanna Cruickshank, Pain, Passion and Faith: Revisiting the Place of Charles Wesley in Early Methodism
(Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 83-85.

% M. Lamberigts, L. Boeve, and Terrence Merrigan, Theology and the Quest for Truth: Historical- and
Systematic-Theological Studies (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2006), 1.

100 Zondervan Academic, “What is Historical Theology?,” Zondervan Academic Blog - Unit on of the Historical
Theology by Gregg Allison, last modified June 2, 2017, https://zondervanacademic.com/blog/what-is-historical-
theology/.

101 |_amberigts, Boeve, and Merrigan, Theology and the Quest for Truth, 2.
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1.1.7 Interpreting through a Psychological, Political, and Socio-Economic Lens

Aside from this research’s historical and theological components, in order to better
understand certain aspects of the circuit-rider ministry, it becomes necessary to consider
information from a psychological, political, and socio-economic perspective, as well. For
example, it is a known fact that “more than half of the circuit leaders in America died before
[or around] the age of thirty.”% In order to understand this statistic, psychological, political,
and socio-economic research needs to be employed. In doing so, this study is able to
understand that the circuit-riders, during their ministerial journeys, regularly demonstrated
symptoms of psychological strain, likely as a result of excessive burdens, both physical and
emotional 1% Their journeys involved extensive traveling on horseback in difficult and unsafe
terrain;'® in one year, the average circuit-rider traveled “over four thousand kilometers.”%
Monetarily speaking, they received very meager stipends or even nothing at all.*% Upon
reaching their destinations, they were, at times, unwelcomed and regarded with disdain for
their line of work; there were times when they were also physically attacked.%’
Unfortunately, as a result of the aforementioned burdens, the psychological, political, and
socio-economic (along with environmental) difficulties that the circuit-riders encountered on
a regular basis made them easily susceptible to various forms of sickness, attack, and

occasional melancholy, which resulted in many circuit-riders experiencing early deaths.

102 Wesley L. Duewel, Heroes of the Holy Life: Biographies of Fully Devoted Followers of Christ (Grand
Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2002), 166. See also: Andy Byrd et al., Culture of Revival: Volume 1: Perseverance
with Joy ([USA]: Fire and Fragrance, 2012), Google e-book, 16.

108 Edward Eggleston and John Karst, The Circuit Riders: A Tale of the Heroic Age (New York: J.B. Ford & Co,
1874), 302. Frontier circuits were known to be especially difficult.

104 Fred Barlow, Profiles in Evangelism (Murfreeshoro, Tenn: Sword of the Lord Foundation, 2000), 20.

195 Donald B. Smith, Mississauga Portraits: Ojibwe Voices from Nineteenth-Century Canada (2013), 223.

106 Carl E. Burrows, Robert B. Florian, and David F. Mahoney, Melting Times: A History of West Virginia
United Methodism (Charleston, WV (P.O. Box 2313, Charleston, 25328): Commission on Archives and History,
West Virginia Conference, United Methodist Church, 1984), 46. See also: Encyclopadia Britannica, “Circuit
Rider,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed March 23, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/topic/circuit-rider.

197 For instance, see: Cartwright, Backwoods Preacher, 79; Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn
Garrettson: Fifth Edition, 103, 115; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 171; Young, Autobiography
of a Pioneer, 54; and Thomas Smith and David Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas
Smith, ed. George Peck (New York: Lane & Tippett, 1848), 138.
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However, sources show that most continued in their assignments and fulfilled their mission,
spreading the Christian gospel to their appointed locations.'%

In order to further understand the circuit-rider ministry, this study also briefly
explores the main political and ecumenical occurrences of this period in American history
(identified as the Early American Republic) and the ways in which these occurrences affected
the circuit-rider ministry.'® The circuit-riders’ evangelistic strategies are especially explored
as they were deliberately shaped and modified in order to best suit the settings and
circumstances of the Early Republic.!1

Thus, in interpreting the gathered data of this study, historical and theological tools
are included alongside a “broader [sense of] social, economic, political, and physical factors
that interact with psychological characteristics in a specific place and time.” In this way, this
research endeavors to contain an accurate and exhaustive interpretation of the role and
significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry. Further, in doing so, the goal is
to make this study an easily understood mouthpiece of the circuit-riders. Indeed, although the
human tendency is to ponder the present, through the use of these sources, this study provides
an opportunity to explore the personal experiences of the historical circuit-rider ministry “in
all of its depth, complexity, and richness.”!

1.1.8 A Personal Note
As aforementioned, while every researcher’s aim is objectivity throughout their work,

a historical investigation is reflexive; thus, it involves the researcher placing him or herself

198 Henry Howe, Historical Collections of the Great West: Containing Narratives of the Most Important
andteresting Events in Western History -remarkable Individual Adventures - Sketches of Frontier Life -
Descriptions of Natural Curiosities: to which is Appended Historical and Descriptive Sketches of Oregon, New
Mexico, Texas, Minnesota, Utah, California, Washington, Nebraska, Kansas, Etc., Volumes 1 (Cincinnati: H.
Howe, 1855), 199.

199 For more information, see Chapter 4 of this study. See also: Hatch, The Democratization of American
Christianity, 3-49.

110 For more information, see Chapter 5 of this study.

111 Given, The Sage, 47, 383, 397. See also: Cullen, Essaying the Past, 21-22.
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alongside the research. This both colors the work and illuminates the motivation behind it. As
a result, a researcher’s viewpoint should be disclosed in their work.

| am a member of the United Methodist Church (UMC) clergy; thus, | became
engaged in discovering the legacy, history, and spiritual formation of Methodism as well as
what made the movement so extensive. During my graduate education (M.A. and M.Div.), |
became specifically acquainted with the purported success and historical significance of the
circuit-rider ministry. | also began to discover the significance of the supernatural, at least as
the ministry understood it, and the role it appeared to play in Methodist revivals. | was
surprised to learn that very little past research had been conducted on the subject.

Truly, it is extraordinary that the supernatural has not been researched in detail as its
prevalence and significance, upon reading circuit-rider journals, is undeniable. It is my
understanding that the reason why very little research (academic or public) has been
conducted on this matter is because, echoing Billman, most historians have interpreted the
supernaturalism present in Wesley’s and the circuit-riders’ (or early Methodist) ministries as
insignificant.}? In other words, there seems to have been an apparent sidestepping or
historical bias against the nature of supernaturalism in these ministries. Indeed, according to
Taves, “Methodist historians [want] to downplay the role of these [manifestations] in the
Methodist ministry... but in fact [the phenomena] continued for decades,” especially between
the 1770s and 1830s.1%3

Hence, one of the primary goals of this study is to factually reintroduce the circuit-

rider ministry and its supernatural component by demonstrating (through the rigorous use of

112 Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 33-34. In response to this dilemma, Billman explained that
when he took graduate Methodist history classes, he wondered why he did not learn “anything about the
supernatural manifestations of the power of God that took place in Wesley’s ministry and the ministry of many
other early American Methodists.” The answer, he claimed, was “bias by the historian.” If the historian did not
believe in the supernatural or believed that Wesley and the early Methodists were simply ignorant products of
their time, influenced by unscientific and superstitious ideas, then these facts would be omitted from their
histories.

113 Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions, 57.
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primary sources) the significant effect that it had on the movement and its expansion.!** By
focusing on primary sources and juxtaposing them with secondary sources (especially in
regard to supernatural interpretations and Methodist expansion), this study seeks to accurately
rediscover and bring to the attention of modern academia the fuller reality of the circuit-riders
and the supernatural acts derived from “the power and presence of God.”*®

Another major motivation in undertaking this research stems from my personal
exposure to supernatural phenomena during both my Christian ministry and my adolescence.
For example, growing up in Kosovo, many locals, including my own parents, practiced
various rituals and spells in order to manipulate the spirit world and experience a supernatural
result or desired benefit. Thus, as supernatural events were familiar to me, it was unsurprising
to learn of the supernatural events found within the circuit-rider ministry; however, what was
surprising to me was the fact that the truth regarding the ministry (and its supernatural

component) appeared to be disregarded by historians who did not understand it.

1.2 Literature Review

This section is devoted to delineating the research conducted by various scholars that
pertains to this study’s theme: the significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider
ministry.*® This research is juxtaposed in the following literature review and is placed in
order of relevance to this study. In examining scholarly works that, to a degree, discussed the

concept of the supernatural within the circuit-rider ministry, it is confirmed that this study,

114 See: Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 21.

115 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 60.

118 For a brief introduction to critical literature reviews, please see: Anthony J. Onwuegbuzie and Rebecca Frels,
Seven Steps to a Comprehensive Literature Review: A Multimodal and Cultural Approach (Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE, 2016), 8-11.
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indeed, brings a fresh understanding of the circuit-rider ministry to the academic and public
spheres. 1t

An academic work that highlighted the role of the supernatural and some supernatural
encounters within early American Methodism, and even within the circuit-rider ministry, was
a book entitled Taking Heaven by Storm by Wigger. This book very thoroughly explained
Methodist formation as well as its growth and decline. However, Wigger’s aim was not to
specifically research the significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry
(although, as noted, he provided a picture of it); rather, his aim was to investigate the impact
that Methodism (including Methodist supernatural beliefs) had on the formation of American
religion and culture.!

Billman, in The Supernatural Thread in Methodism: Signs and Wonders Among
Methodists Then and Now, began his work by researching the role of the supernatural from
the beginning of the Christian church and then narrowed his focus upon arriving at the
formation of Methodism. Billman described the role of the supernatural in the ministry of
Wesley, addressed the supernatural in American Methodism, and briefly covered some
supernatural activities (and theology) in the life and ministry of a few circuit-riders. While
Billman’s investigations did shed light on the matter of the supernatural in the circuit-rider
ministry, his research was not intended to extensively investigate the significance (role and
impact) of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry; rather, it focused on the relevance of
the supernatural in the modern Methodist church.®

Powell, in his master’s thesis “Methodist circuit-riders in America, 1766-1844,”

researched the circuit-rider ministry and explained in detail its historical formation, structure,

17 within this review, research works that have a decent amount of information in common with this study are
discussed more extensively, and works that are only slightly in common with this study are discussed less
extensively.

118 wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 106.

119 Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 27. Also, some circuit-riders featured are Asbury, Rankin,
Boehm, and Albright.
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and purpose. However, this research was not intended to answer the question of the
significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry.'%°

Methodism and the Miraculous, by Webster, explored the supernatural in Wesley’s
life and ministry by providing evidence of his various supernatural activities (such as dreams
and visions) and proving that they were a part of his religious identification and lifestyle.'?*
Webster’s book was not intended to answer the question of the role of the supernatural in the
circuit-rider ministry as his focus revolved primarily around Wesley.??

Additional scholarly works approached the importance of the supernatural in the
circuit-rider ministry, though to a lesser degree. The Cambridge Companion to American
Methodism, edited by Methodist scholar Vickers, contained writings by various Methodist
scholars on the topics of Methodist history, revival, discipline, doctrine, and growth, to name
a few.12 O’Byrne, in his doctoral thesis “How Methodists Were Made,” explained that the
dramatic difference between the Methodists and the Puritans could be seen in the Methodists’
reliance on divine supernatural power in their lives and ministries.!?* Fits, Trances, and
Visions: Experiencing Religion and Explaining Experience from Wesley to James by Taves
analyzed occurrences of supernatural fits, trances, and visions in America between the years
of 1740 and 1910.'% Lyerly, in Methodism and the Southern Mind 1770-1810, researched the

early Methodists within the southern states of America between the years of 1770 and 1810;

she also briefly discussed the topic of the supernatural in early Methodism.?® Another book

120 For more information regarding Powell’s belief that supernatural manifestations were prevalent in the circuit-
rider ministry, see: William A. Powell Jr., “Methodist circuit-riders in America, 1766-1844,” (master’s thesis,
University of Richmond, 1977), 61-62.

121 Originally, this work was presented as the author’s doctoral thesis at Oxford University in 2006.

122 \Webster, Methodism and the Miraculous, 11, 104-107.

123 For testimonies regarding the supernatural, see: Candy G. Brown, “Healing,” in The Cambridge Companion
to American Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) 227-235.

124 For more information, see: Liam Iwig-O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made: The Arminian Magazine and
Spiritual Transformation in the Transatlantic World, 1778-1803,” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at
Avrlington, 2008), ProQuest (3307252).

125 Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions, 3, 47, 54-55, 74-78, 105-111, 128.

126 Cynthia Lynn Lyerly, Methodism and the Southern Mind, 1770-1810 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998), 9.
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written by Wigger, entitled American Saint: Francis Asbury and the Methodists, contained an
extended explanation of Asbury’s life, works, and ministerial role; in this book, Wigger also
admitted that the ministry of the circuit-riders contained supernatural acts.'?’

Other works that briefly noted the role of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry
are as follows: Ruth’s Early Methodist Life and Spirituality (especially Chapter 5, “Shouting
and Other Ecstatic Experiences”);*?® Cracknell and White’s An Introduction to World
Methodism;*?® Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt’s American Methodism: A Compact History;*®
Williams’s The Garden of American Methodism: The Delmarva Peninsula 1769-1820;**! and

Rack’s Reasonable Enthusiast.'32

127 John H. Wigger, American Saint: Francis Asbury and the Methodists (New York: Oxford University Press,
2009), 188-189, 204-207.

128 Ruth, Early Methodist Life and Spirituality, 161-187.

129 Kenneth Cracknell and Susan J. White, An Introduction to World Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 141-169.

130 One of the authors of this work, Russell E. Richey, has conducted additional research on early Methodism in:
Richey, Russell E. Methodism in the American Forest, 1st ed. Oxford University Press, 2015. Also, for
supernatural incidents, see: Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, American
Methodism: A Compact History (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2012), 42.

181 william Henry Williams, The Garden of American Methodism: The Delmarva Peninsula, 1769-1820
(Wilmington, Del: Published for the Peninsula Conference of the United Methodist Church by Scholarly
Resources, 1984), 87.

132 Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1992), 187, 335-338, 343, 347-348, 553. Further, the titles below featured a limited amount of information on
supernatural aspects in the circuit-rider ministry: Knox, Ronald Arbuthnott. Enthusiasm; A Chapter in the
History of Religion, with Special Reference to the XVII and XVIII Centuries. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1950; De Arteaga, William L. Quenching the Spirit: Discover the Real Spirit Behind the Charismatic
Controversy. Orlando, Fla: Creation House, 1996; Hankins, Barry. The Second Great Awakening and the
Transcendentalists. Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2004; Storch, Robert D. Popular Culture and Custom in
Nineteenth-Century England. London: Croom Helm, 1982; Scobie, Charles H. H., and John Webster Grant,
editors. The Contribution of Methodism to Atlantic Canada. Quebec City: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
1992; Butler, Jon. Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 1990; Storch, Robert D. Popular Culture and Custom in Nineteenth-Century England.
London: Croom Helm, 1982; Breidenstein, Rychie L. ““That Thy House May Be Felled’: A Study of Earliest
American Methodist Lay Worship Leaders Between 1766 and 1773: Philip Embury, Robert Strawbridge, Joseph
Pilmoor, and Francis Asbury.” PhD diss., Drew University, 2009. ProQuest (3351881); Andrews, Dee. The
Methodists and Revolutionary America, 1760-1800: The Shaping of an Evangelical Culture. Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2000; Synan, Vinson. The Century of the Holy Spirit: 100 Years of Pentecostal and
Charismatic Renewal, 1901-2001. 2001; and Lowery, Kevin Twain. Salvaging Wesley’s Agenda: A New
Paradigm for Wesleyan Virtue Ethics. Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2008.
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1.3 Chapter Summary and Analysis

This chapter began the journey of investigating the significance of the supernatural in
the circuit-rider ministry. It introduced the circuit-riders, their lifelong mission of preaching
the gospel, and the aim of this study, that is: unearthing the role that the supernatural played
in the circuit-riders’ lives and ministries as well as the role it played in Methodist expansion.

The chapter further described the methodology applied in this study in its attempt to
produce an objective and cohesive analysis. It concluded that this study can be categorized as
both a historical and theological enterprise, although it is predominantly historical in nature.
As noted, all data employed in this study is drawn from various historical or archival sources,
mostly from the circuit-riders themselves (in the form of journals, autobiographies, and
letters); secondary sources are included, as well, as a means of verifying or challenging the
research theme presented in this study.

It was noted that the literature featured in this study has been carefully selected and
categorized through meticulous investigation of the material. This research stresses
approaching the literature individually, analyzing how each circuit-rider defined supernatural
acts, to what they attributed such acts, and what way they felt these acts impacted their lives,
ministries (including their audiences), and Methodist expansion.

It should be noted that, though scholars have extensively researched the primary
sources found in this study (specifically, circuit-rider journals, autobiographies, and letters),
this study is distinct in that it places an emphasis on the presence of the supernatural and its
role throughout the circuit-rider ministry. Because it is very common for historical
researchers (past and present) to analyze the same documents thoroughly and repeatedly,

approaching these texts with a different set of questions and a varying viewpoint provides an
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opportunity to gain fresh discoveries from old material.3® Hence, as illustrated in this
chapter’s literature review, this research cuts a new path as it discovers the role that the
supernatural played within the circuit-rider ministry. Further, to ensure that this study has not
been investigated in the past, a number of renowned modern Methodist scholars (experts in
Methodist history and theology) were contacted. They confirmed that this research theme
remains previously unexplored and, as such, these scholars encouraged this undertaking.***

While the ministerial dedication of the circuit-riders in evangelism has long been
discussed and admired by historians and theologians (who commonly cite this dedication,
along with their countercultural positions and evangelistic strategies, as the cause of their
booming ministry), the heart of this research aims to express the profound significance of the
supernatural throughout the circuit-rider ministry.13 Thus, this study hopes that both the
academic and public world will obtain a fuller and clearer picture of the history and theology
behind the circuit-rider ministry, which is largely regarded as one of America’s most
influential Christian phenomena.**

A breakdown of this study is as follows:

e This chapter (Chapter 1) contained a brief introduction to the circuit-rider ministry
while methodology was discussed at length; the key methods in successful historical
(and theological) research were presented, followed by an outline of the methods

employed in this study and a literature review for comparison.

133 See also: M. Lamberigts, L. Boeve, and Terrence Merrigan, Theology and the Quest for Truth: Historical-
and Systematic-Theological Studies (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2006), 3-6.

134 The fact that this study’s specific topic has not been researched previously was personally verified by today’s
most prominent early Methodist scholars, such as: Drs. John H. Wigger, Jason Vickers, Frank Billman, Lester
Ruth, Russell E. Richey, Henry Knight, Craig Keener, Douglas Strong, and William D. Faupel. All of them
confirmed that this study is embarking on unexplored research territory.

135 See also: Wakeley, The Heroes of Methodism, iii-iv; Frank W. Thackeray, What Happened?: The eighteenth
century, Volume 2, ed. John E. Findling (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2011), 8; Keith J. Hardman, Seasons
of Refreshing: Evangelism and Revivals in America (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Pubs, 2006), 122; William
Sims Bainbridge, The Sociology of Religious Movements (New York: Routledge, 1997), 72; Donald G. Bloesch,
The Reform of the Church (Eugene, OR.: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1998), 107; and Billman, The Supernatural
Thread in Methodism, 33-34.

136 powell Jr., “Methodist circuit-riders,” 30.
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e The following chapter (Chapter 2) defines the term supernatural (compared to
natural) and explores it in both a historical and modern context. Further, the chapter
provides an in-depth investigation of the circuit-riders’ identification and
understanding of the term, specifically regarding its relationship to the power and
presence of God’s Spirit.

e Chapter 3 features Wesley, the founder of Methodism and the first English circuit-
rider.®" It emphasizes his belief in and practice of the supernatural, which he passed
on to the American circuit-rider ministry.

e Chapter 4 is devoted to describing the early historical development of the circuit-rider
ministry in America. It also includes (in-text or footnoted) biographical introductions
to the circuit-riders featured in this study (including Asbury).

e Chapter 5 focuses on researching the supernatural within the private lives of the
circuit-riders and unearthing the role that the supernatural held in their personal
religious conversions as well as their ministerial callings, evangelistic strategies, and
ministerial hardships; it also researches spiritual warfare and the affect it had on the
circuit-riders’ lives.

e Chapter 6 is dedicated to analyzing public supernaturalism. It features documented
public manifestations of the power and presence of God, followed by a
comprehensive investigation of the circuit-riders’ understanding of and response to
their ministry’s commonly experienced supernatural phenomena.*

e Chapter 7 is designated to further investigating public criticism of the ministry’s

supernatural manifestations (often dubbed religious enthusiasm by the public) as well

137 See also: Charles Moores, William O. Lynch, and Harlow Lindley, Indiana Magazine of History, Volumes
17-18, ed. James A. Woodburn (Bloomington, IN: Department of History Indiana University, 1921), 124.

138 See also: Thomas Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Volume 6 (London: Wesleyan-Methodist
Book-Room, 1878), 169.
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as the circuit-riders’ own thoughts on the controversial topic of religious
enthusiasm. 13

e Chapter 8 investigates the correlation between the supernatural and the growth of
Methodism in America.'*® This investigation is primarily conducted through the
analysis of Methodist camp-meetings and other revivals (which often included
supernatural events); the characteristics of Methodist revivals are also discussed at
length. Ultimately, this chapter demonstrates the impact that the supernatural had on
the ministry’s growth and answers the question of whether the circuit-riders believed
that the presence of supernatural acts contributed to Methodist expansion.4

e The Conclusion completes the (above) outlined investigation and corresponding

research.

139 See also: Albert M. Lyles, Methodism Mocked: The Satiric Reaction to Methodism in the Eighteenth Century
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2015), 33; Donald C. Swift, Religion and the American Experience: A
Social and Cultural History, 1765-1997 (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1998), 48; and Anna M. Lawrence, One
Family Under God: Love, Belonging, and Authority in Early Transatlantic Methodism (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 101-102.

140 See also: Kirby, Richey, and Rowe, The Methodists, 177.

141 Qee also: The Publisher, “Art. VI — Methodism in the Cities of the United States,” Methodist Quarterly
Review: Volume 59, July 1877, 494; and David Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2005), 183.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SUPERNATURAL: LAYING THE FRAMEWORK

In order to better investigate the supernatural throughout this research, it is imperative
to comprehensively investigate the definition of the supernatural and to discuss the circuit-
rider viewpoint along with their understanding of supernatural incidents; this chapter is
devoted to such an investigation.! Attention is also placed on the circuit-riders’ distinction
between supernatural and natural.

To begin, according to the Oxford Dictionary, the term supernatural is defined as “a
manifestation or event attributed to some force beyond scientific understanding or the laws of
nature”;? similarly, the Cambridge Dictionary defines supernatural as a “force or event” that
“cannot be explained by science.”® In general, for the circuit-riders, this alleged “force” that
brought about these unexplainable events was identified as the Triune Christian God
(consisting of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), whom the circuit-riders professed to serve
and proclaim;* specifically, acts that reputedly originated from “the operations of the Holy
Spirit™® (or, at times, demonic beings) were, for the circuit-riders, considered supernatural in
nature.® O’Byrne confirmed that, similar to the modern understanding of the term

supernatural, the circuit-riders understood that supernatural incidents elicited events that

1 In the beginning of Chapter 5, there is a brief overview of the term supernatural.

2 Oxford University Press, “Supernatural | Definition of Supernatural in English by Oxford Dictionaries,”
Oxford Dictionaries | English, accessed February 7, 2018,
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/supernatural.

8 Cambridge University Press, “Supernatural Definition in the Cambridge English Dictionary,” Cambridge
Dictionary | Free English Dictionary, Translations and Thesaurus, accessed July 27, 2017,
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/supernatural.

4 For more information regarding Methodist beliefs of the Trinity, see: William H. Willimon, United Methodist
Beliefs: A Brief Introduction (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 5-6.

5> Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 232.

® For instance, see: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 53, 180; Billman, The
Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 53-56, 62-67, 78; Jeff Doles, Miracles & Manifestations of the Holy Spirit
in the History of the Church (Seffner, FL: Walking Barefoot Ministries, 2008), 197-197, 218; Thomas E. Frank,
“Methodism's Polity: History and Contemporary Questions,” in T & T Clark Companion to Methodism
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), 314. Some supernatural occurrences were attributed to witchcraft and
demons. For more information, see Chapters 5 and 6 of this study.
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were otherwise considered “physically impossible.”” Circuit-rider Dow declared that these
events could not be explained because a “supernatural” event is a performance or
manifestation of God, the “eternal being that is everywhere present,” and is, thus, beyond the
seen and explainable world.® Further, the specific phrase power and presence of God was
often used throughout circuit-rider documents and was employed by the circuit-riders to
communicate the idea that God’s Spirit was in their midst and in the process of performing a

supernatural act;® a comprehensive study of the phrase is featured later in this chapter.

2.1 The Supernatural: Laying the Framework

Before this study directly investigates the definition and concept of the supernatural
from a circuit-rider perspective, the term should first be considered more broadly; therefore,
this section features an in-depth word analysis, followed by a breakdown of both the
historical and modern usage as well as statistics surrounding the term.
2.1.1 The Supernatural: An In-Depth Definition

The term supernatural derived from medieval scholars of the fifteenth century.
During this time, the Latin word supernaturalis was used to refer to forces or entities beyond
or outside physical nature that could suspend, alter, or circumvent physical/natural forces.°
Thus, the term supernatural can be understood as an event or force that surpasses all of the
known logical, natural laws.!! Because it surpasses the natural, along with its physical laws

and reason, it is called super-natural—beyond the natural. Hence, supernatural phenomena

" O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 76.

8 Lorenzo Dow, History of Cosmopolite: Or, the Four Volumes of Lorenzo’s Journal Concentrated in One,
Containing his Experience & Travels, from Childhood to 1814. Also, Containing His Polemical Writings
(Philadelphia: Joseph Rakestraw, 1816), 351. See also: Jude P. Dougherty, The Logic of Religion (Washington,
D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2010), 76. At the same time, the Bible explains in John 4:24 that
“God is spirit.”

% Lee, A Short History of the Methodists, 285; and Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 6, 169.
19 Rodney Stark, Exploring the Religious Life (Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 10.

11 Kelly M. Kapic and Bruce L. McCormack, Mapping Modern Theology: A Thematic and Historical
Introduction (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2012), 158.
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have no limit and are not controlled by the laws of nature. These phenomena can be
manifested as invisible or visible.? When they occur, they have the power to change things in
the natural that normally would not be possible.*?

In essence, the universe itself is natural, meaning “of nature,” as it responds to “the
physical force regarded as causing and regulating the phenomena of the world.”** The
concept of a divine being (one who is above and beyond the whole universe and its creatures)
necessitates the notion that this divine being is the supreme supernatural force because it
“transcends all finitude.”*® Thus, the supernatural realm (consisting mainly of the divine
being) must be superior to the natural realm;'® hence, supernatural power exceeds natural
power. 1’

Supernatural power comes from a spiritual, unseen realm (such as is found in a realm
of God, angels, and demons).® It is believed that everything natural has been created through

“a supernatural intelligent” realm;° thus, the natural realm does not have the power or the

2 For more information, see: W. H. Platt, The Philosophy of the Supernatural (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1886),
13-19.

13 For similar and slightly different interpretations, see: John Henry Newman et al., Tracts for the Times
(London: Printed for J.G. & F. Rivington, 1839), 14; Brewin Grant and John H. Godwin, The Rescue of Faith;
Or, a Vindication of the Cross of Christ (London: WARD & CO., 1862), 87; Jeanne Alcott, Words of Power:
365 Inspirational Messages, Spiritual Powerlines, and Prayers Hear God’s Heart for Your Life Every Day and
Live in His Power (Blomington, IN: WestBow Press, 2014), 32-33; Zion’s Home Monthly, Zion’s Home
Monthly (Salt Lake City: Zion’s Home Monthly, 1888), 138; Leo Ruickbie, A Brief Guide to the Supernatural:
Ghosts, Vampires and the Paranormal (London: Robinson Publishing, 2012), Kindle edition, 107-158; and
Hayes, Patrick J. Miracles: An Encyclopedia of People, Places, and Supernatural Events from Antiquity to the
Present. ABC-CLIO, 2016.

14 Oxford University Press. “Nature - Definition of Nature in English | Oxford Dictionaries.” Oxford
Dictionaries | English. Accessed February 2, 2017. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/nature.

15 Stinson, “The Finite Supernatural,” 328. Regarding natural vs. supernatural revelations, see: John Wesley,
Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament (London: W. Bowyer, 1757), 433-435. Also, in: Louis Berkhof,
Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1996), 126-127.

16 Victor P. Warkulwiz, A Compendium of the Doctrines of Genesis 1-11 (Norderstedt: Books on Demand,
2012), 82.

17 Bill Johnson, The Supernatural Power of a Transformed Mind: Access to a Life of Miracles (Shippensburg,
PA: Destiny Image Publishers, Inc, 2005), 162-163.

18 Kristen H. Lindbeck, Elijah and the Rabbis: Story and Theology (New York: Columbia University Press,
2010), 15-17.

19 Elliott Sober, “Intelligent Design, Irreducible Complexity, and Minds—a Reply to John Beaudoin,” Faith and
Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers 25, no. 4 (October 2008): 445,
doi:10.5840/faithphil200825445. Colossians 1:16 states: “For through him God created everything in the
heavenly realms and on earth. He made the things we can see and the things we can’t see—such as thrones,
kingdoms, rulers, and authorities in the unseen world. Everything was created through him and for him.”
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means to make any changes in the supernatural realm.?’ Supernatural power is only displayed
in the natural realm by the will of a supernatural being, such as the will of God or other
spiritual beings (angels, demons, etc.).

However, the supernatural can also merge with the natural through human agency
such as in times of prayer,? intercession,?? or meditation.?® For example, circuit-rider Abbott
recorded a testimony in which “people on the circuit fell like dead men. [He] preached, and
[they] had a powerful time, many were cut to the heart, some fell to the floor.”** Abbott
testified that, during his circuit preaching, he became an agent or intermediary of God’s
supernatural presence flowing into his audience. God’s supernatural presence caused the
natural realm to be altered, and some of Abbott’s audience members were so emotionally and
physically influenced by the divine presence that they fell to the ground “and lay as if they
were [dead people].”?® Thus, the natural force (Abbott and the audience) was subject (and
receptive) to a supernatural force (God).

Moreover, it can be argued that any spiritual or unseen activity displayed in the
physical or seen realm that does not have a natural or logical explanation to it can be labeled
a supernatural activity. In a more modern context, these supernatural experiences can include

the following: fortunetelling, being slain in the Spirit, miracles, signs and wonders,

Hebrews 11:3 states: “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is
seen was not made out of what was visible.”

20 Michael R. Matthews, International Handbook of Research in History, Philosophy and Science Teaching
(Springer, 2014), 1812.

2L For a brief introduction to the meaning of prayer, see: Encyclopadia Britannica. “Prayer | Britannica.com.”
Encyclopedia Britannica. Accessed January 18, 2017. https://www.britannica.com/topic/prayer.

22 For a brief introduction to prayer as intercession, see: Ormonde Plater, Intercession: A Theological and
Practical Guide (Cambridge, Mass: Cowley Publications, 1995), 29-46.

2 For a brief introduction to meditation, see: Encyclopadia Britannica. “Meditation | Mental Exercise |
Britannica.com.” Encyclopedia Britannica. Accessed January 18, 2017,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/meditation-mental-exercise.

24 Benjamin Abbott and John Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott To Which
Is Annexed, a Narrative of His Life and Death. By John Ffirth.; [Two Lines from Psalms]. Copy-Right Secured
(New-York: Published by Ezekiel Cooper and John Wilson for the Methodist Connection in the United States.
John C. Totten, printer, 1805), 95.

%5 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 209. For more
information regarding the phenomenon of falling down or being slain in the Spirit, see Chapter 6 of this study.
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exorcisms, trances, visions, dreams, consulting the dead, healings, seeing or hearing God,
visitations from angels or ghosts, alien sightings, witchcraft, and levitation.?® Again, this is
any supernatural phenomena that is considered to be beyond the comprehension of
humanity’s natural reason.
2.1.2 The Supernatural: A Brief History

Since a large part of the current world’s population is working to glean and advance
scientific, natural, and mathematic explanations for reality, the supernatural perspective is
widely alienated, often disputed or deemed irrelevant.?’ In fact, taking suspicion of the
supernatural one step further, A. Newton argued in his dissertation that religious

supernaturalism is used to control people.?

26 For various supernatural testimonies, see: Christopher Eke, The Book of Great Testimonies and Great
Breakthroughs (Scotts Valley, CA: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2014), 2014; Hebert, Albert
J. Saints Who Raised the Dead: True Stories of 400 Resurrection Miracles. 2012; Imhof,

Michael H. Supernatural Testimonies. Evangel Author Services, 2006; Yeager, Michael H. God Still Heals:
Doc’s (63) Testimonies of Healings. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2016; Hileman,

Joanie. Miracles: [32 True Stories]. [Place of publication not identified]: Amlin Publishing, 2008; Bryan,
David. The Serpent and The Savior: A true story of occult-level spiritual warfare!. David EI-Cana Bryan, 2015;
Bannister, Jefferson W. “Exploring Narratives in Supernatural Healing at Grace Church of God, Brooklyn, NY.”
PhD diss., Drew University, 2015. ProQuest (3700874); Brown, Rebecca. He Came to Set the Captives Free.
Chino, CA: Chick Publications, 1986; Stein, Gordon. The Encyclopedia of the Paranormal. Amherst, N.Y.:
Prometheus Books, 1996; F. E. Peters, Muhammad and the Origins of Islam (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1994), 144; Baker, Heidi, and Rolland Baker. Expecting Miracles: True Stories of God’s
Supernatural Power and How You Can Experience It. Grand Rapids, MI: Chosen Books, 2007; Frank. The
Supernatural Thread in Methodism: Signs and Wonders Among Methodists Then and Now. Creation House,
2013; “Testimonies Archive | Bethel Church.” Bethel Church | On Earth As It is in Heaven. Accessed

January 17, 2017. https://www.ibethel.org/testimonies/; Freedom Ministries. “Testimonies | Freedom
Ministries.” Freedom Ministries | Jesus is King — Go for It!. Accessed January 17, 2017. https://freedom-
ministries.us/testimonies/; and Wanderlust Productions. Directed by Darren Wilson. n.d. 2007. Film; IRIS
Global. “Harvest School of Missions Testimonies, Witness, & Stories | Iris Global.” Iris Global | Missionary
NGO to Mozambique, Africa & the World, Sponsor a Child, School for Ministry. Accessed January 17, 2017.
http://www:.irisglobal.org/missions/harvest/testimonies. Wojcik, in his research, presented camera-captured,
documented photographs of supernatural beings. For more information, see: Wojcik, Daniel. “Spirits,
Apparitions, and Traditions of Supernatural Photography.” Visual Resources 25, no. 1-2 (2009), 109-136.
doi:10.1080/01973760802674390.

27 Lynda L. Coon, Katherine J. Haldane, and Elisabeth W. Sommer, That Gentle Strength: Historical
Perspectives on Women in Christianity (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1990), 300; Samuel
Escobar, The New Global Mission: The Gospel from Everywhere to Everyone (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity
Press, 2013), 72-74; and E. E. Escultura, Scientific Natural Philosophy ([Sharjah, United Arab Emirates]:
[Bentham Books], 2011), 7-8.

28 Newton, A. Taylor. “Is Religion ‘Just’ Supernatural Agency, Social Support, or Meaning?” PhD diss.,
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As further discussed in Chapter 3, this skepticism of the supernatural principally dates
back to the Age of Enlightenment (predominantly eighteenth century).?® Prior to the Age of
Enlightenment, within Christendom, people were much more receptive to the belief in and
practice of the supernatural.*® In general, thinkers and philosophers of the Age of
Enlightenment, however, considered belief in supernatural acts to be primitive and
superstitious and, therefore, useless to the world.3! The hope of this worldview was (and still
is) that, one day, all of the supposed supernatural activities would be explained by reason or
science.? This skepticism of supernatural acts was also reflected in the Early American
Republic’s newspapers, such as The Universalist Watchman; for example, in 1812 this
newspaper echoed popular belief by stating that the “enlightened age [had] pronounced all
supernatural appearances to be nothing more than vagaries of the imagination.”® Further,
some, such as Weatherly, tried to encourage and teach the public “to look to natural causation
as the origin of supernatural seemings” through the use of logical arguments and scientific
facts.3*

During the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Christian church began to be
affected by the Enlightenment’s rationalism, slowly adopting the view that Christian
supernaturalism was simply “superstitious material and [instead chose to] focus purely on

‘natural religion.”’® For example, Tillotson (1630-1694), the Archbishop of Canterbury

29 This is further discussed in the upcoming chapter.

30 See also: H. James Birx, ed., 21st Century Anthropology: A Reference Handbook, Volume 1 (Thousand Oaks,
Cali.: SAGE, 2010), 465.

31 See: Encyclopzdia Britannica, Inc., “Supernaturalism | Britannica.com,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed
January 17, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/topic/supernaturalism. Due to the importance of the Age of
Enlightenment in relation to early Methodism (Wesley and the American circuit-riders), it is further discussed in
Chapter 3 of this study.

32 Aku Visala, Naturalism, Theism and the Cognitive Study of Religion: Religion Explained? (London, England:
Routledge, 2016), 168.

33 Eli Ballou, “A Marvelous Story,” The Universalist Watchman, August 6, 1812, 1.

34 Lionel A. Weatherly and John N. Maskelyne, The Supernatural? (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 8. See
also: K. A. Beville, Preaching Christ in a Postmodern Culture (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Pub,
2010), 23.

3 Miles Hodges, “Cultural-Political Stress - by Dr. Miles Hodges,” The Spiritual Pilgrim: Miles H. Hodges,
accessed September 3, 2018, http://www.spiritualpilgrim.net/04_America_The-Covenant-Nation/02_The-
Colonies-Mature/02c_Cultural-Political-Stress.htm.
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from 1691-1694, explored the Bible through the use of reason and the senses in order to
extract its “perfect... moral and natural laws.”*® Toland (1670-1722), in his controversial
books Christianity Not Mysterious and Tetradymus, disputed the supernatural origins of
biblical “miracles” and endeavored to explain them through rational arguments; he further
declared that the authors of the Bible “intended” their readers to understand that these
miracles were not supernatural but, rather, natural phenomena.®’ Tindal (1657—1733), the son
of a minister, became famous following his book Christianity as Old as the Creation, which
aimed to completely remove supernaturalism from Christianity and focused on “pure
religion” that was free from primitive “priestcraft and superstition.”®

During the nineteenth century, due to the lingering effects of the Enlightenment
throughout Europe, rationalism shaped and brought about a new theological perspective of
anti-supernaturalism. This anti-supernatural view began to have its effects on Protestantism
(beginning in Europe and spreading to America). Prominent Presbyterian theologian Warfield
(1851-1921) was largely influential in expanding this theological perspective. Warfield’s
book Counterfeit Miracles was written in order to advocate the notion that the gifts of the

Spirit and the occurrences of supernatural wonders or “charismata ceased with the Apostolic

3 John Tillotson, Works of the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson, Late Lord Archbishop of Canterbury, in Ten
Volumes. Volume 2 (Edinburgh: Ruddiman, 1772), 239.

37 John Toland, Tetradymus: Containing I. Hodegus; Or the Pillar of Cloud and Fire, that Guided the Israelites
in the Wilderness, Not Miraculous: But, as Faithfully Related in Exodus, a Thing Equally Practis’d by Other
Nations, and in Those Places Not Only Useful But Necessary. I1. Clidophorus; Or of the Exoteric and Esoteric
Philosophy, that Is, of the External and Internal Doctrine of the Antients: the One Open and Public,
Accommodated to Popular Prejudices and the Establish’d Religions, the Other Private and Secret, Wherin, to
the Few Capable and Discrete, was Taught the Real Truth Stript of All Disguises. 111. Hypatia; Or the History of
a Most Beautiful, Most Virtuous, Most Learned, and Every Way Accomplish’d Lady, who was Torn to Pieces by
the Clergy of Alexandria, to Gratify the Pride, Emulation, and Cruelty of Their Archbishop Cyril, Commonly
But Undeservedly Stil’d Saint Cyril. IV. Mangoneutes: Being a Defense of Nazarenus, Address’d to the Right
Reverend John Lord Bishop of London; Against His Lordship’s Chaplain Dr. Mangey, His Dedicator Dr.
Patterson, and (who Ought to Have Been Nam 'd First) the Reverend Dr. Brett, Once Belonging to His
Lordship’s Church. Volume 1 (London: J. Brotherton and W. Meadows in Cornhill, J. Roberts in Warwick-
Lane. W. Meres without Temple-Bar, W. Chetwood in Covent-Garden, S. Chapman in Pall-Mall, and J. Graves
in St. James’s Street, 1720), 5. See also: John Toland, Christianity Not Mysterious: Or, a Treatise Showing,
That There is Nothing in the Gospel Contrary to Reason, nor Above It, and That no Christian Doctrine can be
Properly Call’d a Mystery (London: Sam Buckley, 1696), 49.

38 Matthew Tindal, Christianity As Old As the Creation: Or the Gospel a Republication of the Religion of
Nature. Volume I (London: n.p., 1730), 281.
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age.” Warfield was also known for his criticism of supernatural occurrences in various
nineteenth-century revivals (including Methodist revivals).*

This rationalistic attack on Christian supernaturalism further extended into the
twentieth century, largely through the work of Bultmann (1884-1976), a German theologian
who many consider to be highly influential.*° His signature work on theological criticism was
presented in his book History of the Synoptic Tradition.** Bultmann saw Christian or biblical
supernatural activities as unfit for the modern world; instead, these activities were, according
to Bultmann, generally “mythological” in nature (derived, primarily, from ancient Hellenistic
myths).*? Bultmann aimed to “demythologize™*® Christianity by removing its supernatural
aspects and writing about a new purely rational Christianity that would be better understood
by a modern, rational individual.**

Many scholars, such as the sociologist Berger, found it difficult to accept Bultmann’s
theological perspective due to it containing little empirical evidence.*® Another reason for
theologians’ resistance to Bultmann’s view was its potential contradiction with the Bible. For
instance, in 1 Corinthians 2:14, contrary to Bultmann’s efforts to transform Christian belief
into a natural and rational understanding, the apostle Paul explained that natural people (those
relying solely on rational understanding) can neither accept nor understand supernatural

phenomena; he stated that “the natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God,

39 Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, Counterfeit Miracles (New York: C. Scribner’s, 1918), 6,131-139, 182.
40 Joseph O’Keefe, International Handbook of Catholic Education: Challenges for School Systems in the 21st
Century, ed. Gerald Grace (Springer Science & Business Media, 2007), 151; and Tim Labron, Bultmann
Unlocked (London: T. & T. Clark, 2011), 4.

41 For a brief introduction to Bultman’s theology, see: Boston University. “Boston Collaborative Encyclopedia
of Western Theology: Rudolf Bultmann.” BU Personal Websites. Accessed January 23, 2017.
http://people.bu.edu/wwildman/bce/mwt_themes_760_bultmann.htm.

42 Rudolf Bultmann, Interpreting Faith for the Modern Era (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1965), 291-292.

43 Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity. Volume 2 (New York, NY: HarperOne/HarperCollins, 2010),
468.

4 Roger E. Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology: From Reconstruction to Deconstruction (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 332.

45 See: Peter L. Berger, Questions of Faith: A Skeptical Affirmation of Christianity (John Wiley & Sons, 2008),
62-63.
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for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually
discerned.”

Another school of Christian thought, pioneered by modern theologian Hollenweger
(1927-2016), claimed that there was no clear-cut distinction between the supernatural and
natural, and attempting to forge one was scientifically and theologically outdated.*® In
considering the spiritual gifts listed in 1 Corinthians 12, Hollenweger declared that because
the seemingly supernatural gifts (healing and speaking in tongues, for example) were placed
alongside the seemingly ordinary or natural gifts (knowledge and faith, for example), they
fell under the same theological umbrella; further, he felt that, for the Christian, all spiritual
gifts should be utilized and, therefore, considered a common part of “God’s creation and the
realm of his reign.” Hollenweger believed that people consider the more extraordinary gifts to
be supernatural until they experience and practice them; after doing so, they realize that these
gifts are simply “natural gifts.”*" He supported his theory using a cross-cultural comparison
of so-called supernatural and natural activities. Thus, for Hollenweger, the concept of
supernaturalism was scientifically and biblically unsound.

2.1.3 The Supernatural: Modern Beliefs and Statistics

Despite all of these skeptical arguments and debates surrounding supernatural

activity, it should be noted that the majority of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians believe

in the supernatural “gifts of the Spirit”; this Christian perspective is growing, and by 2050, it

46 Anthony C. Thiselton, The Holy Spirit—In Biblical Teaching, Through the Centuries, and Today (Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2013), 103.

47 Walter J. Hollenweger, Pentecostalism: Origins and Developments Worldwide (Baker Academic: Grand
Rapids, Mich, 2005), 224-226. See also: Keith Warrington, Pentecostal Theology: A Theology of Encounter
(London: T & T Clark, 2008), 75; Anthony C. Thiselton, A Shorter Guide to the Holy Spirit: Bible, Doctrine,
Experience (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2016), 162-163; and Hollenweger, Walter J. “An
introduction to Pentecostalisms.” Journal of Beliefs & Values 25, no. 2 (2004), 125-137.
doi:10.1080/1361767042000251555.
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is predicted that one-fourth of all Christians and one-tenth of the world’s population will be
affiliated with a form of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity.®

Recently, the majority of the world’s population was reported to believe in a
supernatural entity. A 2015 research study conducted by Pawlikowski concluded that, “in
modern Western societies,” approximately 70 percent of the general population (including
many physicians) believed in the existence of supernatural phenomena; millions made
pilgrimages all around the world hoping that, in turn, they would receive supernatural
healing. Further, Pawlikowski claimed that belief in supernatural phenomena, such as
healing, was “stronger among women, African-Americans, Evangelical Protestants, the
poorer, sicker, and less educated and the majority of respondents [understood] that God acts
through the hands of the physicians.”*®

Within America, in 2017, 87 percent of the population stated that they believed in the
existence of a spiritual God,>® and in 2014, 68 percent of Americans claimed that they did not
see a contradiction between science and the belief in a spiritual God.> In 2017,
approximately 42 percent of the American population indicated that they had previously had
a supernatural Christian experience or spiritual awakening.>? Further, “nearly half of

Americans report[ed] having at least two supernatural encounters” in their lifetime.>

48 Patrick J. St. G. Johnstone, The Future of the Global Church: History, Trends and Possiblities (Downers
Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2014), 125.

49 Pawlikowski, Jakub, Michatl Wiechetek, Jarostaw Sak, and Marek Jarosz. “Beliefs in Miraculous Healings,
Religiosity and Meaning in Life.” Religions 6, no. 3 (2015), 1113-1124. doi:10.3390/rel6031113.

50 Gallup, Inc., “Religion,” Gallup.com, last modified February 23, 2017,
http://news.gallup.com/poll/1690/religion.aspx. See also: Pew Research Center, “Is God Dead? No, but Belief
Has Declined Slightly,” http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/04/07/is-god-dead-no-but-belief-has-
declined-slightly/. For statistics regarding belief in God, heaven, hell, and other supernaturalism, see: Robert
Wuthnow, Experimentation in American Religion: The New Mysticisms and Their Implications for the Churches
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 6.

51 Pew Research Center, “Is God Dead? No, but Belief Has Declined Slightly,” Pew Research Center, accessed
January 17, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/04/07/is-god-dead-no-but-belief-has-declined-
slightly/.

52 Gallup, Inc., “Religion.” An example of spiritual rebirth is portrayed in John 3:3: “Very truly I tell you, no
one can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.”

53 The Christian Post, “Survey: Supernatural Experiences Common Among America’s Religious,” Christian
News, The Christian Post, accessed October 4, 2017, http://www.christianpost.com/news/survey-supernatural-
experiences-common-among-america-s-religious-34406/.
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In addition to the individuals who claim to believe in a supernatural God and the
supernatural experiences that flow from God, there are also many in the world who consider
every form of spirituality or every inexplicable experience to be a supernatural reality apart
from the presence of a supreme divine being.>* According to the Pew Research Center,
“Nearly three-in-ten Americans say they have felt in touch with someone who has already
died, almost one-in-five say they have seen or been in the presence of ghosts, and 15% have
consulted a fortuneteller or a psychic.”® Traditionally, it is believed that in certain parts of
the world (often places that are classified as developing countries), individuals are heavily
inclined to believe in a supernatural reality; a number of these individuals even go so far as to
identify various natural causes as a product of this supernatural or spiritual reality.®

Thus, as demonstrated by statistics, even for twenty-first-century individuals, belief in
supernatural experiences, in general, appears to be rather accepted as a means of attempting
to understand life on earth. Indeed, individuals seem to be familiar with and, to a degree,

open to the idea of a supernatural reality.>’

2.2 The Supernatural According to the Circuit-Riders
As noted previously, since the circuit-rider ministry was a Christian movement, this

study investigates supernatural activities of a religious nature. In the circuit-rider ministry, the

54 See: Gary Edson, Mysticism and Alchemy Through the Ages: The Quest for Transformation (McFarland &
Company Incorporated, 2012), 71-72; John H. Denison, Christ’s Idea of the Supernatural (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Company, 1895), 213-215; and Todd Bentley, The Reality of the Supernatural World: Exploring
Heavenly Realms and Prophetic Experiences (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 2008), 21-36.

% Pew Research Center, “Many Americans Mix Multiple Faiths | Pew Research Center,” Pew Research
Center’s Religion & Public Life Project, accessed January 17, 2017,
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/12/09/many-americans-mix-multiple-faiths/.

% Douglas S. Duncan, To Reign As Kings (Highton, Vic: Calvary Publications, 1988), 33.

57 Bradley Truman Noel, Pentecostal and Postmodern Hermeneutics: Comparisons and Contemporary Impact
(Eugene, Or: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2010), 97.
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Triune God was generally considered the author and source of such activities.>® Thus, this
section presents the definition and purpose of the supernatural according to the circuit-riders.
2.2.1 The Supernatural in a Christian Context

In Christian circles, the terms miracle or signs and wonders*® are often used to
explain a supernatural act.®® According to the theologian Geisler, “A miracle is a divine
interference into the regular course of events. Hence, it is not a natural occurrence but is truly
a supernatural event.”®* These supernatural events can occur in various forms, such as:
emotional or physical healings, involuntarily falling down (commonly known as “being slain
in the Spirit”), exorcisms, the raising of the dead, dreams, visions, trances, prophecies,
encounters with God’s presence (which can include spontaneously feeling God’s love, peace,
joy, etc.), hearing God’s voice, miraculous changes in the weather, and seeing angelic (or
demonic) beings.®?

A supernatural occurrence can also be considered a spiritual attack or an act of
warfare originating from demonic beings. Christians believe that demonic beings, ruled by
the devil, are rebellious angels fallen from their original state of goodness.®® Their desire and
mission is to afflict the good creations of God, such as humanity. In John 10:10, Jesus

referred to the demonic beings and the devil as thieves, stating that “the thief comes only to

%8 Christopher H. Evans, “Most Distinctive Contribution of Methodists to Christianity in the United States,” in
Encyclopedia of Christianity in the United States, Volume 5 (Lanham, MA: Rowman & L.ittlefield, 2016), 1500.
59 For more information, see also: Ruth H. Perrin and James S. Bielo, The Bible Reading of Young Evangelicals:
An Exploration of the Ordinary Hermeneutics and Faith of Generation Y (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2016),
110-113.

60 There are scholars, such as Clark, who argued against this traditional view. He suggested that the “definition
of the miraculous should not refer to the supernatural, but should refer to the non-natural.” Although Clarke
made a good point, this study holds to the more traditional and popular notion that miracles are, in a sense,
supernatural activities performed by a supernatural agent (predominately God). For more information on his
argument, see: Clarke, Steve. “The Supernatural and the Miraculous.” Sophia 46, no. 3 (2007), 277-285.
doi:10.1007/s11841-007-0030-7.

61 Norman Geisler, Signs and Wonders (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2004), 24.

82 Billman wrote that David Hogan, a minister in Mexico, by the power of Jesus Christ, has raised more than
three hundred from the dead; Sithole, a minister in Mozambique, has raised more than four hundred from the
dead. See: Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 132-133.

8 For more information regarding this phenomenon, see Chapters 5 and 6 of this study.
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steal and kill and destroy; | [Jesus] have come that they may have life, and have it to the
full.”®4

Regarding supernatural acts within the Bible, there are numerous accounts that are
considered to be unexplainable and transcend natural laws. Indeed, from the first chapter of
the Bible, supernatural events are evident. In Genesis 1, God created the natural realm and its
inhabitants through his supernatural power; in other words, God supernaturally “gave birth”
to creation through his Spirit (Gen. 2:7). Some other supernatural Old Testament encounters
include: the birth of Isaac (Gen. 21:1-7), Moses before the burning bush (Exod. 3:3), the ten
plagues of Egypt (Exod. 7:20-28, 9, 10, 11, 12:30), the Red Sea divided and Israel passing
through it (Exod. 14:21-31), forty years of manna from heaven (Exod. 16:14-35), the sun and
moon standing still (Josh. 10:12-14), fire devouring Elijah’s alter (1 Kings 18:19-39), and the
Shunammite woman’s son being raised from the dead (2 Kings 4:32-37).

Similarly, the New Testament begins with a supernatural event: God was incarnated
or born as a man (John 1). Thus, unsurprisingly, Jesus’ ministry was full of supernatural
encounters. In the time of Jesus’ ministry, the mindset of the Jews and surrounding nations
was very open to supernatural events, such as the casting out of demons which, during that
age, was often practiced through spells and “witchcraft” or “magic.” However, even in the
midst of a culture quite accepting of spiritual phenomena, Jesus’ supernatural acts were
shocking and unbelievable—superior to those of other popular religions or mystical
practices.® It is recorded in John 21:25 that Jesus performed so many supernatural acts that
“if every one of them were written down, | suppose that even the whole world would not

have room for the books that would be written.” A few of Jesus’ more well-known

84 For a more meticulous study on the supernatural attacks of demonic forces in Christian life (and partially non-
Christian lives), see: Unger, Merrill F. What Demons Can Do to Saints. Chicago: Moody Press, 1977.

8 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 1993), 138. See also: Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1994), 418.
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phenomena that are recorded in the New Testament are as follows: the calming of the storm
(Matt. 8:23-27; Mark 4:37-41; Luke 8:22-25), the feeding of the five thousand (Matt. 14:14-
21; Mark 6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-14), the healing of two blind men (Matt. 9:27-31),
the exorcism of the Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:1-17), the healing of ten men with leprosy
(Luke 17:11-19), and the raising of Lazarus from the dead (John 11:1-44).

Jesus also gave authority to his future followers to perform supernatural phenomena
(Matt. 10:1). In fact, Jesus stated that his followers “will also do the works that | [Jesus] do;
and greater works than these will [they] do, because | am going to the Father” (John 14:12).
Thus, following his death, Jesus’ disciples considered these words, and after they were filled
with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1), the disciples continued to live the same lifestyle that Jesus
demonstrated, performing many supernatural acts.®® Various forms of these acts (or miracles)
were a part of their daily ministry; the disciples became so renowned that sick people would
lie down in their shadows to be healed (Acts 5:12-16). Largely through these incidents, the
number of Christian converts increased from eleven to thousands (Acts 2:42-47). One of the
most well-known converts of the time was the apostle Paul who, in one of his letters,
explained that he conducted his entire ministry through the supernatural power flowing from
the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 2:4).

Documentation of such supernatural phenomena is also found within the circuit-rider
ministry and can be readily referenced in circuit-rider journals, autobiographies, and letters.
The circuit-riders desired to imitate the lifestyle of Jesus and the first apostles; thus, as
Asbury declared, “The signs of their mission were miracles [performed by God], and the
signs that followed their ministry [were] convictions and conversions.”®” A few specific

examples of the supernatural, described in circuit-rider literature and attributed to the hand of

% Nicholas Llanes Rosal, Handbook of Miracles ([U.S.A.]: Xlibris Corporation, 2013), 59.
67 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 266.
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the Holy Spirit, are as follows: circuit-rider Abbott was known to cause audience members to
fall like “dead men”® and experience temporary unconsciousness while he preached:; circuit-
rider Garrettson was believed to be a healer and once witnessed new skin form on a burn
victim after prayer;®® and circuit-rider Easter was remembered for altering the weather and
stopping the rain.”
2.2.2 The Purpose of the Supernatural

According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, “the significance of a miraculous event is
frequently held to reside not in the event as such but in the reality to which it points (e.g., the
presence or activity of a divine power).””* Members of Christian circles believe that
supernatural incidents occur for a number of reasons.’? Christians largely hold that a primary
reason why they occur is in order for God to be authenticated within the world;" thus, they
believe that these events provide the audience with a sign or a wonder that will factually
prove and convince the audience of the reality of God. This, in turn, opens doors for further
evangelism.’ Christians also believe that God performs various supernatural manifestations
through his people as an act of love and a way of exhibiting his compassion for broken

humanity.” Another reason why Christians believe that supernatural phenomena are

88 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 85.

89 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 177-178.

0 Robert Paine, Life and Times of William M’Kendree: Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, In Two
Volumes. Vol. 1 (Nashville, TN: Southern Methodist Publishing House, 1869), 55-56. For more information
regarding public supernatural occurrences, see Chapter 6 of this study.

"1 Encyclopadia Britannica. “Miracle | Britannica.com.” Encyclopedia Britannica. Accessed January 18, 2017.
https://www.britannica.com/topic/miracle.

72 This study does not attempt to outline all of the possibilities as to why supernatural acts happen; rather, it
attempts to outline the most commonly identified reasons behind supernatural occurrences.

73 Jack Deere, Surprised by the Power of the Spirit: Discovering How God Speaks and Heals Today (Grand
Rapids, Mich: Zondervan Pub, 1993), 103.

74 Pawlikowski, “Beliefs in Miraculous,” 1115. Also, in John 20:24, Jesus said: “But if I do his work, believe in
the evidence of the miraculous works I have done, even if you don’t believe me. Then you will know and
understand that the Father is in me, and I am in the Father.” See also: Deere, Surprised by the Power of the
Spirit, 222.

51 John 4:10 states: “This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a
sacrifice to take away our sins.” Also, Matthew 14:14 records, “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he
had compassion on them and healed their sick.”
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displayed is to demonstrate that God is the world’s creator and that he surpasses all other
spiritual or natural beings.”®

The circuit-riders, as Christians, held these same beliefs regarding the purpose of the
supernatural. Like the apostles before them, their aim was to spread the gospel of Jesus
Christ.”” More specifically, the purpose of the supernatural in their ministry was as follows: it
demonstrated to their audiences the authority of God; it authenticated the message of the
gospel;’® it validated the calling of circuit-rider ministers;’® it led to convictions, conversions,
and served as an evangelistic tool;® it displayed God’s love toward humanity;® and it
highlighted the necessity of living a holy lifestyle.®? To summarize, the circuit-riders largely
considered supernatural phenomena to be the seal of their divine work.
2.2.3 Supernatural versus Natural

As noted earlier, in the mind of the circuit-riders, a supernatural phenomenon most
often originated from the Holy Spirit (at times, it originated from demonic beings). Thus,
circuit-riders understood that supernatural manifestations arose from the spiritual realm or “a
divine power”® and not the physical realm;3* further, they understood that “when a

supernatural being or power operate[d] in nature... [it was] supernatural.”®

6 Matthew 4:23-24 records: “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good
news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people. News about him spread all over
Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill with various diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-
possessed, those having seizures, and the paralyzed; and he healed them.”

7 Doug Bower, From Saddlebags to Satellites: Homilies of a Circuit Rider in the New Millennium (iUniverse,
2003), xiii.

8 W. Frank Harrington, First Comes Faith: Proclaiming the Gospel in the Church (Louisville, Ky: Geneva
Press, 1998), 4.

9 William Warren Sweet, Circuit-Rider Days in Indiana (Indianapolis: W.K. Stewart co, 1916), 107.

8 The Golden Rule (Evangelical), “Miscellaneous: The Apostolic Type of Evangelism,” Public Opinion:
Volume 7, August 1889.
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83 Moses Lewis Scudder and Joseph Cummings, American Methodism ... With an Introduction by J. Cummings
... llustrated (Bartford, Conn.: S. S. Scranton & CO., 1867), 339.

84 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 315; Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 49; and Ebenezer
Ireson, The Methodist Preacher, or, Monthly Sermons from Living Ministers: Vols. 111 & IV for 1832 & 1833
(Boston: Kane & Co, 1833), 69.

8 James McCosh, The Supernatural in Relation to the Natural (Bedford, MA: Applewood Books, 2009), 101-
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Conversely, they understood that a natural act derived exclusively from an
individual’s five senses, thoughts, emotions, or circumstances; also, a natural phenomenon
was an event that could easily be explained scientifically or with a rational mind or natural
reason, demonstrating that, in essence, the event was produced by an earthly being or by the
earth surrounding that being.8” In the words of Asbury, “natural causes produce natural
effects,” which should be naturally discerned.®

Indeed, according to early Methodist understanding, natural phenomena were not “the
manifest intervention and direction of a superhuman agency”; rather, they were simply of
natural origin.® In contrast, acts that came from the outside world (the spiritual realm) and
affected the individual’s being (body, soul, or spirit) or “natural” world were identified as
supernatural, whether manifested in grand, staggering ways or quiet, personal ways.*

Moreover, according to circuit-rider Young, as the circuit-riders were known to be
“filled with the Holy Ghost,” they knew that because the natural mind did not have the
capacity to comprehend supernatural phenomena, such phenomena could often be judged or
misinterpreted.®* As Asbury stated, supernatural phenomena “appear to be foolishness to
[natural-minded people]; and that [they] cannot know them, by the strength of [their] natural

or acquired abilities.”®? As Methodist preacher and eye-witness eighteenth-century historian

8 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 339; John Wesley, George Eayrs, and Augustine Birrell,
Letters of John Wesley: A Selection of Important and New Letters, with Introductions and Biographical Notes
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1915), 222; and John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament,
434.

87 Ireson, The Methodist Preacher: Vols. 11 & IV, 69; John Wesley, The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley:
Volume 1 (London: Charles H. Kelly, 1827), 48; and Matthew V. Novenson, The Grammar of Messianism. An
Ancient Jewish Political Idiom and Its Users (Corby: Oxford University Press, 2017), 192.

8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 104.

8 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 26.

% Stewart Goetz, “Naturally Understanding Naturalism,” Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of
Christian Philosophers 27, no. 1 (January 2010): 80, doi:10.5840/faithphil20102716. See also: Wakeley and
Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 158-159; Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 84; and Francis
Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury, Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, From August 7,
1771, to December 7, 1815. In Three Volumes. Vol. 111, from November 8, 1800, to December 7, 1815 (New
York, N.Y.: Published by N. Bangs and T. Mason, for the Methodists Episcopal Church. Abraham Paul, printer,
182 Water-Street, 1821), 271.

1 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 52.

92 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 52.
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Scudder observed, early Methodists knew that the natural mind “denies the supernatural, and
refers all phenomena in human history to natural causes; [thus] the belief in a divine power
attending the [circuit-rider] ministry... appear[s] only a speculation.” Further, supernatural
realties were, for the rational mind, seen as “fable, and unworthy the belief of any but the
ignorant, the credulous, or the superstitious.”®® Indeed, Wesley concluded that rationalists
were “so far from understanding” supernatural phenomena that they “utterly despise[d]” it.
He determined that a rationalist cannot comprehend these manifestations as one “has not the
will, so neither [one] has the Power; because [supernatural matters] are spiritually discerned.”
Thus, Wesley believed that the “only” way for one to discern and comprehend these matters
was “by the Aid of that Spirit, and by those spiritual Senses which he has not.”%

Even when “natural men” attempted to discern or explain “supernatural things,” they
did so through “mere natural causes” because they could not comprehend spiritual causes.®
Consequently, as Wesley stated, “a natural man has no more faith [in the experiential or
spiritual gospel] than a Devil, if so much.”% According to early Methodist understanding,
“the natural man” was considered to be “alive unto the world, and dead unto God, and... he
[would] not readily be persuaded to receive... the truth of God.”®’ Further, supernatural
phenomena to the natural mind was “foolishness unto... him [who] was never yet [spiritually]
awakened... [because of this fact] he must reject [the spiritual phenomena] as idle fancies of
men, what are [in reality] both the wisdom and the power of God.”®® Indeed, the circuit-riders

believed that in “this infidel age all these supernatural interpositions are scoffed at as below

9 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 339, 527.

% John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 434. See also: John Wesley, A Farther Appeal to
Men of Reason and Religion: Parts 1-3 (London; W. Strahan; and sold by T. Trye ..., Henry Butler ..., and at the
Foundery near Upper-Moorfields, 1745), 73-76; and John Wesley, The Essential Works of John Wesley, ed.
Alice Russie (Uhrichsville, Ohio: Barbour Pub, 2011), 125-131.
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% Wesley, The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley: Vol. 1, 393.
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the wisdom, but, in fact, [they are] above the folly, of human philosophy.”*® The supernatural
set up “at defiance all attempts to account for” these occurrences “by any of the common
laws of human experience'® because the supernatural “was a power to be exercised [and
comprehended] by those endued with the Spirit of God”'%* and not natural-minded people.
Hence, it can be concluded that, for Methodists, “supernatural origin[s]”**%? were seen as
“superior”1% to natural acts.
2.2.4 The Term Supernatural in the Circuit-Rider Ministry

In the circuit-rider ministry, the term supernatural, in describing a divine event or
encounter, was not often used. While there were a number of occasions in which early
Methodists, including the circuit-riders, used the term supernatural to express or
communicate a divine spiritual encounter, this was not the norm.'%* While the term power
and presence referred to divine supernatural activity and was often featured within circuit-

rider writings,'® it seems that the circuit-riders generally did not find it necessary to

9 D. Holmes et al., The Methodist Preacher: Containing Twenty-Eight Sermons, on Doctrinal and Practical
Subjects (Auburn: Derby and Miller, 1852), 318. Early Methodists even discouraged natural love for one
another, instead preferring the superior spiritual love that derived from the Spirit. For more information, see:
John Wesley, The Works of the Rev. John Wesley: An account of his family; of his education in the early part of
his life, and the first five numbers of his journal (New York: J. & J. Harper, 1827), 361.

100 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 255.

101 Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 72.

102 Beet, “Creation of Man,” 9.

108 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 166. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev.
Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 96; and Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 278.
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Author (Nabu Press, 2012), 52, 60, 80, 204, 230; George Peck, Early Methodism Within the Bounds of the Old
Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, or, The First Forty Years of Wesleyan Evangelism in Northern
Pennsylvania, Central and Western New York, and Canada: Containing Sketches of Interesting Localities,
Exciting Scenes, and Prominent Actors (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1860), 51, 186; William L. Andrews,
Sisters of the Spirit: Three Black Women’s Autobiographies of the Nineteenth Century (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1986), 20, 53, 107, 178; Brewin Grant and John H. Godwin, The Rescue of Faith; Or, a
Vindication of the Cross of Christ (London: WARD & CO., 1862), 72, 73, 79, 80, 87; Henry Moore and Mary
Ann Smith, The Life of the Rev. H. Moore ... Including the Autobiography, and the Continuation, Written from
His Own Papers, by Mrs. R. Smith (London: T. Tegg, 1844), 32; and Samuel Pickard, Autobiography of a
Pioneer, or, The Nativity, Experience, Travels, and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Samuel Pickard, the “Converted
Quaker”, Containing Stirring Incidents and Practical Thoughts: With Sermons by the Author, and Some
Account of the Labors of Elder Jacob Knapp (Chicago: Church & Goodman, 1866), xx, 54.

105 Occasionally, supernatural experiences, as demonstrated in the following chapters (especially Chapters 5 and
6) were also described using the terms experiential religion, enthusiastic experience, and divine
display/experience.
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specifically label supernatural activities as such because of their inherent belief that all
divine, miraculous activities were supernatural in nature.'® Thus, they recorded specific
supernatural activities in detail but did not typically describe them as “supernatural.” For
example, circuit-rider Peck recorded a supernatural event that, he believed, originated from
the Holy Spirit, though he did not necessarily classify the event in supernatural terms: “The
Spirit was poured out from on high upon multitudes, and men and women, old and young,
dreamed dreams, saw visions, and were filled with the spirit of prophecy.”2°" In this example,
the Holy Spirit was the spiritual agent in the event that was clearly supernatural or apart from
the natural.

This practice of not explicitly labeling divine spiritual encounters as “supernatural”
while still understanding them to be supernatural in origin was prevalent within many
Christian circles and also within the biblical text. Indeed, the term supernatural was never
used in the Bible to describe any divine activity (though the sister term miracle was used).1%
However, supernatural events recorded in the Bible, such as Jesus healing a blind man (John
9), were understood by the original audience and Christian readers to indicate a supernatural
healing.'® In John 10:38, Jesus asked his audience to do the following: “Believe in the
evidence of the miraculous works | have done. Even if you don’t believe in me.” Thus,
though Jesus did not use the term supernatural, his audience comprehended that his divine or
spiritual works were miraculous and, therefore, supernatural 1 Also, because these were

supernatural works, the audience understood that such events were rare; therefore, for those

108 Scholars, such as Billman, attributed the Methodists’ supernatural events to divine acts performed by God.
See: Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism, xiii-1.

107 peck, Early Methodism Within the Bounds of the Old Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, 187.

198 For more information, see: Stinson, “The Finite Supernatural,” 325-326.

109 Herbert Lockyer, All the Miracles of the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Harper Collins, 1988), 220.

110 Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary, 138.
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present (and for those reading and believing in the biblical text), these works served as an
indicator of Jesus’ divinity.!!

Similarly, aside from the less common encounters with demonic beings, it appears
that the circuit-riders recorded their supernatural encounters in journals, autobiographies, or
letters knowing that their (Christian) audience would understand these encounters to be both
divine and supernatural.**? Due to the fact that they were Christians and had substantial
knowledge of the Bible, circuit-riders described a supernatural phenomenon using the same
language found in the biblical text. Hence, the circuit-riders anticipated that any future
readers of their documents would be predominantly Christian, would understand their
recorded manifestations to be supernatural, and would believe that the manifestations
originated “through Jesus Christ”'® and the “agency of the Holy Spirit of God,”** whom
they served.!?®

For example, circuit-rider Hibbard shared one of his testimonies regarding a woman
named Rachel who was proclaimed dead and then supernaturally raised again: “She gave the
first symptom of returning life, and in about twenty minutes she [spoke] and said, ‘O why
have | come back again?’**!® Thus, when Hibbard wrote concerning this testimony of raising
Rachel from the dead, even though it was not recorded as a supernatural event, the event was

understood by the audience to be clearly supernatural, performed divinely by God.!

111 For a brief commentary concerning this verse, see: Bible Hub, “John 10:38 Commentaries: But if I Do Them,
Though You Do Not Believe Me, Believe the Works, So That You May Know and Understand That the Father
is in Me, and I in the Father,” Bible Hub: Search, Read, Study the Bible in Many Languages, accessed January
19, 2017, http://biblehub.com/commentaries/john/10-38.htm.

112 See also: Peirce, The Ecclesiastical Principles and Polity of the Wesleyan Methodists, 332.

113 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 91.

114 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 118.

115 See also: Lee, A Short History of the Methodists, iii.

118 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 164. Because of the theological nature of this
testimony, it is also included in Chapter 6 of this study.

117 For more information regarding the supernatural phenomena of raising the dead, see Chapter 6 of this study.
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Circuit-rider Giles described the circuit-riders’ supernaturalism by declaring that they
were ministers who performed “miracles.”*!8 Thus, it can be concluded that, in the circuit-
rider ministry, it was common knowledge that various miraculous or divine manifestations
were considered to fall under the umbrella term supernatural. Examples of such
manifestations are as follows: being slain in the Spirit (i.e. falling down under God’s
power),!!® enthusiastic emotional expressions (often identified as religious enthusiasm),'?°
dreams,*?* visions,*?? trances,'? spiritual warfare with demonic forces,*?* divine healings,?®
the raising of the dead,*?® divine weather shifts,?’ spiritual ecstasy,*?® love,*?® peace,*°
joy,*3! convictions,**? and conversions.3 Consequently, in the following chapters, for the
purpose of communicating (to twenty-first-century readers) a more accurate picture of the
spiritual experiences recorded by circuit-riders, the term supernatural is, at times, added to
some textual passages in order to aid in interpretation.

It should also be noted that one of the reasons why the term supernatural has been
selected for the purpose of this study is because it covers a greater scope of paranormal
activity than the word miracle. Indeed, the term miracle (or signs and wonders) is used in the
biblical text and, largely, in the Christian world to describe a benevolent or beneficial

supernatural event that flows from the loving Spirit of God. The term supernatural, however,
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also encompasses a greater spiritual reality, such as paranormal acts that originate from a
belligerent or destructive being (typically, the devil or similar demonic forces), which the
circuit-riders also came in contact with and journaled about throughout their ministry.*** At
the same time, the term supernatural is very frequently used in modern American
Christianity, especially in churches affiliated with a form of Pentecostal and/or Charismatic
Christianity; in this context, the term describes divine or spiritual encounters.'® Also, due to
its spiritual inclusiveness and mysterious nature (mostly in the context of paranormal
activity), the usage of the term supernatural is gradually increasing in American popular
culture. 3¢
2.2.5 Private and Public Supernaturalism

While all phenomena in the circuit-rider ministry that derived from the spiritual realm
were technically considered to be supernatural, not all supernatural phenomena had the same
far-reaching effects on circuit-rider audiences. That being said, for the purpose of
understanding the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry, the more personal supernatural
phenomena that were experienced in the private lives of circuit-riders are identified in this
study as private supernaturalism. On the other hand, supernatural phenomena that were
experienced by circuit-rider audiences (and were considered extraordinary and influential) are

identified as public supernaturalism.

134 For more information regarding spiritual warfare in the circuit-rider ministry, see Chapter 5 of this study.

135 For instance, the currently popular American Christian Charismatic movement in Bethel Church of Reading,
California, has its own school that trains Christians to practice supernatural phenomena called the Bethel School
of Supernatural Ministry (BSSM). For more information, see: Bethel School of Supernatural Ministry (BSSM),
“Introduction — BSSM,” BSSM, accessed October 5, 2017, http://bssm.net/school/introduction/.
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Stories Behind Hollywood’s Scariest Movies’ from The Exorcist to The Conjuring (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-
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which, as of 2019, is in its fifteenth season. See: IMDb.com, Inc., “Supernatural (TV Series 2005-),” IMDb, last
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Private supernatural phenomena in the personal lives of the circuit-riders occurred
very frequently (almost on a daily basis).*®" Initially, private supernaturalism served as the
main factor in receiving personal convictions and conversions (which were typically followed
by ministerial callings).'® For instance, during his conversion, circuit-rider Gatch recalled
how he “felt the power of God affect [his] body and soul.”**® Also, circuit-rider Travis
described part of his conversion story in which he experienced spiritual “joy [that] sprang up
[in his] soul... [and] enabled [him] to hope in [his] blessed Redeemer.”**° Hence, circuit-
riders, such as Abbott,'* Garretson,*? Finley,'*® and Cartwright,** were typically converted
directly through experiences of private supernaturalism.#°

Private supernaturalism also encompassed individual circuit-rider spiritual
experiences or infillings, such as divine “grace, mercy... peace4® or “strength, joy, and
power, [which were considered to be] supernatural.”**’ For instance, Cartwright declared,
“My soul was filled with the love of God.” This spiritual infilling of God’s love was
understood to be supernatural because the source of this infilling did not originate from
Cartwright but from God himself. This phenomenon of spiritual infilling is also presented in
the biblical text of Ephesians 3:19 in which spiritual love is deemed supernatural because it

“surpasses [rational] knowledge.” Thus, private supernatural phenomena were instrumental in
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receiving personal conversions and were beneficial to the circuit-riders’ personal lives as
these experiences enabled them to better perform their ministries and to “exhort with...
power.”148

While private supernaturalism was greatly influential within the personal lives of the
circuit-riders, it was not typically influential to their audiences (because these personal
encounters did not affect the public directly). Conversely, the circuit-rider audiences were
directly influenced by public supernatural phenomena. For instance, Cartwright observed an
enthusiastic outpouring of God’s power wherein people “cried aloud” and “hundreds” fell
under the power of God “as men slain in battle.”**° Interestingly, however, as seen in the
following chapters, these acts performed through the ministry of the circuit-riders were many
times not considered to be personally influential to the circuit-riders themselves; rather, these
acts were considered to be influential to their audiences.™ In other words, public
supernatural phenomena were vital to the public in terms of conversions and the growth of
the movement because it served as “the best evidence that... God” was present and working
through the circuit-rider ministry.!

Thus, in the lives and ministries of the early American Methodist circuit-riders, both
private and public supernatural phenomena (derived from the Holy Spirit) played a crucial
role; in fact, they were codependent as one would not work without the other. For instance, if
Asbury did not experience the “peace”'®? of God or had not “felt the power of [the] divine” in

certain periods of his life, he would admittedly not have been fully prepared for his

148 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 25. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-
1786, 22.

149 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9, 42, 104.

10 For instance, see: Ashury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 165; Young, Autobiography
of a Pioneer, 54; Thomas Smith and David Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith,
ed. George Peck (New York: Lane & Tippett, 1848), 29-30; and Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr.
Freeborn Garrettson, 91-92.
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ministerial labors.'®® As such, one can argue that, in general, private supernaturalism was
crucial to the circuit-riders’ lifestyles, and it also prepared the circuit-riders to become agents
of public supernaturalism (in evangelistic meetings).*>*

In investigating the role of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry, both private
and public supernaturalism are explored throughout this study; however, the majority of
research revolves around public supernaturalism, which spurred conversions, revivals, and,
consequently, growth. Hence, Chapter 5 of this study is predominately devoted to
occurrences of private supernaturalism while Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are predominately devoted

to occurrences of public supernaturalism.

2.3 The Significance of the Power and Presence in the Circuit-Rider Ministry

The circuit-riders exhibited a ministry full of spiritual “life and fire”*>® from the Holy
Spirit because the “power [and presence] of God constantly attend[ed their] word.”**® In other
words, the circuit-riders believed that the power and presence was the active, apparent
display of the Triune God; it was the physical manifestation of heaven touching earth. Within
circuit-rider writings, there are overwhelming instances that emphasize the visible reality of
supernatural acts coming from the outpourings of the power and presence of God; hence, it
appears that these outpourings were considered common encounters within the circuit-rider
ministry. Therefore, to better understand the role of the supernatural in the circuit-rider
ministry, the role of the power and presence of God, as presented by the circuit-riders, should

be explored in depth.

153 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 204. See also: Boehm, Reminiscences,
Historical and Biographical, 441.
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The two terms power and presence of God, used by circuit-riders throughout their
writings, are Christian synonyms commonly found in the biblical text.®®” Concerning the
power of God, the book of Acts provides a wealth of insight. Acts 1:8 states: “But you will
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, and all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus instructed his
disciples to wait for the supernatural power that would come from the outpouring of the Holy
Spirit. Also, the apostle Paul witnessed the power of God that followed his ministry. In 1
Corinthians 2:4, he explained: “And my speech and my message were not in plausible words
of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.” The Greek word dovauzg (noun,
“power”) sounds like the English word dynamite (which is derived from the Greek); as the
name suggests, the word indicates a powerful, explosive event. Indeed, with dynamite, one
can cause an environmental change within the natural realm that normally cannot be changed;
biblical dynamite enables a powerful change of the physical realm through supernatural
intervention that restores or transforms the physical realm (including people).**® According to
Wesleyan theology, this power enables people to be Jesus’ witnesses in the world by
performing signs and wonders as, indeed, “signs and wonders are even now wrought by
[God’s] holy child Jesus.”*>® Hence, early Methodist theology conveyed that, through Christ,
Christians have the power of God on earth.'®® In other words, the circuit-riders (and
Christians at large), through this spiritual dynamite, were able to witness and perform the

same wonder-works that Jesus did.6?
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Moreover, in the circuit-rider ministry, when the term power of God was used, it was
highlighting the fact that something supernatural and unpredictable was about to happen.'6?
For example, at times, it was as Abbott recorded that “the power of God fell on [him] in such
a manner, that it instantly removed from [him] the fear of man.””*5® At other times, it was as
Finley frequently recorded: during circuit-rider meetings “many hardened sinners [and
converts fell down], before the power of God, like those slain in battle.” Further, often the
“demonstration of the power of God [caused] irresistible conviction.””*64

As it pertains to the presence of the Spirit of God, this is identified in the Bible as the
Greek word wapovaia (noun, “presence”) and, occasionally, zpéowmov (noun, “face”) and
oxnvow (verb, “dwell”). The presence of God was understood to describe the fact that God
was appearing at a certain place to a certain person or group; thus, God’s relational presence
was dwelling among people.® Moreover, theologically speaking, for the circuit-riders, “the
supreme Divinity of Jesus Christ,”'% God incarnated, was the most visible expression of the
presence of God on earth.” In brief, the circuit-riders’ theology of the presence of God
indicated the following: that God was present in the meeting, therefore (similar to the power
of God), the supernatural would follow.

Hence, for the circuit-riders, though the terms power and presence of God were
sometimes used separately, from a practical standpoint, the terms are nearly synonymous.'%®
For instance, Boehm declared that “the power of the Lord came down” to perform

supernatural miracles; Abbott declared that, due to the power of God, about “twelve were
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converted and many awakened.”*%® On the other hand, Lee witnessed times when the “the
presence of God” descended and gave birth to signs and wonders;'’° Gatch recalled stories
wherein, due to the “presence” of God, souls received conversion.'’*

Furthermore, what appeared to be more common in circuit-rider writings was the
usage of the two words simultaneously; this usage conveyed a unity wherein the function and
role of both, the power and presence of God, were joined together as one word to express the
following: God was near and intending to do, or was already doing, something supernatural.
For instance, Coke longed for his audience to experience and witness “the power and
presence of God assuredly in the midst of [them].”*"? Shadford recalled times when there was
“a remarkable manifestation of the power and presence of God [that was felt],” which led
large numbers of Virginians to receive conversion.!”® Lee also recalled various manifestations
of “the presence and power of God” that brought forth signs and wonders; Lee further
testified that, in circuit-rider meetings, there were numerous outpourings “of the power and
presence of God.”*™* Watters recorded testimonies in which “the glorious presence and power
of God, rested upon” him and his circuit-rider meetings.!”® Moreover, Finley once concluded
that the circuit-rider “meetings were all attended with the presence and power of God.”*"®

Therefore, within circuit-rider writings, it is difficult to generate a specific formula in
distinguishing between the terms power and presence of God. While one can argue that
perhaps the circuit-riders knew of these differences, the reality is that these differences are

not evident in their writings. Hence, the power and presence of God, used singularly or joined
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together, were perceived by the circuit-riders as mysterious divine incidents in which both
terms worked to produce supernatural manifestations.

However, in an effort to be precise regarding the theological differences between the
two terms (although, again, in circuit-rider documents, these differences are difficult to
distinguish), one might speculate that there were some theological differences in the minds of
the circuit-riders because there are slight differences presented in the biblical text.

The word power in Hebrew is identified as the prime feminine noun 7> that generally
means “hand”; in the context of this study, it means “the hand or active work of God.” For
instance, it is used in Exodus 14:31, which states that “Israel saw the great power that the
Lord used against the Egyptians.” This indicates that Israel was a witness of the supernatural
works that were performed by God’s power (or hand) to punish Egyptian oppression.

The word presence in Hebrew is identified as the masculine noun 2°;5 that means
“face, appearance, or presence.” For instance, the usage of the presence is clearly seen in
Exodus 33:14, which states: “My Presence will go with you, and | will give you rest.” Many
times in the Old Testament, after the Israelites spiritually sought God, God revealed himself
through his presence, which was perceived as a reflection of his glory (and majestic
power).!”” At times, the presence of God in the Old Testament was visibly thick, like a dense
mist or cloud.!”®

Therefore, when the power of God was used biblically, it indicated that a supernatural
event was currently and actively being performed (as God’s hand was in motion). The
presence of God, however, was categorized as a less active form that reflected God’s majestic

glory or a sensation of a “comfort[ing]... Divine [nearness]”1’® combined with a “deep
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solemnity and awe.”*® Flowing from this theological perspective, the presence of God
indicated that God was already there, and the power of God indicated that God was actively
doing something. In brief, the presence of God indicated an action button about to be
activated, and the power of God indicated an action button that had already been activated.
Through this logic, it can be argued that the power of God comes after the presence of God.
In other words, one can speculate (as this information cannot be proven through circuit-rider
writings) that since the circuit-riders lived a lifestyle in accordance with the Bible, then, for
them, the biblical synonyms of the power and presence of God, while both identifying
something supernatural in nature, were intuitively understood and expressed with slight
nuances.

To conclude this section, according to both circuit-rider writings and biblical
theology, it can be stated that both the power and the presence of God are considered
supernatural in nature.'®! While, at times, these terms (through a strict biblical analysis) can
be considered distinct, in reality, for the circuit-riders, it is likely that they expressed a single
meaning: that the manifestation of divine omnipotence was present in their meetings and

supernatural acts were about to (or had already begun to) occur.!82

2.4 Chapter Summary and Analysis

This chapter was dedicated to examining the term supernatural and its definition
within the modern world, Christianity, and the circuit-rider ministry, specifically. It was
demonstrated that, while supernatural phenomena were often historically challenged and
criticized (especially post-Enlightenment), recent studies have revealed that supernatural acts

are something that more than half of the twenty-first-century population believe in or
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encounter. Thus, it appears that many individuals today (especially Christians affiliated with
Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity) welcome various divine encounters or
manifestations.

It was also established that circuit-riders identified the supernatural as acts that
derived from the unseen spiritual realm (most commonly, acts attributed to the Holy Spirit)
that defied natural laws. Through experience, the circuit-riders discovered that it was vital to
seek and encounter these supernatural acts because, as they surpassed the natural realm and
its governing laws, they served as the greatest and swiftest means of convicting and
converting the public.

Regarding the specific source or origin of supernatural activity in their ministry, it
was demonstrated that the circuit-riders believed that divine supernatural acts were a direct
result of an outpouring of the power and presence of God’s Spirit. These two biblical terms,
the power (dynamite, hand) and presence (appearance, face) indicated that something
supernatural was about to occur or had begun to occur (in the lives of the circuit-riders and/or
their audiences). Hence, displays of the power and presence of God were something that
circuit-riders sought after and relied on because, as further presented in the following
chapters, these displays greatly contributed to the ministry’s growth.

Further, it was noted that in order to better understand the supernatural in the lives and
ministries of the circuit-riders, supernaturalism was divided into two separate categories
within this study: private supernaturalism (which occurred within the circuit-riders’ personal
lives) and public supernaturalism (which occurred within the circuit-riders’ audiences). These
categories are utilized throughout Chapters 5 (private supernaturalism) and 6, 7, and 8 (public
supernaturalism).

Finally, because Methodism was established by Wesley, the role of the supernatural in

his ministry should be discussed as it sheds further light on the significance of the
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supernatural in the American circuit-rider ministry. Thus, this information is featured in the
following chapter. In addition, Chapter 3 discusses Wesley’s and the early Methodists’
struggles with the culture as well as their breakthroughs in bringing revival and its

supernatural component to England, where it all began.
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CHAPTER 3

WESLEY AND THE SUPERNATURAL

Before this study goes directly into investigating the supernatural in the American
circuit-rider ministry, it is important to first discuss Wesley because he was both the founder
of Methodism and “the first circuit-rider”;! thus, he was the model on which global
Methodism and the American circuit-rider ministry was built and developed.? Attention is
placed on investigating the role of the supernatural in the life, theology, and ministry of
Wesley. The cultural challenges and religious criticism (influenced by the Age of
Enlightenment’s skepticism) that Wesley and the early English Methodists (c. 1730s—1790s)
encountered are also discussed along with their success in spreading evangelistic revival and
corresponding supernatural occurrences.® Hence, though Wesley’s experiences largely took
place in England, it is through exploring these experiences that a clearer picture of the
significance of the supernatural in the American circuit-rider ministry (c. 1770s-1830s) can

be gleaned.*

3.1 The Age of Enlightenment and the Supernatural
Prior to discussing Wesley, however, the cultural climate of his day should be

introduced, especially as it pertains to the supernatural; this further explains Wesley’s (and,
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subsequently, other Methodist leaders’) treatment of the supernatural within the walls of the
church and beyond it.

During the time of early Methodism, the influence of Age of Enlightenment thinking®
was continuously increasing and developing.” Many have argued that the Enlightenment (also
known as the Age of Reason) produced the era of modernity, which was “associated with
individual subjectivity, scientific explanation and rationalization, [and] a decline in emphasis
on religious worldviews.”® Hence, as indicated in Chapter 2 of this study, the Enlightenment
produced naturalism and skepticism toward Christianity.® In contrast, Methodism rose up to
promote spiritual renewal and biblical Christianity.'® As a result, while both of these
positions were expanding, in England and America, they also clashed with each other. The
early Methodists, including those within the American circuit-rider ministry, advocated
returning to an authentic gospel lifestyle, taking the supernatural component, which featured
the “gifts of the Spirit,”! literally.1> Conversely, the Enlightenment advocated sole reliance
on human “reason” and scientific methodology, consequently moving the culture away from

the concept of the miraculous and centuries of religious thought.'® Thus, early Methodist
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® The Enlightenment can roughly be placed between 1685 and 1815.

7 See also: Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 21.

8 Encyclopadia Britannica, “Modernity | Philosophy and Semantics | Britannica.com,” Encyclopedia Britannica,
accessed March 9, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/topic/modernity.

9 Jackson J. Spielvogel, Western Civilization. Alternate Volume, Alternate Volume (Stamford, CT: Cengage
Learning, 2014), 504.

10 Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists: Second Edition (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 2013), 83.

11 John Wesley, A Letter to the Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Gloucester: Occasioned by His Tract, On the
Office and Operations of the Holy Spirit (Bristol: Printed by William Pine. And sold at the New-room, in the
Horse-fair, and by J. Palmer ... and in London, at the Foundery, near Upper-Moor-fields, 1763), 55. For the
complete list of the gifts of the Spirit, see the following biblical passages: Romans 12:6-8, 1 Corinthians 12,
Ephesians 4:11, and 1 Peter 4:11.

12 Nicholas Snethen, Snethen on Lay Representation Or, Essays on Lay Representation and Church
Government, Collected from the Wesleyan Repository, the Mutual Rights, and the Mutual Rights & Christian
Intelligencer, from 1820 to 1829 Inclusive, and Now Republished in Chronological Order, with an Introduction
(Baltimore: J.J. Harrod, 1835), 122.

13 Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: ‘What is Enlightenment?’, trans. H.B. Nisbet (London: Penguin
UK, 2013), 3-4, 6, 9-10, 20-23. See also: Lee Botzet, 4 Heart for God’s Glory (Wheaton, IL: Xulon Press,
2007), 121-122.
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theology, in England and America, can be considered a “reaction”** against the
Enlightenment’s perspectives and aims.*®

It was also during the Enlightenment that thinkers, on a larger scale, began to question
the Bible and aimed to explain and examine the Bible from a natural perspective.® As such,
scholars found the best solution was to simply reject all of the supernatural origins in the
biblical text.!” For example, this naturalistic view was adopted by the American founding
father Jefferson (1743-1826). He was motivated by Enlightenment thinking but still wanted
to remain a Christian; this resulted in him publishing a Bible that did not record any
supernatural events (such as those present in Jesus’ ministry).*® Other thinkers tried to
research the meaning of the Bible through methods introduced by Descartes, by doubting
everything and attempting to answer questions about God through mathematical, scientific, or
logical enterprises.t® This means of approaching God became popular during the Age of

Reason and was called deism, which is belief in “a creator who does not intervene in the

14 Michael Gauvreau, Evangelical Century: Collage and Creed in English Canada from the Great Revival to the
Great Depression (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1991), 48.

15 In addition to the Methodists, the Roman Catholic Church and Lutheran pietism also reacted against
Enlightenment modernity. At first, the Catholic Church was unsure how to respond to the secularizing
tendencies of Enlightenment thinkers, but it later decided that the best defense against modernity was to become
“ultraconservative” in its approach to the world. Thus, the Catholic Church made new changes that were
implemented during this period, and the church’s anti-Enlightenment reaction remained in place until the end of
World War Il when it decided to better engage the modern world. The Lutheran pietist movement also opposed
modernity, reacting not only against Enlightenment intellectualism but also against the church of the day.
Lutheran pietism promoted experiential Christianity, heartfelt experience, spiritual rebirth, inner regeneration,
and revival. For more information, see: Lloyd V. J Ridgeon, Major World Religions: From Their Origins to the
Present (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 203; Massimo Faggioli, A Council for the Global Church:
Receiving Vatican Il in History (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2015), 75; Diarmaid MacCulloch, A History
of Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (London: Penguin, 2010), 817-819; Alister E. Mcgrath and
Darren C. Marks, The Blackwell Companion to Protestantism (New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons, 2008), 136;
and Robert Webber, The Divine Embrace: Recovering the Passionate Spiritual Life (Grand Rapids: Baker
Books, 2008), 69-70.

16 Jonathan Sheehan, Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton University Press,
2013), 91-92.

7 Don Martindale, The Nature and Types of Sociological Theory (New York: Routledge, 2013), 30.

18 Jefferson, Thomas. The Jefferson Bible; The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth Extracted Textually from
the Gospels, Together with a Comparison of His Doctrines with Those of Others. St. Louis: N.D. Thompson
Pub. Co, 1902; and J. C. D. Clark, The Language of Liberty, 1660-1832: Political Discourse and Social
Dynamics in the Anglo-American World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 347.

19 Ren¢ Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and G.R.T. Ross
(Mineola, New York: Dover, 2003), 14, 23-24, 27, 71, 112-121. Rudolf Karl Bultmann, the German theologian
referenced in Chapter 2, can be placed in this category.
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universe.”?° Deism was also commonly referred to as “natural religion.”?! Even among
Christian laymen, this new Enlightenment mindset caused a decrease in supernatural belief
and supernatural explanations; at the same time, it caused an increase in doubt and the growth
of nominal Christianity.?? Hence, many thinkers of the Enlightenment sought to “separate”
themselves from religion, or at least the supernatural aspect of it.3

Thus, in the face of wide-spread Enlightenment thinking, Methodism, initially led by
Wesley, implored individuals to return to a Christian perspective that included support of
supernatural phenomena, principally in England and then in America. Hence, as mentioned
earlier, these two conflicting positions of Enlightenment and early Methodism were
continuously spreading and developing and, at times, battling one another. Ultimately, it can

be said that both movements prevailed, in their own way.?

20 Oxford University Press, “Deism | Definition of Deism in English by Oxford Dictionaries,” Oxford
Dictionaries | English, accessed July 30, 2018, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deism.

21 Encyclopadia Britannica, Inc., “Deism | Religious Philosophy,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed July 30,
2018, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Deism.

22 Christopher Lane, The Age of Doubt: Tracing the Roots of Our Religious Uncertainty (New Haven [Conn.]:
Yale University Press, 2011), 97; and Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical
Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1993), 207-208.

23 Robert Wokler, Rousseau, the Age of Enlightenment, and Their Legacies (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2012), 29. For other advocates of natural religion, see: Benedictus De Spinoza, Spinoza’s Short Treatise
on God, trans. Lydia Gillingham Robinson (Chicago: Open Court Publishing Company, 1909), xxiv, 4-7, 74-77;
Voltaire, Voltaire in His Letters: Being a Selection from His Correspondence, trans. S. G. Tallentyre (London:
G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1919), 222-223; Isaac Newton, The Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy:
Volume 2, trans. Andrew Motte (London: H.D. Symonds, 1803), 311-313; William Whiston, A New Theory of
the Earth: From Its Original, to the Consummation of All Things. Wherein the Creation of the World in Six
Days, the Universal Deluge, and the General Conflagration, As Laid Down in the Holy Scriptures Are Shewn to
Be Perfectly Agreeable to Reason and Philosophy. With a Large Introductory Discourse Concerning the
Genuine Nature, Stile, and Extent of the Mosaick History of the Creation (London: Printed for Sam. Tooke and
Benj. Motte, at the Middle-Temple-Gate in Fleet Street, 1708), 41-44; National Geographic Society, “Why
Newton Believed a Comet Caused Noah’s Flood,” Latest Stories, last modified December 30, 2016,
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/01/comet-new-years-eve-newton-flood-bible-gravity-science/;
Raymond F. Glover, The Hymnal 1982 Companion, Volume 1 (New York, NY: Church Hymnal Corp, 1990),
386; and Lorraine Y. Landry, Marx and the Postmodernism Debates: An Agenda for Critical Theory (Wesport
(Conn.): Praeger, 2000), 18.

24 Glover, The Hymnal 1982 Companion: Vol. 1, 386. For more information regarding the Age of Enlightenment
and the supernatural, see: Ted Campbell, Christian Confessions: A Historical Introduction (Louisville, Ky:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 127; Lorraine Y. Landry, Marx and the Postmodernism Debates: An
Agenda for Critical Theory (Wesport (Conn.): Praeger, 2000), 18; Kizito Chike Osudibia, Religion and the
Global Resurgence of Violence Connection of the Abrahamics (Authorhouse, 2016), 216-221; Andrew Bard
Schmookler, The Parable of the Tribes: The Problem of Power in Social Evolution (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1995), 197; Mark Greengrass, Christendom Destroyed: Europe 1517-1648 (New York:
Penguin Books, 2015), 493-495; Zeb Bradford Long and Douglas McMurry, The Collapse of the Brass Heaven:
Rebuilding Our Worldview to Embrace the Power of God (Grand Rapids, Mich: Chosen Books, 1994), 25-37;
Euan Cameron, Enchanted Europe: Superstition, Reason, and Religion 1250-1750 (Oxford: Oxford University,
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3.2 The Supernatural in Wesley’s Life, Theology, and Ministry

The upcoming sections are dedicated to establishing an understanding of the
supernatural in Wesley’s life, theology, and ministry. These sections begin by introducing
Wesley’s early life, education, and personal conversion; this is followed by a delineation of
his theology regarding the supernatural, spiritual holiness (sanctification), the Holy Spirit,
and spiritual gifts. The last two sections are dedicated to Wesley’s life as a circuit-rider and,
consequently, the development of his evangelistic strategies (which relied heavily on the
supernatural).
3.2.1 Brief Introduction to Wesley’s Early Life

Aside from being the main founder of Methodism, John Wesley (1703-1791) is
considered to be one of the eighteenth century’s most prominent figures in evangelical
revivals, along with his brother Charles Wesley (1707-1788) and his friend George

Whitefield (1714-1770).° Thus, while there is much to explore on Wesley, this study’s

2010), 19, 25, 250, 305; Henri Atlan, Enlightenment to Enlightenment: Intercritique of Science and Myth (New
York: State University of New York Press, 1993), 63; Anat Matar, Modernism and the Language of Philosophy
(London: Routledge, 2006), 88; René Descartes and John Veitch, The Meditations, and Selections from the
Principles of Philosophy, of Descartes. Translated from the Latin, and Collated with the French; with Preface,
Appendix, and Notes (Edinburgh: Sutherland & Knox, 1853), 33; Samuel Enoch Stumpf, Filozofia: Historia &
Problemet (Tirana, Albania: Toena, 2000), 235; David Hume, Philosophical Essays: Concerning Human
Understanding. By the Author of the Essays Moral and Political (London: Printed for A. Millar, opposite
Katharine-Street, in the Strand, 1748), 203; John P. McKay et al., Understanding Western Society, Volume 2:
From the Age of Exploration to the Present: A Brief History: From Absolutism to Present (Boston: Bedford,
2011), 503; Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species: With Introduction and Notes. Volume 11, ed. Charles W.
Eliot (New York: P. F. Collier & Son Company, 1909), 133, 136, 184, 529; Anthony Kenny, Ancient
Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, UK, 2006), 5; Otto Riihle, Karl Marx: His Life and Work (Oxon:
Routledge, 2011), 57; Karl Marx et al., Marxism, Socialism and Religion (Newtown, Australia: Resistance
Books, 2001), 8; Lorenzo Zucca, A Secular Europe: Law and Religion in the European Constitutional
Landscape (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 179; Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions, 15-16; R. J.
Hollingdale, Nietzsche: The Man and His Philosophy (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2001),
139-140; Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, ed. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton & Company
Inc., 1961), 29; Armand M. Nicholi, The Question of God: C.S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud Debate God, Love,
Sex, and the Meaning of Life (New York: Free Press, 2002), 36, 38; Jerry Stokes, Changing World Religions,
Cults & Occult (JUSA]: Spring Study, 2007), 363; Luis Palau and David Sanford, God Is Relevant: Finding
Strength and Peace in Today’s World (Colorado Springs, Colo: Multnomah; Reprint edition, 1998), xii; and
Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism (L Existentialisme Est Un Humanisme), ed. John Kulka. trans.
Carol Macomber (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 29; and Jonathan Sheehan, Enlightenment Bible:
Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton University Press, 2013), 91-92.

%5 John Wesley, John Wesley, ed. Albert Cook Outler (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), iii; and Song-
gyu Pak, Christian Spirituality in Africa: Biblical, Historical, and Cultural Perspectives from Kenya (Eugene,
OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013), 77.
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research focuses on the aspects of Wesley’s life, theology, and ministry that most directly
pertain to the supernatural.

Wesley was the fifteenth of nineteen children born to Rev. Samuel Wesley, rector of
Epworth, and his wife Susanna, who homeschooled her children, including Wesley. When he
was a child, Wesley escaped a fire that was in his house; the fire became a revelation for
Wesley as he saw it as a glimpse of hell. In the future, he would use this image to develop
and express the theology of escaping fiery wrath.?® Also during his early life, Wesley was
exposed to a number of supernatural activities, including a demonic visitation combined with
an exorcism performed by his father, Rev. Samuel Wesley.?” Wesley later became an Oxford
scholar where he developed much of his critical thinking and rhetorical skills.?® During his
time in Oxford, Wesley led a Christian association with members including his brother
Charles and his friend Whitefield. Due to the association’s strict Christian methods
(establishing daily timeslots for a number of religious activities, such as Bible study, prayer,
and fellowship meetings), they became known, disparagingly, as the “Methodists” and their
club, mockingly, as the “Holy Club.”?®
3.2.2 Wesley’s Supernatural Experience in Receiving the Assurance of Faith

Through the methods observed in the Holy Club, Wesley grew greatly in his religious
knowledge and rhetoric; however, he felt that he never experienced “the full assurance of

faith.”% In Wesleyan and early Methodist theology, assurance of faith was often identified as

26 George Etell Sargent, The Oxford Methodist: or The early life of John Wesley (London: Benjamin L. Green,
1850), 19-24.

27 For more information concerning paranormal testimonies and exorcisms in the Wesley family, see: H.
Addington Bruce, Historic Ghosts and Ghost Hunters (New York: Moffat, Yard, & Co, 1908), 36-55.

28 George Stormont, Smith Wigglesworth: A Living Classic: A Man Who Walked with God (Tulsa, Oklah.:
Harrison House Publishers, 1989), 35; and Laurence W. Wood, The Meaning of Pentecost in Early Methodism:
Rediscovering John Fletcher As Wesley's Vindicator and Designated Successor (Lanham, Md: Scarecrow Press,
2002), 11.

29 Samuel L. Beiler, The Worker and His Church (Boston: Board, 1910), 20. See also: Wendy Porter, ed.,
Rediscovering Worship: Past, Present, and Future (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2015), 211. See also:
The Publisher, “News from Republic of Letters: Just Published,” The Derby Mercury, March 1, 1733, 1.

30 John Wesley, The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M, Sometime Fellow of Lincoln College: Volume 3
(New York: J. Emory and B. Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, J. Collard, printer, 1831), 174.
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the indicator of a full spiritual conversion (including the receiving of Christian salvation) and
was derived from a personal “testimony [with] the Spirit of God.”3! In other words, the
assurance of faith confirmed to an individual that they were, indeed, spiritually converted
and, thus, held salvation and a place with God in the afterlife. This process was also
occasionally identified as evangelical conversion.®?

During his early life, Wesley, as a practicing Christian, understood this process of
spiritual conversion, but practically, he felt that he lacked it, and this fact always haunted
him; Wesley expressed, “I could not find that all this [practiced Christianity] gave me any
comfort, or any assurance of acceptance with God.”** Hence, though Wesley persistently
endeavored to be “doing... [any] good [he] could,” he desired personal assurance of his
Christian salvation.®*

On October 14, 1735, Wesley decided to embark on a missionary trip to the American
colony of Georgia. His mission trip there was labeled by many as “unsuccessful.”*®> However,
it led to a critical revelation. While on the ship to Georgia, there was a great storm that “split
the main-sail in pieces, covered the ship, and poured in between the decks, as if the great
deep had already swallowed [the passengers] up.” Wesley, fearing death, came to the
realization that, despite his education and Methodist “methods” of becoming holy, he was as

terrified of the storm as the other Englishmen aboard.3® However, on the ship with him, there

31 John Wesley and John Emory, The works of the late Reverend John Wesley, A.M.: from the latest London
edition with the last corrections of the author, comprehending also numerous translations, notes, and an
original preface, etc, Volume 5 (New York: Waugh and Mason, 1835), 174. See also: John Wesley, The Works
of the Rev. John Wesley: In Ten Volumes. Volume 8 (New York: Printed and sold by J. and J. Harper, 1827),
182; John Wesley, The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M: Volume 7 (New York: J. Emory and B.
Waugh, for the Methodist Episcopal Church, J. Collard, 1831), 278; and The Wesley Center Online. Northwest
Nazarene University, “The Wesley Center Online: Wesley’s Letters: 1738. Letter To Arthur Bedford. London,
September 28, 1738,” The Wesley Center Online: Home, accessed November 1, 2017,
http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-letters-of-john-wesley/wesleys-letters-1738/.

32 John Wesley, George Eayrs, and Augustine Birrell, Letters of John Wesley: A Selection of Important and New
Letters, with Introductions and Biographical Notes (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1915), 33.

33 John Wesley, The journal of the rev. John Wesley: Volume 1 (Charles H. Kelly, 1827), 94.

34 Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 94.

3 Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1919), 512.

36 Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 20.
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was also a group of German Moravians (who practiced holiness and emphasized the
importance of experiencing the Holy Spirit).®” In the midst of the storm, these Moravians
calmly sang hymns. Wesley was astonished by this and, as modern scholar Collins explained,
he used the incident to “test... his own religious experience” and Christian maturity.
Indeed, Wesley realized that whatever assurance the Moravians had, he did not have. Hence,
Wesley classified that day as “the most glorious day which [he had] hitherto seen.”®®

On March 4, 1738, Wesley returned to England from his trip to Georgia and sought
friendship with the Moravians living in England. Through his relationship with them, Wesley
admittedly developed a fuller understanding of both the experiential gospel and Christian life.
On May 24, 1738, on Aldersgate-street, London, Wesley attended a Moravian meeting, and
while listening to a teaching on the book of Romans, encountered the following supernatural
experience: “About a quarter before nine, while [the preacher] was describing the change
which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. | felt |
did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me, that he had
taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”*® This was the
moment when Wesley firmly realized that he had experienced personally, and in a
supernatural manner, spiritual conversion.** The morning after his supernatural experience,

despite the fact that “the enemy injected a fear” in him and he had “temptations,” Wesley felt

37 Kevin M. Watson, Pursuing Social Holiness: The Band Meeting in Wesley’s Thought and Popular Methodist
Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 72.

38 Kenneth J. Collins, John Wesley: A Theological Journey (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2003), 58-62.

39 Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 20.

40 Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 97-98.

1 Bishop C.H. Fewier, “Appeal of the Twentieth Century Thank Offering Commission,” The Christian
Advocate, Volume 74, January 19, 1899, 89.
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that God empowered him with fresh spiritual “strength.”*? After this phenomenon, Wesley’s
life and “missionary work”*® changed forever.**
3.2.3 Wesley and the Theology of Supernatural Experience

Upon receiving the experience of his heart strangely warmed, Wesley’s theological
perspective on the supernatural dramatically developed as, after his spiritual encounter, one
of Wesley’s main objectives became proclaiming the need to know God “both in theory and
experience.”® Thus, as O’Byrne noted, supernatural or divine spiritual experiences became
one of the cornerstones of early Methodist theology in England and America.*®

In early Methodism (as well as in modern Christian circles), the experience of
spiritual conversion was called new birth, rebirth, or being born again.*” Wesley declared
that conversion was “absolutely necessary, in order to obtain eternal salvation.”*® Further,
when individuals were converted or reborn (through the Spirit of God), they were “assured
that they [were] in a state of grace, and [could] persevere therein unto salvation, by the Holy
Spirit... bearing witness with their spirits that they [were] the children of God.”*® This

experience was a “supernatural work” and was brought into existence, according to Wesley,

42 \Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 93, 98-99. See also: John Wesley, The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.
M. Sometimes Fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford. Third Complete and Standard Edition, from the Latest
London Edition, with the Last Corrections of the Author. Comprehending also Numerous Translations, Notes,
and an Original, Preface, Etc. In Seven Volumes, Volume 1V, ed. John Emory (New York: Carlton & Lanahan,
1856), 37.

43 M. Pabst Battin, The Ethics of Suicide: Historical Sources (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 403.

4 Some scholars, such as Maddox, supported the notion that there were at least three times in Wesley’s life in
which he experienced significant changes or transitions (the first one being his conversion); however, this study
concludes that Wesley had only one major transition that changed him forever (the heart strangely warmed
experience) and all of his future transitions were only further developments of his Christian theology and
ministry (which were also shaped by the circumstances of his life). For more information, see: Randy L.
Maddox, Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology (Nashville, Tenn: Kingswood Books, 1994),
20-23. See also: Henry H. Knight, The Presence of God in the Christian Life: John Wesley and the Means of
Grace (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 1992), 11-15; and Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1, 97-98.

45 Wesley, The Works, i. See also: Wesley, Sermons, 15-16, 103, 164-166; and Wesley, The Journal: Vol. 1,
125.

46 0’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 186-187. See also: Gauvreau, Evangelical Century, 46-47.

47 For more information concerning the process of rebirth, see John 3 of the biblical text.

8 Wesley, Sermons, 208.
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by the “supernatural assistance of [God’s] Spirit.”*° Indeed, this phenomenon played an
inseparable role in early Methodism because, without experiencing Christianity
supernaturally, especially in the process of conversion, it could be argued (as Wesley did,
followed by the American circuit-riders) that one was not an authentic Christian.>* Further,
when Christianity was experienced in a supernatural way (as through an encounter with the
Spirit), this often sparked in one a need for a spiritual lifestyle, and with the spiritual presence
of God in one’s life, Wesley concluded that “all things are possible... to him that
believeth,”*? emphasizing the supernatural potential in Christianity.>

Because supernatural experience played such a central role in Wesley’s life,
Methodist theology concerning spiritual experience was later integrated into the Wesleyan
Quadrilateral. The term Wesleyan Quadrilateral was coined by the twentieth-century
Methodist scholar Outler and was based on the four factors (Scripture, tradition, reason, and
experience) that Wesley believed comprised the core of Christian thought.>* In Methodism,
spiritual experience was considered to be, after Scripture, “the strongest proof, of
Christianity.”® Thus, the supernatural was an integral part of the life, theology, and ministry

of Wesley and also early Methodism in England and then in America.®

50 Wesley, Sermons, 38, 168.
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this study.

52 Wesley, Sermons, 22.

53 See also: John Wesley, The Works of the Rev. John Wesley (John Mason, 1829), 153; Wesley, Sermons, 23; R.
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However, this Methodist theological concept of experiencing “new birth” sounded too
unusual and foreign to many people in England and was criticized by many; this disapproval
was also seen in English newspapers of the day, such as The Ipswich Journal, which
advertised a sermon on the “pretensions of the Methodists” and their “religious delusion,”
warning the public to exercise “caution... on the [Methodist concept of] new birth.”%’

3.2.4 The Significance of the Supernatural in Wesleyan Sanctification

Wesley believed that the church, especially the clergy of the Anglican Church (i.e. the
Church of England, which was, at the time, the only fully recognized Christian church in
England), was spiritually corrupt and, thus, the entire Anglican Church needed to be
sanctified/become holy.>® Wesley’s scriptural beliefs were clear that, echoing Hebrews 12:14,
without holiness, “no man shall see the Lord.”® Thus, the concept of sanctification was vital
to early Methodism in England and America.®

According to Wesley, when one was spiritually born again, then sanctification, or the
process of “inward and outward holiness,” began.5! Wesley’s missional goal (along with the
goal of the American circuit-rider ministry) became “to reform the nation, particularly the
Church; and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”®? Further, humanity had a part to
play in its sanctification; not only did one need to receive Christian “justification,” but also,

one needed to constantly pursue God in order to be sanctified. Ultimately, Wesley believed

5" Henry Stebbing, “This Day: Public,” The Ipswich Journal, July 21, 1739, 4.
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that it was through the supernatural power of God that one was able to become sanctified;
without divine intervention, sanctification could not be achieved. The pivotal role that the
divine played in the act of sanctification was emphasized in Wesley’s following biblical
statement (quoting 1 Thessalonians 5:23): “The God of peace shall sanctify thee wholly.”
Indeed, people could be sanctified or “inwardly renewed by the power of God.”%® However,
as Wesley stated, one also had to actively “choose holiness” because this was “the only way,
to everlasting Life.”®* Although, without God’s “Spirit, [or] his supernatural work [working]
in the souls of men,”% the process of sanctification was not possible through human choice,
alone.%® As Wesley testified, both were needed (the supernatural and the individual will) for
one to become holy.®” Wesley’s theology of sanctification became a crucial part of the
American circuit-rider ministry, as well.%®
3.2.5 Wesley’s Views Regarding the Holy Spirit

Wesley heavily emphasized the supernatural power, presence, and experience of the
Holy Spirit, whom Wesley often referred to as “the Holy Ghost,” as was common in his
day.%® Prior to Wesley’s empowerment by the Spirit of God (the heart strangely warmed
experience), even though he was baptized as a child and was considered to be a converted
and practicing Christian, he lived what he called a form of “powerless” Christianity.”® As
Wesley pointed out: “I was about ten years old... was given in baptism, having been strictly

educated and carefully taught... [in] keeping all the commandments of God... in the meaning
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of which I was diligent... But all that was said to me of inward obedience or holiness |
neither understood nor remembered.””* He then came to believe that the supernatural
presence and acts of the Holy Spirit brought about authentic Christianity; as perceived by
contemporary theologian Olson, “for Wesley, authentic Christianity [was] experiential
Christianity.”’? Wesley, at one point in a sermon, rhetorically asked: “Do you know what
religion is?” He then answered: it is “for a Christian [to be]... anointed with the Holy Ghost,
and with power.”"

Wesley also stated that “the Spirit of God... is promised, and, upon performance of
the covenant which God hath made with us, will certainly... be received.”’* Without the
supernaturalism of the Holy Spirit, Wesley knew that neither he, nor even the early apostles,
could effectively live or understand a Christian life. Moreover, regarding the apostles
themselves, Wesley pointed out that, prior to their Pentecost event, “[they] had not, in the full
sense, ‘new hearts’... [because] they [had not] received ‘the gift of the Holy Ghost.”””® Thus,
Wesley understood that if the early apostles “were all filled with the Holy Ghost”"® then,
likewise, Wesley and the church at large needed to be filled with the same Spirit.”” Further,
according to Wesley, by “deny[ing]... this receiving [of] the Holy Ghost... [or the] feeling [of]
being moved by the Spirit, or filled with it... [one denied] to have any place in sound
religion” because whoever denied the divine power and presence of the Spirit denied “the

whole Scriptures, the whole truth, and promise, and testimony of God.”"®
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Wesley further testified that the supernatural not only worked inwardly but also
outwardly.”® The power of the Holy Spirit, according to Wesley, was at work during his
ministry, especially in his preaching. He acknowledged that his preaching would have been
ineffectual if it were not for the Holy Spirit. He declared that his and other Methodist
preaching was in “vain, unless it [was] attended with the power of that Spirit.” Wesley
attributed the success of his preaching to the power and presence of the Holy Spirit who
“alone pierces the heart.” Indeed, a sermon or belief standing only “in the wisdom of men,
but [not] in the power of God” was considered useless; thus, Wesley emphasized that the
“power [of the Spirit should] be present” in all Methodist meetings, enabling people to “heal
[their] soul, and to give [them] a [genuine] faith.”® In other words, Wesley believed that it
was the Spirit who caused him to preach a successful message; further, it was the Spirit who
prompted his audiences to experience conviction and accept the salvation of the gospel.®
Thus, Wesley placed strong emphasis on the supernatural experience of the Holy Spirit in the
early Methodist movement;®? as presented in the upcoming chapters of this study, this also
extended to the American circuit-rider ministry.

3.2.6 Wesley and the Gifts of the Holy Spirit
Regarding the supernatural or “extraordinary gifts of the Holy Ghost,”®® Wesley

believed that they were available to the church in his day, as well.3* Some of the most
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important supernatural gifts in Methodism were considered to be healing,® the casting out of
demons,® “the word of wisdom... the word of knowledge... [the] working of miracles. ..
prophecy... [and] the discerning of spirits.”®’ Indeed, through these gifts, Wesley witnessed
“so many interpositions of Divine power”®® that could not be accounted for “in a natural
way” because “they were... supernatural.”®

During Wesley’s time, however, the gifts of the Holy Spirit were considered by many
to have ceased (likely a product of Enlightenment thinking). In response, Wesley argued that
he did “not recollect any scripture... either in the Old Testament or the New” that “taught,
that miracles were to be confined within the limits either of the Apostolic or the Cyprianic
[early church] age.” In fact, Wesley did not believe that supernatural gifts had ceased to exist
in “any period of time.”®® However, according to Wesley, the reason why the supernatural
gifts of the Spirit were no longer common or, at least, not as common as during the Apostolic
Age or the age of the early church was because Christians were no longer interested in
wholeheartedly following the gospel and executing God’s mission.®! Wesley argued that the

interest of many Christians had become the pursuit of “riches, and power, and [honor].”%2
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Moreover, Wesley stated that after the Apostolic and early church age ended, many
Christians could be considered “nominal Christians.” These “so called” Christians “waxed
cold” toward living a gospel-oriented lifestyle. Further, these “Christians had no more of the
Spirit of Christ than the other Heathens who knew little to nothing of the gospel; according
to Wesley, this meant that they had adopted “only a dead form” of Christianity. Indeed,
Wesley identified nominal Christianity as “the real cause why the extraordinary gifts of the
Holy Ghost” had ceased to exist in the church of his day; nevertheless, Wesley firmly
believed that God willed the gifts of the Spirit to be evident in the church.®

Additionally, Wesley argued that because Christians lost their authentic “faith and
holiness,” in turn, these “dry, formal” believers began to “ridicule whatever gifts they had not
themselves, and to decry them all, as either madness or imposture.”®* Because, according to
Wesley, the majority of religious people at that time lived lifestyles similar to that of non-
Christians, they were not able to personally experience or comprehend the supernatural
phenomena that flowed from the gifts of the Spirit, thus they opposed them.* Wesley pointed
out that Christians developed a “hardness of [their] hearts,” and they were “unready to
receive anything [spiritual] unless [they could] see it with [their] eyes and hear it with [their]
ears.”% Hence, the inexperience of spiritual events caused some Christians to protest
supernatural phenomena, thus making it further scarce and the “grand reason why the
miraculous gifts were so soon withdrawn.”®’

However, Wesley believed that if individuals instead chose to live a spiritual and

scriptural lifestyle, then the gifts of the Holy Ghost would be manifested among them as
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during the Apostolic Age or the early church.®® Thus, Wesley believed in the existence and
practice of the gifts of the Spirit, and he believed that, through them, God would orchestrate
various supernatural phenomena.®® As demonstrated in upcoming chapters, the American
circuit-riders continued Wesley’s legacy of believing in and practicing the gifts of the Spirit
throughout their lives and ministries.®
3.2.7 Wesley as the First Circuit-Rider

Mostly due to the early Methodists’ spiritual “nonsense,”*** the Anglican Church
prohibited Wesley, who was an ordained Anglican priest, from preaching inside the
established churches.'> However, Whitefield offered Wesley a new opportunity to preach,
and Wesley, with mixed feelings, accepted it. Wesley later stated: “Being thus excluded from
the churches, and not daring to be silent, it remained only to preach in the open air; which |
did at first, not out of choice, but necessity.” However, this new approach of open-air
preaching turned out to be favored as the Spirit made “a way for myriads of people, who
never troubled any church, nor were likely so to do, to hear that word which they soon found
to be the power of God unto salvation.”'% Wesley began to preach outdoors anywhere he
could because, according to him, the world had become his congregation.'® Hence, Wesley

sought to preach and perform Christian services for all, although his special interest was in
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those who had been “marginalized”® or neglected by the Anglican Church of the day,
particularly the working class and the poor.%

Wesley, who was seen by the American circuit-riders as their mentor and inspiration,
was also known to be the pioneer of the circuit-rider ministry.'%” During his lifetime, Wesley
traveled throughout different circuits (predominately in England) on horseback, covering
approximately 250,000 miles and preaching more than 40,000 sermons.*% His mission was,
as it would be for future circuit-riders, “to save as many souls as [he could]; to bring as many
sinners as [he] possibly [could] to repentance, and with all [his] power to build them up.”%®

Wesley’s preaching occurred in diverse outdoor settings, such as fields, barns, and the
streets; he simply “preached anywhere”*? he could.*! Due to the increase of revivals,
followed by the need for more preachers (Wesley could not do it all), he began to appoint
other Methodists as preachers in different circuits or locations in order to teach the gospel and
aid in revivals.'? Wesley placed himself in charge of these appointments, stating: “Above all,
you are to preach when and where | appoint.”'? Wesley also began to appoint preachers to
America, as well, such as: Boardman, Pilmore, Williams, and later on, Rankin, Coke, and
Asbury. The upcoming chapter discusses these appointments as well as the early formation of

the American circuit-rider ministry, in depth.
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3.2.8 Wesley and the Supernatural in Evangelism

Because Wesley saw the world as his congregation, his zeal was for everyone to
supernaturally experience God’s conversion or rebirth.}** Wesley exclaimed: “Suffer me now
to tell you my principles in this matter. I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far |
mean, that, in whatever part of it | am, | judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty, to declare
unto all that are willing to hear, the glad tidings of salvation.”**> Especially after his own
(spiritual) conversion, Wesley felt a divine prompting to evangelize to anyone who had not
yet experienced Christian salvation.®

He also emphasized free and open salvation that was “manifested [to] all [who would]
believe” because God “seeks and saves [all who are] lost.”*!” This passion to evangelize to
the world was combined with his clear Armenian theology;'® Wesley was so much against
Calvinist predestination theology (in which only the “elect” were appointed by God to
receive salvation) that he claimed it “represents the most holy God as worse than the
devil.”1® Wesley often expressed that the power and the grace of God caused people to desire
Christian salvation;'?® however, he also believed that it was everyone’s duty and
responsibility to choose God as seen in the concept of Wesleyan prevenient grace.'?! In brief,
prevenient grace is God’s “grace [that] stirs the conscience and makes the sinner hunger for
God.”*?2 Wesley believed that, for humanity, the “choice is plain: either [one] must take up

[their] cross, or [they] must turn aside from the way of God.”*? Thus, Wesley believed that
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everyone is responsible for responding to God’s grace of their own accord and will.1?* As
such, empowered by the grace of God, Wesley chose to preach this responsive gospel to all
who would hear as, echoing Hebrews 7:25, God “is able to save to the uttermost all them that
come unto. .. him.”'%

As specified earlier, Wesley felt that the main aim of these circuit sermons was to
witness and proclaim ways in which people would have an opportunity to “experience inward
religion.”*? For instance, at one point, Wesley witnessed a meeting when the power of God’s
Spirit descended “‘so mightily among [them], that one, and another, and another, fell down as
thunderstruck” (intended by Wesley to mean literally struck to the ground as if by a violent
storm, also known as being slain in the Spirit). While some were falling, others “were in deep
anguish of spirit, [and] were all filled with peace and joy.” At least “ten persons... found such
a change, that sin had no more dominion over them.”'?” Wesley became joyful because of the
fact that a supernatural touch was evident, and there was great ministerial success. Wesley
also witnessed various supernatural encounters within the human heart as sinners repented;
while, in the past, these individuals were purportedly afflicted by fear, after these encounters,
love and joy were present in them.

In another meeting, Wesley stated that he was “insensibly led” to boldly declare to his
audience the scripture knowledge that “God willeth “all men to be’ thus ‘saved.”” Wesley
then found himself praying that God “would bear witness to his word.” Immediately, as he

encountered previously, “one, and another, and another, sunk to the earth: they dropped on

every side as thunderstruck.” Hence, during Wesley’s preaching and prayer, God visited the
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place with “the sword of the Spirit,”*?® causing many to be struck down to the earth and
experience conversion. On a similar occasion, Wesley witnessed that, as a result of their
spiritual encounters, “many drunkards, many unjust and profane men... began to live, and
continue so to do, a sober, righteous, and godly life.” Wesley expressed that these
extraordinary conversions could not have been “owing to novelty, or to any principle but the
power of God.”*?°

However, Wesley “understood that many were offended at the cries of those on whom
the power of God came.” For instance, during one meeting, there was a man present who
“was a physician” and suspected that Methodist spirituality was “fraud or imposture in the
case.” However, there was also a female present at the meeting “whom [the physician] had
known many years”; she was touched by God and, as a result, “broke out ‘into strong cries
and tears.”” When the physician saw this, his skepticism began to shake, and he “could hardly
believe his own eyes and ears.” The physician came near her and “observed every symptom
till great drops of sweat ran down her face, and all her bones shook.” Witnessing this matter,
the physician was shocked and ardently convinced that this “was not fraud, nor yet any
natural disorder.” Finally, while the physician was further observing her, the Spirit of God
touched ““both her soul and body [and she was] healed in a moment.” Thus, the physician
believed and “acknowledged [that] the finger of God” was truly behind Methodism. 1%

Wesley was also aware that there were those who witnessed supernatural phenomena
or “signs and wonders” and still chose to “not believe.” Thus, when faced with supernatural
acts, these individuals would “explain them away” and reason that supernatural occurrences
“were purely natural effects; [for instance,] the people fainted away only because of the heat

and closeness of the rooms.” Others were certain that these phenomena were “all a cheat...
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Else why were these things only in their private societies: why were they not done in the face
of the sun?”” However, even in these cases, Wesley defended himself and Methodism by
reminding these skeptics that God was working with “his arm, not in a close room, neither in
private, but in the open air, and before more than two thousand witnesses.” Indeed, when the
Spirit of God descended, it often caused “one, and another, and another [to be] struck to the
earth; exceedingly trembling at the presence of his power.” Others would cry “with a loud
and bitter cry,” and some would engage in “rejoicing, and singing, and with all their might
giv[e] thanks to the God of their salvation.”*3!

Regardless of public opinion, supernatural occurrences continued and were such
common features in Wesley’s ministry that there were times when, as modern scholar Knox
observed, people “were much scandalized by [them].”%32 In addition to being slain in the
Spirit, healings were prominent. For example, Wesley recorded that doctors told a man, Mr.
Meyrick, that he would not live to see the morning; however, after “a few of [them]
immediately joined in prayer... his sense and his speech returned. Wesley attributed this
healing to “the power of God.”**® Wesley witnessed the healing of a case of breast cancer in
which, after prayers, Mr. Bell expressed the following: “It was gone; and from that hour |
have had no pain, no soreness, no lumps, or swelling; but both my breasts were perfectly
well, and have been so ever since.”*** Wesley described a woman who had entirely lost sight
in her right eye. One night, she dreamed that the “Savior appeared to [her]; [she] fell at his

feet, and [Jesus] laid his hand upon [her] right eye. Immediately [she woke up], and from that
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moment [she was able to see] as well with that eye as with the other.”** Wesley recalled “a
cripple that could hardly move with crutches... [and after prayer] was in a moment made
whole.”1%

Within his ministry, Wesley was also involved in many incidents of spiritual warfare
and exorcism.*¥” For instance, Wesley described one demonically influenced girl who
experienced continuous physical pains, fits (of rage), inappropriate language, and
compulsions to strip naked (reportedly contrary to her will). However, after many prayers “all
these symptoms ceased; and she [continued to live] in health both of soul and body.” During
one of Wesley’s sermons, he encountered a demonically influenced girl who displayed
furious gnashing of her teeth and many roaring noises (sometimes it took four people to hold
her down for prayers). After many continuous prayers, “God... heard the prayer. All her
pangs ceased in a moment: she was filled with peace, and knew that the [demon] was
departed from her.” During another one of his sermons, Wesley encountered a case with a
woman who habitually stuck her tongue out of her mouth and distorted her face. Allegedly,
the devil then took hold of her mind and threatened to kill her if Wesley attempted to pray
over her. “However, [as Wesley] prayed on... immediately after it was writhed into all kind
of postures, the same horrid yell continuing still. But [they] left her not till all the symptoms
ceased.” After these prayers, the woman was made well, and she rejoiced and praised God.!%®

These incidents are a sample of Wesley’s general circuit meetings and highlight the
significance of the supernatural within them. Beyond the common occurrences of being slain

in the Spirit, healings, and spiritual warfare, Wesley recorded other phenomena that occurred
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within his ministry, such as: angelic visitations,**® prophecies,'*° divine dreams,*** visions,4?
and divine weather changes.'*® Indeed, according to Wesley, various forms of supernatural
phenomena persisted throughout his ministry as “the power of God continue[d] to work with
almost irresistible force; and there is good reason to hope it will not be withdrawn, till every
soul is converted to God.”%*

To conclude, Wesley did his part, faithfully preparing his sermons in the proper
manner;'*> however, according to Wesley, all of his efforts would have been in vain had it not
been for the Spirit’s supernatural presence. According to Wesley, the success of the
Methodist revivals (which were historically considered to be successful throughout England)
relied heavily on supernatural intervention.**® Hence, Wesley argued that a “miracle [is a]
work of omnipotence, wrought by the supernatural power of God. Now... [manifested in

Methodist revivals by] the conversion of sinners.”4

3.3 Wesley and Religious Enthusiasm

As demonstrated, many supernatural manifestations followed Wesley’s ministry, and
consequently, the early Methodist movement in England and America, as well.!*® The early
English Methodists (and, later, the American circuit-riders) zealously sought revivals, which

were largely reached through demonstrations of the power and presence of God. As discussed
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previously, this often resulted in the early Methodist mission and mindset being considered a
threat to the common social, political, and religious order.**° Initially, Wesley and Whitefield
were the main targets of this criticism, reputed to be spreading unbiblical Christianity
throughout England.** As a result, modern historian U. Lee explained that early Methodism
in England and America was often identified using the term religious enthusiasm.*>

This term was largely derogatory, even implying a form of witchcraft or madness.*>
For instance, in 1739, Trapp, who was considered to be an early opponent of Methodism,
wrote the following regarding religious enthusiasm: “By Enthusiasm is meant a Person’s
having a strong, but false Persuasion, that he is divinely inspired; or at least, that he has the
Spirit of God some way or other; and This made known to him in a particular and
extraordinary Manner.”*®® Further, Trapp stated that religious enthusiasts “talk of Dreams,
Visions, and Revelations... [that are] supported by no Evidence, and consequently [are]
false.”1>*

The newspapers of those days regularly criticized the Methodists in England,
especially because of their religious enthusiasm or enthusiastic expressions. For instance, The
Derby Mercury accused Methodism of proselytizing and recruiting circuit-riders through the

use of “enthusiastic preaching”; the paper reported that one young tradesman “of very good
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substance” had been “seduced” into believing that “God had [spiritually] revealed himself to
him,” calling him to become an English Methodist circuit-rider.*>® The Caledonian Mercury
warned people in Edinburgh to “consider the danger they [ran] of utterly ruining themselves
and their families” by attending Methodist meetings and being exposed to their enthusiastic
“doctrine of devils.”**® The Ipswich Journal declared that the enthusiastic Methodists
operated under a “spirit of confusion and disorder, not of peace” and not of God’s Spirit.t*’

Thus, because the participation in and accusation of enthusiasm so greatly shaped
Methodism, the remainder of this chapter is dedicated to Wesley’s understanding of the
concept. Additionally, Chapter 7 is further dedicated to illuminating the controversial concept
of religious enthusiasm in the American circuit-rider ministry.
3.3.1 Categorizing Religious Enthusiasm According to Wesley

The word enthusiasm is derived from the Greek word év@ovaoiaouog, which refers to
one being taken by a higher power; a more literal meaning is “possessed by god”**® or,
according to U. Lee, “a divine spirit” violently entering into “the human body.”**® In the time
of the circuit-riders, the term enthusiasm generally carried a degree of supernatural
implication and was also defined as being an “ill regulated religious emotion or
speculation.”*®® Further, it was believed that, during a moment of religious enthusiasm, “the
individual [left] an ordinary state and enter[ed] one that [was] determined from without and

strange, to being no longer ‘him or herself.”’1%! The enthusiasts believed that one did not
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necessary need intellect to communicate with God; instead, emphasis was placed on using
emotions or some form of spirituality for divine communication.®> A more modern Christian
understanding (especially among those affiliated with Pentecostal and Charismatic circles) of
the word enthusiasm is an intense feeling or act that is connected “with the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit”;'®3 thus, it is the Holy Spirit who inspires religious enthusiastic expressions, and
consequently, the origin of these expressions is considered to be divine.

Wesley was criticized by both the Anglican clergy and the majority of the public for
his religious enthusiasm.'®* These parties were often offended in hearing of supernatural
events such as the following: “This morning consisted of about one thousand persons... [and]
the Lord was... present... [as a person was for] two hours... in the visions of God; then the
joy, though not the peace, abated.”*% This resulted in the Church of England and the public
participating in severe criticism (and, at times, even persecution) of the Methodists;
occasionally, as the newspaper Newcastle Weekly Courant reported, they were attacked
physically and interrupted by “mobs.”%

This criticism was largely fueled by the cultural move toward rationalism, a product
of the Enlightenment. As a result, religious enthusiasts were considered to be a danger to the
new reasonable order of society.®” Philosopher Kant stated that a religious enthusiast was
“properly a deranged person with presumed immediate inspiration and a great familiarity

with the powers of the heavens. Human nature knows no more dangerous illusion.”'®® Thus,
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like Kant, many scholars of the day argued that religious enthusiasm was purely a human
delusion or mental disorder. The general public often found enthusiastic acts to be
untrustworthy activities and absent, as theologian Laborie asserted, of any “divine origin.””*¢°
Even the Christian community, such as the established clergy in England, found supernatural
enthusiasm to be outside of Scripture and human reason.'’® Whether in England or America,
these supernatural expressions of enthusiasm were seen, at times, as a sizable threat to the
well-established religious traditions.*’*

Due to the fact that Wesley was quite loyal to the established Anglican Church and
the traditional religious order, his goal was never to create a separate denomination but to
simply bring reformation or spiritual revival to the Anglican Church.!’2 Again, according to
the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, Wesley considered religious “tradition” to be a crucial
theological component.t”® However, the Church of England, along with the public, continued
to criticize Methodism because of the enthusiastic (or supernatural) character of its
revivals.t’* Hence, as much as Wesley respected the Anglican Church, he knew that the Holy
Spirit was causing these revivals and could not belittle them.'”® Nevertheless, his desire was
to be at peace with the church and public. As a result, Wesley had to discover a theological
position that would appease those who criticized him and the movement while still allowing

an unhindered supernatural flow of the power of God throughout the Methodist movement,
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including the circuit-rider ministry.*’® Since Wesley believed this flow to have originated
from God, then it was scriptural and should not cause any offence or division.'’” At this
point, Wesley’s acquired logical and rhetorical skills would serve as a mediator, defending
the supernatural while sidestepping the negative implications of the term enthusiasm.*’®
3.3.2 Wesley and His Defense of the Supernatural Component of Methodism

Likely as a result of his education, Wesley deliberately employed reason to express
and articulate a thought or idea.!”® Wesley, wanting to defend the Methodists’ spirituality
while rejecting association with the tarnished term religious enthusiasm, chose to refer to
enthusiasm as “religious delusion,”*® thus assuring the public that the Methodists were not a
form of mentally unsound radicals but, rather, simply Christians who were “born of the
Spirit”!8! and exhibited “outward duties, performed in a decent, regular manner.””82
Moreover, to further excuse and defend himself and the Methodist movement, Wesley argued
that religious enthusiasm was not derived from God’s supernatural presence but, instead, it
was “undoubtedly, a disorder of the mind; and such a disorder, as greatly hinders the exercise
of reason.”*83

At the same time, Wesley also acknowledged that God spoke through these various
religious enthusiastic expressions (such as dreams, visions, and trances);!8* thus, Wesley

“encourage[d] them,”!8 stating that God gives “remission of sins, and the gift of the Holy
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Ghost... and often in dreams or in the visions of God.”*® Wesley argued that “outcries,
convulsions, visions, trances... were essential to the inward work, so that [the ministry] could
not go on without them.” In fact, “perhaps the danger [was], to regard them too little; to
condemn them altogether; to imagine they had nothing of God in them.” Consequently,
Wesley determined that these supernatural phenomena occurred “to strengthen and encourage
them that believed, and to make his work more apparent... [as God favored some] with divine
dreams; others with trances or visions.”*8” Wesley also believed that salvation or “saving
faith is often” obtained through supernatural “dreams or visions of the night.”*® Hence, even
though it appeared, as Taves pointed out, that Wesley criticized and dissociated Methodism
with religious enthusiasm, he also “painted himself with it.”18°

Indeed, because Wesley supported the importance of supernatural phenomena in
Methodism, he made a point to not exclude them from Methodist theology and practice. On
the other hand, in protecting the Methodist church from the scorn of society, Wesley made
the decision to remove supernatural acts from under the umbrella term religious enthusiasm
and instead placed such acts under the category of religion of the heart (used to mean
experiential, Spirit-led Christianity), which appeared to appease the English social structures
of Wesley’s day.*® In this way, Wesley could fully support the supernatural move of the
Spirit throughout Methodist ministry while appeasing the rational and suspicious public.%

While Wesley categorized supernatural acts using a different name (swapping
religious enthusiasm with religion of the heart), the Methodist experiences of the religion of

the heart were largely identical to the experiences encountered by the religious enthusiasts,
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commonly featuring extraordinary acts, such as shrieking, wailing, and “[falling] to the
ground.”*®? Thus, Methodist enthusiasm (redefined by Wesley for the benefit of the Anglican
clergy of the day, the thinkers of the Enlightenment, and the public) featured manifestations
of the experiential religion of the heart and operated according to both Scripture and Christian
tradition.'®® Indeed, Wesley believed that Methodist revivals were experiencing the same
supernatural phenomena as “both the prophets of old, and the apostles, [who] were proper
enthusiasts. .. [and were] so filled with the Spirit, and so influenced by him who dwelt in their
hearts. .. [that] they were wholly actuated by the power of God, and [spoke] only as they were
moved by the Holy Ghost.”%

In employing the term religion of the heart, Wesley implied that a Christian operated
under both the guidance of Scripture and the stirring of the heart by the Spirit of God.®
Further, Wesley declared that “the religion of the heart [proclaimed] that God is a Spirit, and
they who worship him, must worship him in spirit.”” According to Wesleyan theology,
Christians should be “the true witness[es] of the Spirit... by [their] fruit — love, peace, joy;
not indeed preceding, but following it.”*% Consequently, Wesley defended Methodism
through his reason by presenting it to the public as not only a supernatural enterprise but also
as springing from the fruit of the Spirit or scriptural “holiness,”**” which enabled one to be a
true “witness of his Spirit.”**® Thus, Wesley reasonably combated those who criticized him

and the early Methodists by removing attention from supernatural incidents, which were a
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visible part of the revivals, and instead focusing on presenting the main goal of Methodism,

which was the evangelistic spread of the religion of the heart.%®

3.4 Chapter Summary and Analysis

As the founder of Methodism and the first circuit-rider, Wesley’s theology and work
was instrumental in sculpting the American circuit-rider ministry (including its supernatural
component). Hence, this chapter was dedicated to researching the role of the supernatural in
Wesley’s life, theology, and ministry. The chapter began by introducing the cultural climate
of Wesley’s time and the ways in which the Age of Enlightenment affected supernatural
ministry. It also discussed how the rise of Methodism’s experiential religion could be
considered a sort of reaction against the rationalism of that time.

The majority of this chapter was dedicated to examining the role of the supernatural in
Wesley’s life, theology, and ministry, beginning from his own spiritual conversion. It was
established that Wesley frequently experienced and depended on the supernatural in both his
personal life and ministry. However, Wesley knew that no matter what kind of experience
one had, it would “be nothing, unless as it was directed toward inward holiness,” which laid
the foundation for a supernatural lifestyle.?® As a result, Wesleyan theology proclaimed that
all should pursue scriptural holiness so that they might be spiritually “inwardly moved by the
Holy Ghost, to take upon... this ministration, for the promoting of his glory, and the edifying
of his people.”?®! Thus, Wesley encouraged all Methodists (especially preachers) to grow in
holiness so that they could move toward and become familiar with supernatural phenomena

in their lives and ministries.
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Due to its crucial place within his ministry, even while under cultural attack, Wesley
defended Methodist supernaturalism, albeit indirectly; he managed to uphold and advocate
the value of spiritual experience while identifying it as part of the religion of the heart as
opposed to the more stigmatized religious enthusiasm, though the two terms were considered
to be essentially synonymous. As a result, theologian Rack identified him as “a reasonable
enthusiast.”?%? As a reasonable enthusiast, Wesley remained true to the theology he developed
after his supernatural conversion: that is, he viewed Christian spiritual experience as second
in importance to Scripture.?%

Also, as the term religion of the heart can be interchanged with the term religious
enthusiasm, the modern understanding of the term supernatural can be interchanged with the
term religious enthusiasm (especially in the American circuit-rider ministry), which was used
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.?** For instance, as demonstrated in Chapters 6
and 7, audience members in the American circuit-rider ministry often experienced forms of
religious enthusiasm, such as shrieking, barking, and physical jerking.?% The American
circuit-riders widely encouraged and relied on these experiences of religious enthusiasm,
which were reportedly common in their revivals.?®® For example: “The presence of God
really filled the place. ... [people] cried or fell... [some] occasioned a mixture of various

sounds; some shrieking, some roaring aloud... Great numbers wept without any noise; others
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fell down as dead; some sinking in silence; some with extreme noise and violent agitation.”2%’
These manifestations were labeled as a form of religious enthusiasm and were generally
believed, especially by the American circuit-riders, to be supernatural or divine encounters.?%
Supernatural acts, along with those categorized as religious enthusiasm, were proudly seen as
the “lifeblood”?% of the Methodist movement in America.?!’ Moreover, some scholars such
as Lovejoy argued that, in a sense, the entire American Protestant church during the end of
the eighteenth century was touched by the influence of supernatural enthusiasm, which was
“a principle of energy that changed the [American] colonists.”?!* As aforementioned, Chapter
7 explores this matter in detail.

Further, Wesley’s personal convictions and practices (including those surrounding the
supernatural) were later modeled by the circuit-riders. Consequently, the circuit-riders
understood that, since Methodism sought the experiential religion of the heart, theologically
this left room for, and even encouraged, Christians to experience the gospel and live in
“namely, the grace of God, the power of his Holy Spirit, which alone [works] in us [and] all
that is acceptable in his sight.”?'? Indeed, Wesley asserted that “supernatural power was
available to the individual believer”?!3 and, thus, believed that the phenomena present in

Methodism “were chiefly supernatural, springing from the gracious influences of the Spirit of
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God which accompanied his word.””?!* As modern scholar Kent observed, even though these
experiences were intentionally not categorized by Wesley as religious enthusiasm, they were
part of the traditional, biblical Christian experience of the religion of the heart through which
“examples of healing, prophecy, personal protection, special providences and [spiritual]
ecstasy occurred in the Wesleyan societies for a long time.”?*

Indeed, Wesley practiced and theologically advocated the role of the supernatural in
Christianity. He especially encouraged it among the Methodist ministers, imploring that they
demonstrate a balanced biblical and spiritual approach and remain “open”?% to acts of the
Holy Spirit.2*" In the end, Wesley’s reasoning and perseverance resulted in cultural
acceptance. Newspapers, such as The Morning Chronicle, reported that Wesley’s (and the
Methodists’) ministerial contributions were perceived to be in “the best interests of
mankind.”?*® Eventually, Wesley became known as “the best loved man in England and
Ireland.”?%9

While this chapter was mainly devoted to Wesley and supernatural, it also outlined
the creation of Methodism (in England). Therefore, before this study directly addresses the
role of the supernatural in the American circuit-rider ministry, the upcoming chapter
describes in detail the historical formation and development of the American circuit-rider
ministry. The chapter also includes brief biographies of some of the prominent circuit-riders

featured in this study.
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CHAPTER 4

HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN CIRCUIT-RIDER MINISTRY

For this study, it is essential to delineate the history of the structural development of
the American circuit-rider ministry; thus, it is discussed here along with a list of the circuit-
riders, including Asbury, featured in this study (brief biographical introductions are footnoted
or included in the text). As explained in the previous chapter, the design of the circuits was
initially laid out by Wesley (in England), which Asbury then implemented (though he further

defined the circuits according to American needs) along with the American circuit-riders.!

4.1 Methodist Class-Meetings and Societies

Because early Methodism in England quickly spread through revivals, there were
many new Wesleyan followers.2 Thus, in order for the new followers to be spiritually
nurtured and have regular Methodist fellowship, Wesley organized meetings of various
parachurch societies, the primary meetings being the class-meetings.? Initially, the class-
meetings were comprised of twelve members, one of whom would serve as a leader of the
class.* These class-meetings featured mandatory weekly meetings and played a tremendous

role in strengthening early Methodism through engaging in fellowship, discipleship, reading
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and studying the Bible, praying, holding each other accountable, and giving to charities.® In
early Methodism (especially in its early stages in England and then in America), it was
considered mandatory for a new convert to participle in these weekly class-meetings before
becoming a “member-in-good-standing of [a local Methodist] society.”® In this way, early
Methodists could ensure that, before converts immediately joined their society, they were
committed to Christianity and had an opportunity to mature spiritually by learning to apply
Scripture to their daily lives.” Thus, the class-meetings were open to all—those new and those
experienced in their faith. Furthermore, Wesley’s goal for class-meetings was to enforce the
following: “Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all
the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as ever you
can.”® As Methodists attended class-meetings, it was understood that “to be a Methodist
meant to be a member of a class.”

Upon faithful attendance of class-meetings, attendees presented a ticket from their
class leader that enabled them to participate in, and ultimately become members of, their
local Methodist society (a local parachurch in which members gathered to worship).°
Members of any Methodist society, including the circuit-riders, did not administer or

participate in Holy Communion within their societies.!! Instead, Methodists received Holy

5 Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 229; and Richard M. Wright, Stop the Church’s Revolving Door: Building
Relationships With Church Members (Bloomington, IN: West Bow Pr, 2011), 41-43. Also, men and women had
separate class meetings.

® Gary Tyra, Defeating Pharisaism: Recovering Jesus’ Disciple-Making Method (Downers Grove, 1lI: IVP
Books, 2009), 225.

7 For the general rules of early Methodist societies, see: James McGee, The March of Methodism from Epworth
Around the Globe: Outlines of the History, Doctrine, and Polity of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York:
Hunt & Eaton, 1893), 30-33.

8 The Friend, The Friend: A Religious and Literary Journal, Volumes 84-85 (Philadelphia: Wm. H. Pile’s Sons,
1911), 90.

® Russell, American Methodism, 14.

10 The Encyclopaedia Britannica, The Encyclopaedia Britannica: A Dictionary of Arts, Sciences and General
Literature. In Thirty Volumes with New American Supplement, Volume 16 (Edinburgh: Adam and Charles
Black, 1899), 187; Stephen A. Macchia, Crafting a Rule of Life: An Invitation to the Well-Ordered Way
(Downers Grove, IlI: IVP Books, 2012), 156.

1 Dee E. Andrews, The Methodists and Revolutionary America, 1760-1800: The Shaping of an Evangelical
Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 63-68.
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Communion in their local Anglican churches. This was the case in both England and America
until American Methodism separated from English Methodism in 1784.1% Because of the
evident importance of Methodist societies and their role in spiritual growth in England,
societies were also emphasized from the onset of the American circuit-rider ministry.*® It
should be noted that even within these Methodist society meetings (and class-meetings),

supernatural phenomena were frequently experienced.*

4.2 The Historical Formation of the Circuits and Circuit-Riders

Due to the rapid growth of Methodist societies in England, Wesley designed and
organized Methodist circuits in order to successfully oversee the Methodist societies.™
Depending on the size of various societies, Wesley arranged one Methodist circuit for each
fifteen to twenty (on average) Methodist societies.®

As noted in Chapter 3, since it was impossible for Wesley to oversee all Methodist
circuits and revivals by himself, he recruited various “lay preachers.”*” These lay preachers
were appointed to preach and oversee the circuits; thus, they eventually became known as
itinerant preachers.!® An itinerant preacher was a traveling minister appointed to various

designated locations (a selected circuit) who was responsible for overseeing and cultivating

12 This is discussed further in the following sections of this chapter.

13 Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, The Methodist Experience in America Volume
2: Sourcebook (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2000), 63-64.

14 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 88-89; Finley,
Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 197; Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 306-307; Atkinson,
Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 221-222; Peck, Early Methodism Within the
Bounds of the Old Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, 84; and Billman, The Supernatural Thread in
Methodism, 58-59.

15 Burnett, In the Shadow of Aldersgate, 55; John A. Vickers, “British Methodism,” in Historical Dictionary of
Methodism (Historical Dictionaries of Religions, Philosophies, and Movements Series) (Lanham, MD:
Scarecrow Press, 2005), 57; and George Emery, The Methodist Church on the Prairies, 1896-1914 (Montreal:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), 37.

16 See also: Joseph Benson, An Apology for the People called Methodists; containing a concise account of their
origin and progress, etc. (London: G. Whitefield, 1801), 200-203.

17 Kevin Corn, “Methodism,” in Encyclopedia of Religion and Society (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press,
1998), 297.

18 Great Britain, Census of Great Britain, 1851. Education. England and Wales. Report and Tables ([Place of
publication not identified]: Printed by Eyre and Spottiswoode for H.M.S.0., 1854), 28.
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scriptural holiness and evangelical revivals (with their supernatural component) within that
circuit.!® Depending on the needs of a particular circuit, there were around two to four
assigned ministers per circuit. In the early stages of Methodism, one of the appointed circuit
ministers was a direct assistant to Wesley (thus, identified as an ““assistant”) and the other
ministers were helpers in the circuits (thus, identified as “helpers”).?°

In those days, the easiest and fastest way to travel was on horseback.?! Since, inside
an assigned circuit, there were some locations that required covering a great geographical
distance, it was necessary for the itinerant preachers to travel via horseback.?? Thus, the term
circuit-rider was formed. Occasionally, because the circuit-riders filled their saddlebags with
their possessions, they were also called saddlebag preachers.? However, these ministers
were largely identified as circuit-riders, specifically in America. It should be noted that the
term circuit-rider was rarely used in England as it appears that the term itinerant preacher
was used instead.?*

In America, the circuit-riders were selected and appointed during each Methodist
Annual Conference.?® An Annual Conference was a meeting of the circuit-riders of a

particular region; during the meeting, the works of the Methodists within that region were

19 Clive Norris, The Financing of John Wesley’s Methodism C. 1740-1800 (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2017), 21-22;
and Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 167.

20 See also: Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 229.

21 For more information regarding this matter, see: Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The
Industrialization of Time and Space in the Nineteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014),
94,

22 Michael Gonder Scherck, Pen Pictures of Early Pioneer Life in Upper Canada (Toronto: W. Briggs, 1905),
59-60.

23 Scott Tribble, A Colossal Hoax: The Giant from Cardiff That Fooled America (Lanham, Md: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2009), 46.

24 See also: Roger Smith, American Spirit: A Story of American Individualism (Bloomington, IN: iUniverse, Inc,
2013), 314.

% Later, especially in America, itinerant preachers were responsible for appointing lay preachers (who remained
local) to lead and preach at a designed society (at times, more than one society) within a circuit. After the
separation of American Methodism from English Methodism in 1784, itinerant preachers became ordained
ministers (who could administer Holy Communion). Local lay preachers, on the other hand, remained in the
same position, continuing with the responsibility of preaching sermons and leading their society/congregation in
worship (though they could not administer Holy Communion). See also: McGee, The March of Methodism from
Epworth Around the Globe, 33-35.
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discussed.?® After numerous outbreaks of Methodist revivals in America, many more
Methodist Annual Conferences were established, such as in: New York, Philadelphia,
Baltimore, North Carolina, Virginia, and Illinois. Each conference was given a presiding
Methodist elder (later, “bishop”) who was in charge of appointing, at times, hundreds of
preachers to various circuits within that conference.?” Also, each conference was divided into
districts, and within these districts, there was further subdivision into circuits. In each circuit,
there were many Methodist societies.?® Further, in each circuit, there was a main circuit-rider
who met with the other circuit-riders quarterly (called quarterly conferences) and oversaw the
entire circuit.?® The whole American Methodist body met once every four years for the
General Conference, the purpose of which was to oversee Methodist work and, later, to also

select bishops.*°

4.3 Character Qualifications of the Circuit-Riders

Those who were being considered for appointment as circuit-riders were required to
demonstrate commitment to the gospel and knowledge of Methodist ways.3! A circuit-rider
candidate was also required to have personally experienced a spiritual conversion (at one
point in his life), to have been faithful to the gospel, and to have been called and gifted in
proclaiming the gospel.®? Further, circuit-riders were required to abide under Wesley’s
authority (again, until 1784 when American Methodism separated from English Methodism)

and support his theology (including evangelism and the supernatural component that was

% Thomas Edward Frank, Polity, Practice, and the Mission of The United Methodist Church: 2006 Edition
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006), 131.

27 This system is also known as an episcopal appointment system.

2 pPowell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 32-36.

29 George Peck, “A Discourse,” The Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review. Volume 17, July 1835, 247-
248.

30 Mark R. Teasdale, Methodist Evangelism, American Salvation: The Home Missions of the Methodist
Episcopal Church, 1860-1920 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2014), 16.

31 See also: Peter Marshall, David Manuel, and Anna Wilson Fishel, From Sea to Shining Sea for Young
Readers (Discovering God’s Plan for America Book #2): 1787-1837 (Grand Rapids, MI: Revell, 2011), 76.
32 powell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 37.
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discussed in Chapter 3).3° Moreover, aside from intimate knowledge of the Bible, the circuit-
riders also needed to be familiar with Wesley’s writings (such as his Bible study notes and
whichever of Wesley’s publications were available at the time, such as his Journals and
written Sermons).3*

Typically, appointed circuit-riders were young in age and were known to be very
“energetic preachers.”® Therefore, before an individual was even considered for an
appointment (according to Wesley and further emphasized by Asbury), that individual needed
to know that God had planted a firm desire in him to preach the gospel.® Thus, an important
criterion in selecting circuit-rider candidates was to determine whether the candidate was
certain that they were “moved by the Holy Ghost to preach.”%

After the candidate knew that he was supposed to preach, then Wesley (and, later, the
American circuit-riders) made other various inquiries to test the quality of the candidate. A
prominent question was as follows: “Do they know God as a pardoning God?”* As noted,
since Wesley had experienced a divine spiritual conversion, he wanted to ensure that all
Methodist preachers had encountered a similar experience or conversion (which he viewed as
vital to ministry). Therefore, one needed to be personally affiliated with a supernatural

encounter of new birth that solidified their full assurance of faith.%®

33 Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Volume
1 (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1813), 5.

34 Walter Scott, “Review of the Christian Spectator’s Strictures on Dr. Adam Clarke’s Discourses,” The
Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review. Volume 12, April 1830, 235-236; and Harris E. Kirk, “Religion,
Theology, and Biblical Literature,” The Methodist Review: Volume 66, January/February 1917, 142-144.

35 Andrew Frank, American Revolution: People and Perspectives (Santa Barbara, Calif: ABC-CLIO, 2008),
159.

36 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 54; and Christopher H. Owen, The Sacred
Flame of Love: Methodism and Society in Nineteenth-Century Georgia (Athens, GA: University of Georgia
Press, 1998), 75.

37 Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 230.

38 Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 230.

39 Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 231; and Amanda Porterfield, Conceived in Doubt:
Religion and Politics in the New American Nation (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 133.
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Another important question was: “[Do] they [have] the love of God abiding in them?”
According to Wesley, Methodist preachers needed to experience the love of God that was
“shed abroad in hearts” through the Holy Spirit.*® “Experience[ing] his precious love”
resulted in being internally strengthened.** Moreover, by spiritually experiencing God’s love,
one could “love his brother.”*> Wesley, followed by Asbury in America, further believed that
the love of God, reflected in believers, served as an example of the gospel to the world.*

Another major question asked of circuit-rider candidates was: “[Do] they [have the
necessary spiritual] gifts (as well as grace) for the work [of the gospel]?”” As discussed in
Chapter 3, the early Methodists not only believed that “the extraordinary gifts of the Holy
Ghost* (such as those described in Romans 12:6-8 and 1 Corinthians 12:8-10) were still
active and available, but also, circuit-riders were expected to use them.*® Wesley believed
that the divine gifts of the Spirit were given to Christians “from the free grace of God” and
were “given to each [Christian] for the profit of the whole body.”*® Thus, Wesley ensured
that the Methodist preachers, who were about to be appointed to various circuits (even in
America), had clearly established their necessary spiritual gifts for ministry.*’

Another major area in which a potential circuit-rider needed to display evidence was

the “fruit” of the Spirit.*® Circuit-riders needed to practice (and constantly experience growth

40 Wesley, Sermons, 36.

41 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 167.

42 \Wesley, Sermons, 29.

43 Asbury also recalled times in which the love of God refreshed him for his circuit-rider sermons. For instance,
see: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 62. See also: Wesley, Sermons, 92.

44 John Wesley, The Works or the Reverend John Wesley, A. M. Sometime Fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford. is
First American Complete and Standard Edition, from the Last Corrections of the Author: Comprehending also
Numerous Translations, Notes, and an Original Preface, &c. by John Emory, in Seven Volumes. Volume 2 (New
York: B. Waugh and T. Mason, 1835), 266.

4 S, T. Kimbrough, Orthodox and Wesleyan Ecclesiology (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2007), 32. For more information on the gifts of the Spirit, see Romans 12:6-8; 1 Corinthians 12:8-10; 1
Corinthians 12:28; Ephesians 4:11; and 1 Peter 4:11.

46 Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 457.

47 Kimbrough, “Orthodox and Wesleyan Ecclesiology,” 123. See also: Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 734;
Wesley, Sermons, 25-28; Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 145, 266; Kurian,
Encyclopedia of Christianity, 1315; and Snethen, Snethen on Lay Representation, 122.

48 Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 230.
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in) these fruits.*® According to Wesleyan theology, the fruits of the Spirit were imparted by
God, and through the process of sanctification, humans needed to cultivate them.> Thus,
Methodist circuit-riders were urged to be in continuous pursuit of holiness and the cultivation
of the fruit of the Spirit.>!

During the increase of circuit-riders in America, all of these above requirements were,
at times, summarized into four questions that were asked about the candidates: “Is this man
truly converted? Does he know and keep [Methodist] rules? Can he preach acceptably?... Has
he a horse?®2 Regarding horses, these animals were instrumental to the ministry of the
circuit-riders due to the fact that, in those days, this was by far the most efficient way of
traveling and fulfilling ministerial duties.*

These were just a few of the common questions (those that most pertain to this study)
that circuit-rider candidates were asked during the candidacy process.®* Asbury argued that
American circuit-rider candidates should be examined in order to show themselves as worthy
“candidates for the ministry.”> Further, Asbury declared that circuit-riders should preach
“with energy. And [circuit-rider] ministers must be sent [to preach]; and to be qualified for
this mission, they must, like [the apostle] Paul, be convinced, convicted, and converted, and

sanctified.”®® Also, it was decided that Methodist appointments should be conducted annually

49 For the complete list of the fruits of the Spirit, see Galatians 5:22-23.

50 Methodist Episcopal Church, The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York:
Published by John Wilson and Daniel Hitt, for the Methodist Connection, J. C. Totten, 1808), 127-129; and
Wesley, Sermons, 530.

51 Wesley, Sermons, 214-215.

52 W. H. Daniels and William L. Harris, The llustrated History of Methodism in Great Britain, America, and
Australia: From the Days of the Wesleys to the Present Time (New York: Methodist Book Concern, Phillips &
Hunt, 1880), 518. See also: Beougher, “Camp Meetings & Circuit Riders.”

53 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 13, 23, 33, 84.

% For information regarding Wesley’s requirements for ministry, see: Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 129-
131.

%5 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 119.

%6 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 395.
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in order to keep the circuit-riders accountable; in this way, a “minister [would not become] a
notoriously wicked man.”®’

To summarize this section, Wesley and Asbury emphasized that all appointed circuit-
riders needed to perpetually exemplify a healthy inner Christian life, full of dedication and
sanctification, and then be gifted in sharing that life with others.® Prominent circuit-rider
Cartwright offered a picture of a typical circuit-rider’s lifestyle and level of commitment to
the ministry:

When [a circuit-rider] felt that God had called him to preach, instead of hunting up a

college or biblical institute, [he] hunted up a hardy pony of a horse, and some

travelling apparatus, and with his library always at hand, namely, Bible, Hymn Book,
and Discipline, he started, and, with a text that never wore out nor grew stale, he
cried, “Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world!” In this way
he went through storms of wind, hail, snow, and rain; climbed hills and mountains,
traversed valleys, plunged through swamps, swam swollen streams, lay out all night,
wet, weary, and hungry, held his horse by the bridle all night, or tied him to a limb,
slept with his saddle-blanket for a bed, his saddle or saddle-bags for his pillow, and
his old big coat or blanket, if he had any, for a covering. Often he slept in dirty cabins,
on earthen floors, before the fire; ate roasting ears for bread, drank butter-milk for

coffee, or sage tea for imperial; took, with a hearty zest, deer or bear meat, or wild
turkey, for breakfast, dinner, and supper, if he could get it.*°

4.4 The Early Circuit-Rider Ministry in America

Initially, Wesley hesitated to appoint Methodist preachers in America.® It is believed
that the first person to implore Wesley to send Methodist preachers to America was
Whitefield.®* Whitefield, who was already preaching in many places in America at that time,

wrote to Wesley, explaining that America had “room for a hundred itinerants. Lord Jesus,

57 Wesley, The Works of the Reverend, 228.

%8 Daniel Castelo, Embodying Wesley’s Catholic Spirit (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2017), 26; and
Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 119.

59 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 139.

60 John Lenton, John Wesley’s Preachers: A Social and Statistical Analysis of the British and Irish Preachers
Who Entered the Methodist Itinerancy before 1791 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009), 266-267.
See also: Frank Baker, From Wesley to Asbury: Studies in Early American Methodism (Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1976), Google e-book, 26.

61 Richey, American Methodism, 3.
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send by whom [you would] send.”%? Wesley was also contacted by Captain Webb, a
Methodist who was stationed as a soldier in America, and by Taylor, a Methodist immigrant
in America.®® After much hesitation, Wesley finally welcomed the opportunity to see
scriptural holiness and the Methodist ways be introduced in America.%

Wesley recorded: “On Thursday I mentioned the case of our brethren at New York...
[who] were in great want... [of] preachers. Two of our preachers, Richard Boardman and
Joseph Pilmore, willingly offered themselves for the service.”® Hence, the first officially
appointed (by Wesley) circuit-riders in America were Richard Boardman (1738-1782)% and
Joseph Pilmore (1739-1825).5” This appointment made them the first “regular Methodist
Preachers on the continent® and official “missionaries to the American colonies.”®®
Boardman and Pilmore arrived in New Jersey in 1769 and ministered in America until

1774.% In the same year (1769), Wesley also appointed Robert Williams (1745-1775) to

82 George Whitefield, “Letter CCL: From the Rev. Mr. Whitefield, to the Rev. Mr. Wesley (from Philadelphia),”
The Arminian Magazine: Consisting of Extracts and Original Treatises on Universal Redemption, September
25, 1764, 439.

83 See also Kenneth C. Kinghorn, “Richard Boardman: American Methodism’s First Superintendent,” The
Asbury Theological Journal 55, no. 2 (2000): 18-19,
http://place.asburyseminary.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1259&context=asburyjournal.

54 For more information regarding the journals of the early British and Irish Methodist circuit-riders, see the six-
volume collection by: Jackson, Thomas. Lives of the Early Methodist Preachers: Chiefly Written by Themselves
Volume 1-6. London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 1875.

8 John Wesley, The Journal of the Reverend John Wesley: Sometime Fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford,
Volume 2 (New York: J. Emory and B. Waugh, 1832), 312.

% Boardman was born in Gilmore, England, and at the age of twenty-five started serving as a circuit-rider in
England. Wesley found Boardman to be a loving peaceful man and placed him in various circuits. For more
infroamtion, see: John P. Lockwood, The Western Pioneers: Or, Memorials of the Lives and Labors of Richard
Boardman and Joseph Pilmoor, the First Preachers Appointed by John Wesley to Labour in North America.
With Brief Notices of Contemporary Persons and Events (London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 1881), 35; and
Kinghorn, “Richard Boardman,” 35; and John Wesley, The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley ..., Volume 6
(London: Epworth Press, 1960), Google e-book, 276.

87 Pilmore was born in Yorkshire, England, and became a Methodist through Wesley’s teachings. Initially, he
served as a circuit-rider in Wells and Cornwall.

88 Methodist Episcopal Church, The Doctrines and Discipline: Of the Methodist Episcopal Church (Cincinnati:
J. Emory and B. Waugh, 1868), 4.

69 Sweet, Men of Zeal, 84.

0 The last name Pilmore (of Joseph Pilmore) is often found in different forms, such as: Pilmoor, Pillmore,
Pilmoore, Pilmoure. However, Pilmore is the most commonly used spelling.

L Initially, both men preached together in Philadelphia and New York. However, in 1772, Pilmore began riding
a Georgia circuit. For more information, see: Pilmore, The Journal of Joseph Pilmore, 57, 186; Atkinson,
History of the Origin of the Wesleyan Ministry in America, 172, 187; and Jesse Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse
Lee: With Extracts from His Journals (New York: N. Bangs and T. Mason, 1823), 264.
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serve as the third circuit-rider in America.” Later, Wesley also officially appointed other
Methodist preachers to the American colonies, such as Williams, Shadford, Asbury, and the
first superintendent of the early American circuit-rider ministry, Rankin.”

However, it is important to note that before Wesley sent his first appointments, news
arrived that Methodist societies had already been formed in America (without Wesley’s
knowledge).” Hence, the first (unofficial) Methodist preachers were: Robert Strawbridge
(1732-1781), a self-ordained Methodist who formed the First Society of Methodists in
America and was the “founder of Methodism in Maryland”;” Philip Embury (1729-1775),
who started his first Methodist society in New York and led Methodist classes along with his
cousin (the mother of American Methodism) Barbara Heck (1734-1804);7® and Captain

Thomas Webb (1724-1796), the first Methodist “apostle” in America.”’

2 As a circuit-rider, Williams’s main geographical areas were in Virginia and North Carolina. Williams became
a spiritual father to other notable circuit-riders, such as Lee and Waters, both of whom played a significant role
in the American circuit-rider ministry. For more information, see: William Crook, Ireland and the Centenary of
American Methodism. Chapters on the Palatines; Philip Embury and Mrs. Heck; and Other Irish Emigrants,
Who Instrumentally Laid the Foundation of the Methodist Church in the United States of America, Canada, and
Eastern British America ... Second Thousand (Hamilton: Adams & Co, London; Richard Yoakley), 135-139;
John Wesley, The Works of the Rev. John Wesley: The twelfth, thirteenth, fourteenth, fifteenth, sixteenth,
seventeenth, and part of the eighteenth, numbers of his journal (New York: J. & J. Harper, 1827), 273; and
Lockwood, The Western Pioneers, 29; and John K. Bergland, The Journeys of Robert Williams: Irish Street
Preacher and Methodist Circuit Rider ([United States]: Xulon Press, 2010), 15.

3 Frank, American Revolution, 151.

74 Dee E. Andrews, The Methodists and Revolutionary America, 1760-1800 The Shaping of an Evangelical
Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 8.

75 Strawbridge was an Irish-man who had a conversion at the age of twenty-eight. In 1760, he arrived in
America and began his circuit-rider preaching by forming Methodist societies. For more information, see:
Frederick E. Maser, “Robert Strawbridge, Founder of Methodism in Maryland,” Methodist History 13, no. 38
(January 1966): 3-6, http://hdl.handle.net/10516/1426; Francis Asbury, The Heart of Asbury’s Journal (New
York: Eaton & Mains, 1904), 712; John Lednum, A History of the Rise of Methodism in America: Containing
Sketches of Methodist Itinerant Preachers, from 1736 to 1785 ... Also, a Short Account of Many Hundreds of the
First Race of Lay Members, Male and Female, from New York to South Carolina. Together with an Account of
Many of the First Societies and Chapels (Philadelphia: The author, 1859), 18; William Warren Sweet, Men of
Zeal: The Romance of American Methodist Beginnings (New York: Abingdon Press, 1935), 48-49; John K.
Bergland, ed., The Journeys of Robert Williams: Irish Street Preacher and Methodist Circuit Rider: History and
Historical Fiction ([United States]: Xulon Press, 2010), 73; and John F. Hurst, The History of Methodism,
Volume 4 (New York: Eaton & Mains, 1903), 31.

6 Embury was converted in 1752; in 1760, Embury and his family immigrated to New York. Embury’s cousin
Heck also immigrated to New York and convinced Embury to begin preaching to the people there; from then,
his ministry was born. For more information, see: Hall, American Religious Leaders, 163; United States. Bureau
of the Census and William Chamberlin Hunt, Religious Bodies: 1906, Part 2 (Washington: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1910), 431; Andrews, The Methodists and Revolutionary America, 32; and William Henry
Withrow, Barbara Heck, a Tale of Early Methodism (New York: Cranston & Curts, 1895), 29-32.

7 Captain Webb’s ministry began while he was co-laboring with Embury; Webb also served in various circuits.
A great achievement of his was creating the first Methodist society in Philadelphia. For more information, see:
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4.5 Thomas Rankin, Thomas Coke, and Francis Asbury

Before exploring a few important events in the establishment of the American circuit-
rider ministry, it is important to briefly introduce some of the main figures who played a great
role in the creation and development of American Methodism, such as Rankin, Coke, and
Asbury. Further, because Asbury played a greater role (than Rankin and Coke) in developing
the American circuit-rider ministry, his biographical introduction is followed by a brief
description of the role of the supernatural in his life and ministry.
4.5.1 Thomas Rankin

Thomas Rankin (1736-1810) was born in Dunbar, Scotland; during his youth, he was
converted through Methodist teachings.’ Initially, he served as a circuit-rider in various
places in England. Rankin became Wesley’s close assistant and, because he was known to be
a “skilled [Methodist] administrator,” in 1773, Wesley appointed him as the superintendent,
responsible for overseeing American Methodist work.” However, in his fifth year of this
mission (in 1778), Rankin returned to England where he later was ordained for a “special
charge [in] London.”®°
4.5.2 Thomas Coke

Thomas Coke (1747-1814), “the father of Methodist missions,” was born in Brecon,

South Wales, and was known to be gifted in administration and evangelism;®! like Wesley, he

Withrow, Barbara Heck, 32; Powell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 2; W.C. Kitchin, “Thomas Webb,
Lieutenant, and Local Preacher,” The Christian Advocate: For the Year 1908. Volume 83, April 2, 1908, 542;
John Newland Maffitt, Matthew Simpson, and J. B. Wakeley, Memorial of Philip Embury, The First Methodist
Minister in the New World (Cambridge, N.Y.: Harrington & Brownell, 1888), 10; and Stevens, History of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, 141.

78 Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 5, 136, 215. For Rankin’s official journals, see:
Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 5, 135-217.

8 Horace M. Du Bose, Francis Asbury: A Biographical Study (Nashville, Tenn: Pub. House of the M.E.
church, South, 1916), 63.

80 George John Stevenson, Methodist Worthies: Characteristic Sketches of Methodist Preachers of the Several
Denominations, with Historical Sketch of Each Connexion, Volume 1 (London: T.C. Jack, 1884), 26. See also:
David Sherman, History of the Revisions of the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York:
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began to preach in open fields and wherever he could.®? Coke, who also became one of
Wesley’s close assistants, was ordained by Wesley in 1784.8 In the same year, he was
appointed co-superintendent (and, later, a bishop) in overseeing American Methodism
(together with Asbury).8* He also ordained Asbury. Although he (and Asbury) played an
important role in establishing the independence of American Methodism, Coke was mainly
known for his Methodist missionary efforts, especially in the East Indies and Africa.®> During
his visits and leadership in America, he witnessed “God’s power” displayed in many areas
throughout the country. While Coke was happy with this outcome, he further hoped and
believed that God’s Spirit would “soon run through the whole” of America.®
4.5.3 Francis Asbury

Francis Asbury (1745-1816), who held a catalytic role in forming, developing, and
spreading American Methodism (through the ministry of the circuit-riders), was born in
Staffordshire, England.®” Throughout his childhood, Asbury’s mother read the Bible and sang
hymns to him. When he was a teenager, he struggled (like Wesley) with the fact that he had
not personally experienced an assurance of faith or spiritual conversion. Thus, in search of his

spiritual conversion, Asbury attended many Methodist meetings. Although he heard many
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he aligned himself with Methodist doctrine. This resulted in severe disapproval from the Anglican Church; in
1777, Coke was dismissed from his position in the Anglican Church. See also: Thomas E. Philips, “Coke,
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extraordinary Methodist messages, his question of assurance remained unanswered because
he was spiritually “unmoved.” One night, when he was fifteen, God made “deep impressions
on [his] heart, which brought [him] to Jesus Christ, who graciously justified [his] guilty soul
through faith in his precious blood.” In this way, Asbury’s spiritual conversion was made real
to him, and he was finally assured of his Christian salvation.®

The following year, when Asbury was sixteen, he encountered another supernatural
experience that he identified as a “marvelous display of the grace of God”; this incident
sparked in Asbury a deep desire to continue down the path to “full sanctification... [and he]
was indeed very happy.” When he was seventeen, Asbury described in his journals the
various Christian meetings that he held. Then, from the ages of eighteen to twenty-one,
Asbury served as a circuit-rider in England.®

After “half a year [of] strong [spiritual] intimations in [Asbury’s] mind that [he]
should visit America,” upon hearing from Wesley about the need for Methodist preachers
there, he heartily volunteered as a circuit-rider. Hence, he was appointed by Wesley to preach
in America, and on September 3, 1771, he embarked on his journey. Asbury recorded the
reason why he volunteered to come to America by asking: “Whither am I going? To the new
world. What to do? To gain honour? No, if I know my own heart. To get money? No, | am
going to live to God, and to bring others so to do.” Thus, Asbury’s heart was to come to
America “to reform the continent and spread scriptural holiness over these lands.”*

As noted previously, Asbury later became the main leader of the entire American

circuit-rider ministry; using his “planning ahead and resolving disputes™®* technique, he led
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Methodism to remarkably quickly become one of the largest denominations of that time.®?
Similar to Wesley’s leadership influence and authority in England, Asbury held unparalleled
leadership influence and authority in America.®® However, Asbury led the circuit-riders by
predominately following and implementing Wesley’s theological and spiritual legacy.%

Asbury, who identified himself as being filled with the “spiritual baptism... of the
Spirit,”® not only directed the American circuit-rider ministry (which was the centerpiece of
American Methodism), but he was also one of the most well-known American circuit-
riders.% During his life, he traveled on horseback approximately 270,000 miles and preached
over 16,000 sermons.®” Also, under Asbury’s leadership, the MEC membership grew from
1,200 to 214,000, and he was involved in ordaining 700 circuit-riders.%

Asbury preached and advocated “piety and perseverance, rooted in a classically
evangelical conversion experience.”® During his life, he sought to go deeper in spiritual
encounters in order to, as he stated, “experience close communion with God.”*?° Because he
constantly desired new spiritual experiences, Asbury was identified as, in the words of

circuit-rider Boehm, one with “no tedious sameness, no repeating old, stale truths.”%
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Asbury was known to be a strategic and diplomatic leader who loved God and had a
heart to see all of America filled with religious experiential revival.'%? He was not only a
leader to preachers, but also, because he dedicated his life to sharing the gospel in every part
of the (thirteen) states of America, he was an exemplary Methodist preacher himself.1%3
Asbury was further known to lead the American circuit-rider ministry by preaching an active
gospel about an active God with enthusiasm and assertiveness.'* Thus, later in his life,
Asbury was celebrated as one of the most famous American preachers; he also preached to
the House of Representatives in Washington, D.C.1%
4.5.3.1 Introduction to Asbury and the Supernatural

In maintaining a biblically-oriented Christian life both personally and publicly,
Asbury relied strongly on the power and presence of God’s Spirit. Through prayer, he
continuously sought to be “filled with [God’s] Spirit”1% so that he could witness and present
a gospel that demonstrated the fact that God was alive in word and deed.'%” Hence, Asbury
longed to experience the presence of God and share these enthusiastic experiences with other
fellow Americans so that they could have a better life.

As was recorded in Asbury’s journals, a successful circuit for him was when a
“frequent and obvious demonstration of the power of God”1% was manifested through his
sermons. He knew that by preaching the gospel in natural words, he was not able to change
any heart. According to Asbury, a true conversion occurred when God was manifested and

people willingly “experience[d] the same work of grace which [the circuit-riders]
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preach[ed].” Consequently, Asbury urged the rest of the American circuit-rider ministry to
apply a similar style of preaching in their circuits.1%

Furthermore, Boehm declared that Asbury “often felt the power” manifest in his life
and ministry, transforming him into “a kind of moral Samson.” Contrarily, when Asbury did
not sense any supernatural power overshadowing him, “he was like Samson shorn of his
strength.”*° Thus, Asbury held that “the power... and presence” of “the Spirit of the Lord
[who] ha[d] been with [him] in power”'!! was an integral part of the success of his preaching
as well as an integral part of the success of the American circuit-rider ministry.!2

As further discussed in Chapter 7, even though Methodism was occasionally criticized
for the nature of its religious enthusiastic expressions, Asbury, unlike Wesley, was a strong
advocate of religious enthusiasm becoming an accepted experiential norm in all Methodist
revivals.!® Asbury believed that religious enthusiasm was divinely initiated and, therefore,
was fully in agreement with the Bible and the experiences of the Apostolic Age.'* As such,
no matter how the supernatural was displayed, Asbury suggested that the American circuit-
riders be partakers in it and not reject or condemn it.1*> Hence, Asbury sought after and
shared the full gospel, including all the shapes and forms of its supernatural component,
which included religious enthusiasm.!*® Upcoming chapters describe numerous and diverse
supernatural occurrences in Asbury’s life and ministry and expound on his theology of the

supernatural.
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4.6 The First Annual Conference of 1773 and the Birth of the American Circuit-Rider Order

The following section outlines a few crucial events that led to the formation of the
official American circuit-rider ministry. Apparently, Wesley was not fully satisfied with the
overall progress of the initially appointed (aforementioned) circuit-rider preachers in
America. Therefore, as noted above, in early 1773, he sent Rankin to be his primary assistant
or superintendent in America.'’

Because Wesley felt that American Methodism was withdrawing from his influence,
Rankin’s main mission was to reform it and make it, once again, fully accountable to the
authority and theology of Wesley.*® Wesley knew that, due to his “uncompromising” nature,
Rankin was the most qualified choice for this assignment.*® Hence, upon his arrival in
Philadelphia in July of 1773, Rankin gathered all the American circuit-rider preachers for the
first Methodist Annual Conference in America.'?

During this conference, which was officially recorded in the MEC’s Minutes, Volume
1, the circuit-riders had the right to vote on proposed reforms. In the conference, one of the
main discussions was whether the American circuit-riders were still willing to remain under
Wesley’s authority and theology (including the supernatural component). The American
circuit-riders voted unanimously to remain under Wesley’s umbrella. Also, during this
conference, it was once again established that all American circuit-riders had to “strictly
avoid administering the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s supper.” Any of the circuit-
riders who disregarded these reinforced rules faced the possibility of being rejected by the

Methodist “fellowship... [until] they change[d] their conduct.”!?

117 Sidney Lee, ed., The Dictionary of National Biography: Volume 47 (London: Smith, Elder, & Company,
1873), 290.

118 Russell, American Methodism, 13.

1197 ee, “DNB: Vol. 47,” 290.

120 MEC, Minutes: Vol.1, 5; and Powell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 6.

121 MEC, Minutes: Vol.1, 5-6.



119

As aforementioned, the Annual Conferences appointed circuit-riders to various
circuits yearly.*?? In this Annual Conference (1773), Asbury was appointed to the Baltimore
circuits, Williams to the Petersburg circuits, King to the New York circuits, etc.!?® At this
point, in 1773, there were only ten official preachers serving in America.'?* Nevertheless, it
was decided during this conference that the main duty of the circuit-riders would remain the
same: to spread scriptural holiness and to work toward bringing experiential revivals.?®

As noted above, in 1778, Rankin left America, and from 1777-1783, American
Methodism was left with “no regular [or official] account.”*?® However, during the American
Revolutionary War (1775-1783), the American circuit-rider ministry considered Asbury to
be its main leader.!?” At the same time, during these years, the ministry still tried to remain
under the terms agreed upon in the Annual Conference (1773).

Also, during this period, American Methodism grew tremendously in membership.1?
A small portion of this growth was thought by some to be a result of Anglican presence in
America dwindling during the war. Considering that Methodism was so closely related to
Anglicanism, in the earliest stages of Methodist expansion (largely prior to 1780), because
“about 75 percent of the [American] Church of England congregations lost their
clergymen”!? due to mounting social pressures and political affiliations, Methodism received

some transfer members from the “Church of England... [who] early united [themselves] with
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Methodist societies.”**® However, Methodist leaders and circuit-riders claimed that the
majority of their growth during that period occurred because “the Spirit was poured out from
on high, and such a number of souls [were] gathered into the fold of the Great Shepherd.”*3!
Despite its growth, at that time, American Methodism remained dependent on the
Anglican Church for certain sacraments and continued to be under the authority of Wesley.*?
Thus, it can be argued that from this Annual Conference (1773) the American circuit-rider
ministry was born—still in its initial stages of development but on its way to reaching its full

future potential.

4.7 The Christmas Conference and Official Beginning of the American Circuit-Rider
Ministry

As noted above, while it can be argued that the early American circuit-rider ministry
began during the Annual Conference of 1773, it is largely recognized that the official
American circuit-rider ministry was established during the Christmas Conference of 1784.
After the American Revolutionary War ended (1783), there was a desire to break association
with British governing systems.**® This spirit of independence also inspired American
Methodism to separate from English Methodism; it was mainly looking to sever its
dependence on the Anglican Church and, to a degree, the direct control of Wesley.3* Due to

political confusion and issues after the war, as aforementioned, even more of the English
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circuit-riders and Anglican clergy returned to England.*3 On the other hand, there were some
English circuit-riders, such as Asbury, who felt that they still had work ahead of them in
America.t%

Indeed, in the mid-eighteenth century, prior to the official circuit-rider ministry
formation, American church attendance was considered to be around 75-80 percent;
however, during the American Revolutionary War, church attendance dropped to a
concerning 17 percent.¥” This decline was mostly considered to be a byproduct of the
divided loyalties in the American church (and other spheres of society).**® However, after the
war ended, a unified vision emerged to make “God and liberty” a vital component of
America’s identity and future.!3 Thus, as in decades past, there was, once again, an increase
in interest and energy to pursue God and to do so in a way that was distinctly American. As
discussed in the upcoming chapters, the circuit-riders and their innovative evangelistic
strategies (including the supernatural component) were at the forefront of this new
movement, which led to Methodism’s extraordinary expansion during that period (up 639.4
percent from the previous decade).1*°

Also, prior to the Christmas Conference, there were occasions when various
American circuit-riders petitioned to be allowed to administer the sacraments and become

ordained Methodist ministers in America.'*! Asbury, out of a sense of respect, insisted on
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waiting for answers from Wesley regarding these matters.**? In the meantime, back in
England, following the American Revolutionary War and in light of the reported new needs
of American Methodism, Wesley “ordained [as] Presbyters” Whatcoat and Vasey to support
American Methodism in its independence. He also appointed Coke as “Superintendent* in
order to implement new changes within American Methodism (mainly regarding ordination
and sacraments).#* At the same time, as previously noted, Wesley commissioned Coke to go
to America and ordain Asbury so that both of them could co-superintend American
Methodism and the circuit-rider ministry.#

Asbury, however, wanted to first have his proposed ordination by Wesley approved
by the other American circuit-riders, with whom he was laboring. Hence, Asbury (and Coke)
called all “scattered circuit-riding preachers”%® to gather on December 24, 1784, in Lovely
Lane Chapel in Baltimore, Maryland.**” This meeting was, thus, named the Christmas
Conference as it was held on Christmas Eve; technically, it was the first Methodist General
Conference.'*8 By this point, there were eighty-one official American circuit-riders, and

approximately sixty of them were present at the conference.'*° During this conference, in
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which a divine presence was reportedly felt, Asbury was ordained as an elder and deacon.'*
Further, Asbury and Coke were unanimously approved as co-superintendents of American
Methodism.*®* It was also during this conference that “the American circuit-riders”>2
(including Asbury and Coke) founded the MEC.*>® However, without Wesley’s approval,
Asbury was appointed as a “bishop” of the MEC;*** Coke happily announced to all gathered
there that “[he had] ordained brother Asbury a bishop,” though Wesley was displeased with
the term.™ Thenceforth, American circuit-riders served as part of the MEC, though their goal
remained the same: to labor for and witness the “spread [of] the gospel... and revival of
religion” across America.'®® Hence, this event marked the official birth and formation of the
American circuit-rider ministry.’

As this new American Methodist denomination was founded, it was done so as an
intentional split from British Methodism and its ties to “the Anglican ecclesiastical
structure,”**® although the MEC still implemented and followed Wesleyan principles and

teachings (which featured the supernatural component discussed in Chapter 3).1%° While, in a
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way, Wesley appointed Coke (followed shortly by Asbury) as a step toward disconnecting
American Methodism, Coke reported that later in his life, Wesley felt “sorry for the
separation.”*6°

Additionally, during this conference, the Discipline of the MEC was created, which
contained Wesleyan governing and doctrinal principles (Thirty-Nine Articles, combined with
the liturgy of the Anglican Church).'®* Asbury insisted that, in addition to living according to
the Bible, Methodists needed to be further governed by the “doctrine and discipline” outlined
in the Discipline; they were required to be familiar with Wesley’s works, as well.? Lastly,
the conference also officially ordained twelve other circuit-riders and established the right to
administer the sacraments and ordain future circuit-riders through Methodist conferences.®3

It is important to restate that even though Asbury and Coke were co-superintendents,
Asbury was generally regarded as the primary leader of the American circuit-rider ministry
(and the MEC). Even Coke himself viewed Asbury as the primary leader, declaring: “In the
presence of brother Asbury | feel myself a child. He is, in my estimation, the most apostolic
man | ever saw, except Mr. Wesley.”'%* After Coke departed for England in 1785, Asbury
remained the sole leader and bishop of the MEC (including the circuit-rider ministry) for the
following thirty-one years.'®® As previously noted, because Asbury was considered to be an

extraordinary American circuit-rider and leader, he would later be named “the father of

Church, South Comprehending All the Official Proceedings of the General Conference, the Southern Annual
Conferences, and the General Convention, with Such Other Matters As Are Necessary to a Right Understanding
of the Case (Nashville: Southwestern Christian Advocate, 1845), 209.

160 John Wesley and Thomas Coke, Letters, 2"ed. (Baltimore: D. Brunner, 1844), 15. See also: Vickers,
Thomas Coke, 178; George W. Peurifoy, The Tekel of Methodism: History of the Episcopal Methodism, in
Which Its Claims to Being a Church of Christ Are Investigated (Chapel Hill, NC: Printed at the Gazette Office,
1858), 10; Coke and Moore, The life of the Rev. John Wesley, 458-459; and John G. Gray, History of the Rise
and Progress of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the Wawarsing and Mamakating Valleys (Ellenville, NY:
C.F. Taylor, Printer, 1897), 11.

161 Scott J. Jones, United Methodist Doctrine: The Extreme Center (Nashville, Tenn: Abingdon Press, 2003), 48.
162 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 55, 205, 328. See also: Powell, “Methodist
circuit-riders in America,” 54-55.

163 Coke, Extracts of the journals: five visits to America, 72.

164 \Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 109.

165 powell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 4.
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American Methodism™% and “one of the most famous™®” figures in the entire history of the

MEC.

4.8 The Circuit-Riders Featured in This Study

While, by 1815, there were “more than 700°*%8 American circuit-riders, the list of
circuit-riders selected for this study echoes the lists compiled by contemporary Methodist
historians, scholars, and theologians who considered these circuit-riders to be the
“notable,”® “prominent”’® “leaders”!’* and the “revivalists that contributed to the
[Methodist] movement’s populist appeal”t’2 from the 1770s through the 1830s. Indeed, these
circuit-riders were featured in the scholarly writings of Wigger,*”® Hutch,'’* Richey,!”®
Taves,!’® Evans, " J. Williams,'® O’Byrne,'’® Turner,*® Lyerly,'8! and Ruth.182

It can be argued that there are at least two reasons why these particular circuit-riders
were studied by contemporary scholars. The first reason, considering this matter from a

historical perspective, is that these circuit-riders were considered by other circuit-riders of the

166 Charles A. Johnson, The Frontier Camp Meeting: Religion’s Harvest Time (Dallas: Southern Methodist
University Press, 1955), 6.

167 Steve Gaines and Dean Merrill, When God Comes to Church: Experiencing the Fullness of His Presence
(Nashville, Tenn: B & H Pub. Group, 2007), 79.

168 James Mudge, “A Short History of ‘The People Called Methodists’,” The Christian Advocate. Volume 93,
January 10, 1918, 43. See also: 52. Joseph A. Thacker, “Methodism and the Second Great Awakening,” The
Asbury Seminarian 39, no. 3 (1984): 52, https://place.asburyseminary.edu/asburyjournal/vol39/iss3/5.

169 Richey, American Methodism, 5.

10 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 121.

111 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 174.

172 Evans, “Most Distinctive Contribution of Methodists to Christianity in the United States,” 1500.

173 wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 19-22, 38-39, 43-44, 54, 106-107, 163, 181, 219, 246-249, 266.

174 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 20, 89, 102, 121, 139, 174-175, 193-194.

175 Richey, American Methodism, 5, 18, 24-29, 32-34, 37.

176 Taves, Fits, Trances, & Visions, 17-18, 84, 94-96, 148, 155, 386.

17 Evans, “Most Distinctive Contribution of Methodists to Christianity in the United States,” 1499-1501.
178 Jeffrey Williams, Religion and Violence in Early American Methodism: Taking the Kingdom by Force
(Bloomington, Ind: Indiana University Press, 2010), 220-228.

179 O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 186-187, 244, 261-262.

180 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 31-34, 96-97, 112-113, 121-124, 140, 245-248, 282-289.

181 Lyerly, Methodism and the Southern Mind, 23, 45, 58, 61, 81-82, 110, 130, 152, 193, 198, 207.

182 |_ester Ruth, A Little Heaven Below: Worship at Early Methodist Quarterly Meetings (Nashville, TN:
Kingswood Press; Abingdon Press, 2000), 10-12, 24-29, 30-33, 76, 83-84, 88, 100-101, 129, 149-159, 214-218,
249-262.
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day to be “the great evangelists”®® and spiritual models; it seems that they were viewed as
“model” circuit-riders due to their ministerial “zeal and devotion” combined with the amount
of conversions that their ministries produced, which “increased [Methodism] from a little
company of ten or twelve to upward of a million.”*® This identification is evident in the
writings of other circuit-riders and historians of the day, such as Finley,'® Stevens,*® and
Wakeley.'®” The second reason why these circuit-riders were selected as “a case study” by
modern scholars is because these circuit-riders generally left behind the most writings,
especially in the form of “journals and autobiographies.”*8®

Bearing this in mind, following is the list of the circuit-riders featured in this study
(brief biographical introductions are footnoted).!8 The list is presented in order by date of

birth and includes: Benjamin Abbott (1732-1796),1% James O’Kelly (1735-1826),'°! Richard

183 Stevens, The planting and training of American Methodism, 508.

184 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 21.

185 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 18-21.

186 Abel Stevens, The planting and training of American Methodism (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1867), 507-
509.

187 3, B. Wakeley, The Heroes of Methodism: Containing Sketches of Eminent Methodist Ministers, and
Characteristic Anecdotes of their Personal History (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1857), 3-10. See also: Peter
G. Mode, The Frontier Spirit in American Christianity (New York: Macmillan Company, 1923), 179-181.

188 James Robinson, Divine Healing: The Formative Years: 1830—1880: Theological Roots in the Transatlantic
World (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011), 124.

189 This study also includes material from a few circuit-riders, such as Snethen, Daughaday and W.P. Finley, that
is referenced in some of the journals or autobiographies of other circuit-riders; because of the minor part their
material plays in this research, these circuit-riders are not featured in the above list.

190 Abbott was born in Pennsylvania and, in 1772, was converted to Christianity through Methodist sermons.
Soon after his conversion, he became a circuit-rider and was ordained in 1790. He served in various circuits,
such as the Long Island circuit in Salem, New Jersey, and the Cecil circuit in Maryland. For more information,
see: Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 177, 201-202, 206;
and Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 21.

191 O’Kelly was born in North Carolina and was converted in 1774. He mostly ministered in Virginia and
Maryland. O’Kelly appealed to reform the MEC’s episcopal system; however, his appeal was denied, and in
response, he established the Republican Methodist Church in 1792. For more information, see: W. E.
MacClenny, The Life of Rev. James O Kelly and the Early History of the Christian Church in the South
(Raleigh, N. C.: Edwards & Broughton Printing Company, 1910), 11; and James O’Kelly, The Author’s Apology
for Protesting Against the Methodist Episcopal Government (Richmond, VVA: John Dixon for the author, 1798),
6-7, 79-87.
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Whatcoat (1736—1806),'%? George Shadford (1739-1816),% William Watters (1751
1833),%% Philip Gatch (1751-1834),'*® Freeborn Garrettson (1752—1827),%% William
M’Kendree (1757—1835),'%7 Jesse Lee (1758-1816),% Henry Smith (17??—1840),'*°® Thomas

Ware (1758-1842),2° Ezekiel Cooper (1763-1847),%! Benjamin Lakin (1767—1849),2% John

192 yWhatcoat was born in Gloucestershire, England. In 1758, he was converted through a supernatural encounter
with the Spirit of God, and he became a Methodist in 1769; soon after, Wesley ordained him and sent him,
together with Coke, to America. In 1800, he was also elected as a bishop of the MEC. For more information,
see: Phoebus, Memoirs of the Rev. Richard Whatcoat, 9-29.

198 Shadford was born in Lincolnshire, England. After his conversion, he served as a circuit-rider in England;
later, in 1773, Wesley appointed him as a circuit-rider in America; were he mostly served in Virginia. For more
information, see: Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 6, 137-181.

194 Watters was born in Maryland and, in 1771, received his conversion. In 1772, he became a circuit-rider and
was also known to be the first American-born circuit-rider; he ministered in Virginia, Pennsylvania, and
Maryland. For more information, see: Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 17, 48; and Dennis
Alonzo Watters, First American Itinerant of Methodism, William Watters (Cincinnati: by the Author and Curtis
& Jennings, 1898), 13, 32.

195 Gatch was born in Maryland. In 1773, he became a circuit-rider, and his main ministerial circuits were in
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. For more information, see: Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 6-17,
72,123, 170.

196 Garrettson was born in Maryland; in 1776, he became a Methodist circuit-rider. His main traveling circuits
were in New York, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. In spreading American Methodism, he became one of the
most renowned circuit-riders. For more information, see: Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr.
Freeborn Garrettson, 26-28; Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Fifth Edition, 35-
37, 66, 70-75; and Ezra Squier Tipple, Freeborn Garrettson (New York: Eaton & Mains, 1910), 62, 11.

197 M’Kendree was born in Virginia and became a Christian convert in 1787; he was led to become a Methodist
circuit-rider the following year. His main traveling circuits were in South Carolina, Maryland, Tennessee,
Kentucky, and Illinois. In 1808, M’Kendree was also elected as a bishop of the MEC. For more information,
see: Paine, Life and Times of William M ’Kendree: Vol. 1,17, 51, 57, 150; and Russell E. Richey, “Early
American Methodism,” in The Cambridge Companion to American Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013), 58-59.

198 | ee was born in Virginia. He was converted and became a Methodist through the preaching and mentoring of
Williams. Shortly after reaching the age of nineteen, he felt that he was called to be a circuit-rider. His first
appointment was in North Carolina in 1783. However, Lee was remembered for establishing Methodism in the
New England region and was known as the “Methodist apostle of New England.” For more information, see:
Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 10, 124, 130, 290, 295; Crook, Ireland and the Centenary of American
Methodism, 139; and Hall, American Religious Leaders, 214.

199 H, Smith was born in Maryland and became a circuit-rider in 1793. His main traveling circuits were in
Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Kentucky. For more information, see: Smith, Recollections and
Reflections of an Old Itinerant, 7-39.

200 \Ware was born in New Jersey to his Presbyterian mother. Soon after his conversion, he was appointed by
Asbury in 1783. His main places of ministry were in Virginia, New York, Delaware, Maryland, and
Pennsylvania. For more information, see: Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 13, 73,
172; and Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 119-122.

201 Cooper was born in Maryland and was converted through Garrettson’s preaching. His main appointed
circuits were in Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, and New England. For more information, see:
Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 3-18, 149.

202 _akin was born in Maryland and was converted in 1791. In 1794, he became a circuit-rider and served in
Tennessee, Alabama, and Ohio. For more information, see: Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 164-178;
William Warren Sweet, The Methodists: A Collection of Source Materials (Chicago, ILL: University of Chicago
Press, 1946), 230; and Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 267-273.
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Collins (1769-1845),2%% William Burke (1770—1855),2 Billy Hibbard (1771-1844),2%
William Beauchamp (1772-1824),2% E.F. Newell (1775-1864),%%” Henry Boehm (1775
1875),2% Thomas Smith (1776-1844),2% Jacob Young (1776-1856),?'° Lorenzo Dow (1777—
1834),21* Jacob Gruber (1778-1850),%*2 Seth Crowell (1781-1826),2'® James Bradley Finley

(1781-1856),2** Dan Young (1783-1831),2%® Charles Giles (1783-1867),%'¢ Thomas S. Hinde

203 Collins was born in New Jersey and became a circuit-rider after his conversion in 1794. He mostly served in
New Jersey and Ohio. For more information, see: Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 298-317.

204 Burke was born in Virginia. Soon after his conversion experience in 1791, he became a circuit-rider. He
mostly served in Ohio. For more information, see: Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 22-27.

205 Hibbard was born in Connecticut, and he became a circuit-rider in 1794. His circuits were primarily in New
York, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. For more information, see: Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of
B. Hibbard, 129-130; and Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 298-306.

206 Beauchamp was born in Delaware; soon after his conversion in 1810, he became a circuit-rider. His circuits
consisted mostly in Baltimore, New York, Boston and Philadelphia. For more information, see: Finley, Sketches
of Western Methodism, 248-250; and Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 235-239.

207 Newell was born in Massachusetts and was converted in 1800. He became a circuit-rider in 1806 and served
mostly in New England. For more information, see: Newell, Life and Observations of E.F. Newell, 5-41 99.

208 Boehm was the son of the famous preacher Martin Boehm who co-founded the Church of the United
Brethren in Christ denomination. Boehm was born in Pennsylvania and, in 1793, he received his conversion. In
1798, he became a circuit-rider, and his traveling circuits were in Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania. For
more information, see: Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 6-17.

209 Smijth was born in Maryland and, in 1798, became a circuit-rider. He served in Philadelphia, Maryland, and
Virginia. For more information, see: Thomas Smith and David Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of
Rev. Thomas Smith, ed. George Peck (New York: Lane & Tippett, 1848), 9-30.

210 Young was born in Pennsylvania and, in 1802, became a circuit-rider; his primary ministries were in
Kentucky, Ohio, and the West Liberty (Pittsburg) circuit. For more information, see: Young, Autobiography of a
Pioneer, 11-23, 143; and De Puy, The Methodist Year-book: 1884, 33.

211 Dow, known as “Crazy Dow,” was born in Connecticut. In 1796, he was appointed as a circuit-rider and
served in New England, Mississippi, Alabama, North Carolina, and New York; he also ministered in Canada,
Ireland, England, and the West Indies. After his death, Dow’s autobiography became the second bestselling
book in America (after the Bible) during the mid-nineteenth century. For more information, see: Dow, History
of Cosmopolite, 11-29.

212 Gruber was born in Pennsylvania and became a circuit-rider in 1800; he ministered mostly in New York,
Maryland, Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. For more information, see: William P. Strickland, The Life of
Jacob Gruber (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1860), 5-34; and Brand W. Eaton, “Jacob Gruber’s 1818 Camp
Meeting Sermon,” Methodist History 37, no. 4 (n.d.), 242-248, http://hdl.handle.net/10516/6269.

213 Crowell was born in Connecticut and, in 1801, became a circuit-rider. He ministered in New York, Vermont,
Connecticut, and Canada. For more information, see: Seth Crowell, The Journal of Seth Crowell: Containing an
Account of his Travels as a Methodist Preacher, for Twelve Years (New York: J.C. Totten, 1813), 5-24.

214 Finley was born in North Carolina. He received his conversion in 1801 in Kentucky; in 1809, he was licensed
as a circuit-rider. His main place of ministry was in Ohio. For more information, see: James Bradley Finley, Life
among the Indians; or, personal reminiscences ... illustrative of Indian life and character. ed. Rev. D. W. Clark:
Part 4, Edited by Davis Wasgatt Clark (Cincinnati: Hitchcock & Walden, 1868), 3-5, 282; and George W.
Knepper, Ohio and Its People (Ashland Kent State University Press, 2003), 165.

215 D. Young was born in New Hampshire and, soon after his conversion (mostly through the ministry of Lee),
become a circuit-rider in 1804. He was mostly known for his ministry in New England. For more information,
see: Dan Young, Autobiography of Dan Young: A New England Preacher of the Olden Time, ed. W.P.
Strickland (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1860), 13-29.

216 Giles was born in Connecticut and became a circuit-rider in 1804; his main traveling circuits were in New
England, Ohio, and New York. For more information, see: Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 11-107.
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(1785-1846),%Y" Peter Cartwright (1785-1872),2'8 Joseph Travis (1786—1858),2*° John Emory
(1789-1835),2%° Willbur Fisk (1792—-1839),%?! and Henry Bidleman Bascom (1796-1850).%2
In addition, Appendix A of this study contains a list of names, years of birth and death, and
years of appointment for every circuit-rider (within the 1770s-1830s) referenced in this

study.??3

4.9 Chapter Summary and Analysis
In order to present a clear picture of the American circuit-rider ministry, this chapter
began with the historical and structural formation of the ministry followed by biographical

introductions (in-text or footnoted) to the circuit-riders featured in this study (including

217 Hinde, known as “Theophilus Arminius,” was born in Virginia and become a circuit-rider soon after his and
his family’s conversion in 1798. He ministered in Kentucky, Illinois, Indiana, and Missouri. For more
information regarding Hinde, see: Williams Capers, “Recollections of Doctor Thomas Hinde,” The Methodist
Magazine and Quarterly Review. Volume 12, April 28, 1830, 120-128; and Thomas Hinde, “Recollections of
Mrs. Todd Hinde,” The Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review. Volume 13, December 8, 1830, 121-132.
218 Cartwright, known as the “Backwoods Preacher” and the “Lord’s Plowman,” was born in Virginia. In 1802,
he became a circuit-rider. He ministered in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Illinois. In Illinois alone, it was estimated
that he preached fifteen thousand sermons and baptized twelve thousand people. For more information, see:
Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 1-30, 74, 77, 104, 118, 277.

219 Travis was born in Maryland. In 1803, he was converted, and he became a circuit-rider in 1806. His main
circuits were in Virginia, North Carolina and South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. For more
information, see: Travis, Autobiography of the Rev. Joseph Travis, 9, 27-28; and South Methodist Episcopal
Church, Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, for the Year 1858
(Nashville, Tenn: Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 1859), 24, 80.

220 Emory was born in Maryland; he was converted in 1806 and became a circuit-rider in 1810. He ministered in
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia. Emory was known for his academic contributions to American
Methodism. For more information, see: Emory, The Life of the Rev. John Emory, 11-66.

221 Fisk was born in Vermont; in 1818, he became a Methodist circuit-rider. His main preaching circuits were in
New England. He was mostly known for his academic contributions to American Methodism. For more
information, see: George Prentice and Wilbur Fisk, Wilbur Fisk (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin and
Company, 1890), 2; and Joseph Holdich, The Life of Wilbur [Sic] Fisk, D.D.: First President of the Wesleyan
University (New York: Harper, 1842), 44.

222 Bascom was born in New York and, in 1808, he was converted. In 1813, he became a circuit-rider and
ministered in Ohio, Tennessee, and Kentucky. For more information, see: Moses Montgomery Henkle, The life
of Henry Bidleman Bascom D.D, LL. D: Late Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South (Nashville, TN:
Published for the author by E. Stevenson and F.A. Owen, 1857), 11-44; and Sprague, Annals of the American
Pulpit: Vol. VII, 534-540.

223 For a great resource regarding the early lives and ministries of circuit-riders, see: Methodist Episcopal
Church. Minutes of the Methodist Conferences: Annually Held in America from 1773 to 1813, Inclusive. Volume
the First. New York: Published by Daniel Hitt and Thomas Ware for the Methodist connexion in the United
States, 1813.
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Asbury).??* As discussed, Wesley’s legacy in appointing the circuit-riders was continued and
further developed (especially by Asbury) to match the ministerial needs of America.?%

More specifically, in order to further understand the backbone of the American
circuit-rider ministry, the beginning works of early American Methodism were introduced.
As such, the lives and ministries of a few early Methodist figures were briefly discussed.
Introductions began with the first officially appointed Methodists of the American circuit-
rider ministry (Boardman, Pilmore, and Williams), followed by introductions of the
Methodists who were not officially appointed by Wesley (Strawbridge, Embury, and Webb).
This was followed by the biographical introductions of Rankin, Coke, and Asbury
(especially).

In order to further outline the historical formation of the American circuit-rider
ministry, the first Methodist Annual Conference (which birthed the early American circuit-
rider ministry) and the Christmas Conference (which birthed the official American circuit-
rider ministry and the MEC) were both discussed. Following these two events, a list was
presented indicating the circuit-riders selected for this study; the scholarly rationale behind
the selections was also provided.

Although this chapter was chiefly designed to be a historical presentation, it can be
observed that even in this early stage of American Methodism and its official creation of the
circuit-rider ministry (and the MEC), the supernatural played a pivotal role. Circuit-riders
believed that God was working ahead of them and supernaturally setting up the main figures
and events, as in a game of chess, so that the creation of American Methodism would be
possible. For instance, this is evident in Asbury; while he is known for his instrumental role

in the official formation of the American circuit-rider ministry (and the MEC), before he was

224 For a comprehensive list of the circuit-riders referenced in this study, please see Appendix A.
225 See also: Kuiper, The Church in History, 356.
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even offered a position to serve in America by Wesley, it was the supernatural presence that
kindled a new desire in him to go and minister in America.??® Furthermore, during the
Christmas Conference, the circuit-riders noted a tangible supernatural presence within the
meeting as “the Lord... was peculiar[ly] present.”’??’

Hence, because “Methodism was launched as a Holy Spirit-infused” movement, the
creation of the circuit-rider ministry was not achieved merely through human efforts or
strategies; rather, God was leading, supporting, and guiding the circuit-riders throughout its
formation.??® Indeed, the circuit-riders believed that the circuit-rider ministry was divinely
orchestrated and set apart in its work; they declared that the early Methodists were God’s
own “people” whose mission was divine and “right” before God.?? Their work is
investigated in the upcoming chapter, which features further analysis of the circuit-riders’

personal practice and theology of the supernatural, specifically in regard to their private lives

and evangelistic enterprises.

226 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 1.

227 Coke, “The Journal of Thomas Coke, Bishop of the Methods-Episcopal Church,” 291.

228 \Wesley Covenant Association, A Firm Foundation: Hope and Vision for a New Methodist Future (Franklin,
TN: Asbury Seedbed Publishing, 2017), 57.

229 Apbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 17.
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CHAPTER 5

PRIVATE SUPERNATURALISM

This chapter is divided into three parts. Firstly, it researches the role of the
supernatural within the private lives of the circuit-riders (specifically, within their
conversions, callings, and sanctification). Secondly, it analyzes the circuit-riders’ evangelistic
strategies, which were inspired by the personal supernatural experiences in their conversions,
callings, and sanctification. Lastly, it examines the phenomena of spiritual warfare, which the
circuit-riders believed affected their private lives (in conversions, callings, and sanctification)

and their evangelistic labors.

5.1 The Supernatural in the Circuit-Riders’ Private Lives

The below section outlines private supernaturalism in the circuit-rider ministry. Thus,
it endeavors to demonstrate how supernatural phenomena served as the catalyst in circuit-
rider conversions, callings, and sanctification.
5.1.1 The Supernatural and Circuit-Rider Conversions

As specified in previous chapters, Wesley’s* and Asbury’s? first personal
(supernatural) experiences with the Spirit of God were essential to receiving their spiritual
conversions.® Similarly, the supernatural was a major factor in the personal conversions of
most other circuit-riders; in fact, the circuit-riders presented the impression of the
supernatural serving as the primary kindling force in their conversions or spiritual rebirths, in

which “the Holy Spirit had convicted* and converted people.® Indeed, Cartwright declared

! For more information regarding Wesley’s spiritual conversion, see Chapter 3 of this study.

2 For more information regarding Asbury’s spiritual conversion, see Chapter 4 of this study.

3 For more information regarding the Wesleyan and early Methodist theology (including that of the American
circuit-riders) of spiritual conversion and the full assurance of faith, see Chapter 3 of this study.

4 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 136.

® For instance, see: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 160-161.
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that the power and presence of “the Holy Spirit awaken[ed] [people’s] sensibility”® because,
as Asbury confirmed, a “conversion... was produced in the heart... by the Holy Ghost.””
Therefore, Garrettson concluded that, for the circuit-riders, it was a “privilege to have
[supernatural] evidence from God... [or] assurance that [they were] his adopted children.”®
Thus, these spiritual experiences led circuit-riders to embrace their new identities as children
of God. Typically, prior to the dawn of their ministries, the circuit-riders were introduced to
the experiential power of religion through convicting acts performed by the Spirit of God.®
Therefore, their experiences with the supernatural began their transformational journeys and
ultimately led them to their circuit-rider roles.*®

In general, these personal spiritual experiences were very intense or dramatic. For
example, Abbott’s conversion began with various divine dreams.! In one of these dreams, he
arrived in hell with demons and was about to be tortured with fire. In another dream, he saw
God and his mother in heaven; however, a voice told him in the dream that heaven was “not
for [him] yet.” After a while, Abbott experienced another divine dream; this time, he saw
Jesus Christ who declared the forgiveness of his sins. Soon afterward, the Spirit of God
suddenly descended on him “in such a manner that [he] fell flat to the floor.” This encounter
caused him to “lay” in a condition, as Abbott described, “as one strangling in blood.” Abbott
testified that he then felt the supernatural power and presence of God “running through every

part of [his] soul and body, like fire consuming the inward corruptions of [his] fallen

6 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 116.

" Holmes, The Methodist Preacher: Containing Twenty-Eight Sermons, 318.

8 Freeborn Garrettson, A Letter to the Rev. Lyman Beecher Containing Strictures and Animadversions on a
Pamphlet Entitled An Address of the Charitable Society for the Education of Indigent Pious Young Men for the
Ministry of the Gospel (New York: J.C. Totten, 1816), 24.

9 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 307; Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev.
Benjamin Abbott, 18-26; Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 32-34; Lee,
Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 10; and Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 30.

10 Wesley, Sermons, 21; Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 30; and Asbury, The Journal of
the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 38.

11 See also: H. Knight, Anticipating Heaven Below: Optimism of Grace from Wesley to the Pentecostals
(Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2014), 135.
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depraved nature.”*? According to Abbott, it was through these supernatural experiences that
he received his conversion.*?

Modern historian Rawlyk noted that, like Abbott, Garrettson “had a traumatic
conversion experience”;* he was converted as a result of divine dreams and visions along
with the audible hearing of God’s voice.'® For instance, at one point, Garrettson claimed that
he heard the “awful [awe-inspiring] voice” of God in “a human voice as loud as thunder.”
The voice commanded: “Awake, sinner, for you are not prepared to die.” During this time,
Garretson was undergoing his spiritual conversion, and he felt “the good Spirit [setting] forth
to [his] inmost mind the beauties of religion.” At another point, the Lord spoke to Garrettson
in the form of a vision, stating: “l have come once more to offer you life and salvation, and it
is the last time: [choose], or refuse.” After these words were spoken to him, Garrettson felt
that he “was instantly surrounded with a divine power: heaven and hell were disclosed to
view, and life and death were set before [him].” In light of all of these experiences,
Garrettson realized that “man hath power to choose or refuse in religious matters,” at which
point he wholeheartedly chose to receive God’s salvation and follow God by putting his
“hands together, [and crying] out, Lord, | submit.”®

Dow’s conversion also began through various divine dreams. When he was thirteen
years old, he had “a dream of the night” in which Wesley came to converse with him, urging
him to pray and seek conversion. After this “dream... from God,” Dow began to slowly seek
and pray halfheartedly and “in secret.” After some time passed, circuit-rider Hull was

scheduled to preach near Dow’s home, and “people flocked out from every quarter to hear”

12 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 8, 15, 16, 20, 33.

13 See also: Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 167-169.

14 George A. Rawlyk, “Freeborn Garrettson and Nova Scotia,” Methodist History 30, no. 3 (April 1992): xx,
http://archives.gcah.org/handle/10516/5773, 145.

15 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 11-13. See also: Knight, Anticipating
Heaven Below, 135.

16 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 28, 35-37.



135

him preach. During the sermon, Hull supernaturally “told [Dow] all [the things] that [he] ever
did.” Following this, Dow became interested in obtaining religion; thus, he prayed and fell
into a “slumber” in which he saw another dream where “two devils” grabbed him and were
taking him into “hell”; immediately after the dream, Dow “heard the voice of God” declare
that he has was not ready to die. In response, Dow earnestly prayed “for several hours,” and
during this prayer, Dow visibly “saw the Mediator [Jesus Christ] step in” to his room. Jesus
called Dow his “son” and assured him that all of his sins were “forgiven... faith ha[d] saved
[him].” Through this experience, Dow received his conversion.’

In a large religious meeting in 1801,*8 Finley experienced the Spirit of God being
poured out, causing “a peculiarly-strange sensation” such as he “had never felt before.” He
immediately fell to the ground as “a strange supernatural power” seemed to permeate his
mind. Further, it appears Finley resisted this supernatural force; however, in doing so, he
became “so weak and powerless that [he] found it necessary to sit down.” At first, Finley
disregarded these experiences and tried to excuse himself from surrendering his will to God,
claiming that these experiences were “inspired by songs and eloquent harangues.” However,
in the midst of this reasoning, he witnessed “at least five hundred swept down in a moment
[by the power of God], as if a battery of a thousand guns had been opened upon them, and
then immediately followed shrieks and shouts that rent the very heavens.” As a result, Finley
was terrified and “fled for the woods” and wished he had never attended the meeting. Soon
after this experience, another experience occurred “by the Spirit of God.” This encounter
caused him to finally remove “the scales from [his] sin-blinded eyes,” and he divinely
comprehended “the awful truth, that if [he] died in [his] sins [he] was a lost man forever.”

This revelation prompted Finley to seek God in prayer, and as his knees reached the ground,

17 Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 12-19.
18 Finley experienced his conversion during a camp-meeting. For more information regarding camp-meetings,
see Chapter 8 of this study.
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he “cried aloud for mercy and salvation, and fell prostrate.” This was his exposure to the
supernatural that resulted in his conversion experience, through which, Finley stated, “the
goodness and power of God [were] manifested.”°

In a similar fashion, Lee experienced God supernaturally. He recalled that a
“manifestation of the presence and power of God” was poured out on him, causing him to
“completely... remove all his doubts, and enable[d] him to say, ‘now | know in whom |
believe.”” This experience led to his spiritual conversion and full “assurance” of faith;
thenceforth, he was ready to share the gospel with the world.?°

Watters received his conversion after hearing a Methodist sermon about new birth.
This conversion “was a notable miracle” because, after praying to God, the Spirit’s
“supernatural power penetrated every faculty of [his] soul and body,” and he proclaimed that
the prophetic words of Malachi 3:3 “were literally fulfilled in [his] conversion to God.”
Moreover, the apparent transformational effect in Watters’s life was ““so undeniable to all
present that they appeared greatly affected and confident that the Lord had descended in the
power of his Spirit and wrought a glorious work” in Watters, which encouraged and verified
to the people that God was visibly working in their midst.?

During a circuit-rider meeting, the Holy Spirit was reportedly poured out. After much
distress and prayer, Burke was touched in a profound way, and the Spirit caused him to fall
down “senseless to the floor.” Following this spiritual encounter, he began to “recollect” that
he had been on his “feet giving glory to God in loudest strains, to the astonishment of many.”
Soon after these experiences, “God gave [him] the witness of the Spirit,” meaning that he

received his spiritual conversion.??

19 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 167-169, 191.

20 | ee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 10.

21 Watters, First American Itinerant of Methodism, William Watters, 30-32.
22 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 25-26.
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Hibbard described his supernatural encounter during his conversion. After much
distress resulting from the “wicked” life that he lived, Hibbard experienced fear that he would
be condemned to hell; thus, he sought God and prayed for forgiveness. After one of his
prayers in which he “kneeled down and closed his eyes, with [his] hands uplifted toward the
heavens,” he encountered a vision wherein he “saw Jesus Christ at the right hand of God
looking down upon [him], and God the Father looking upon him.” On perceiving his gaze,
Hibbard felt that Jesus had “removed the burden of [his] sins.” Jesus then spoke to him,
saying: “Be faithful unto death and this shall be thy place of rest [referring to heaven].” For
Hibbard, this was considered to be a miraculous revelation, and he testified that he “never
had seen Jesus Christ before, nor heard his voice, nor ever had a sense of [Jesus’] intercession
at the right hand of God for [himself] till now.” However, later on, Hibbard struggled with
the idea of predestination (that he was not elected to be saved) coupled with, it seems,
demonic impressions that led him to doubt his spiritual rebirth or conversion until, at another
point, the Lord spoke to him “with an audible voice” that was “as plain as it could have been
spoken to [his] outward ears.” Jesus assured Hibbard that “any poor sinner” who believes
“may be saved” as salvation is a universal gift “which God gives to every [individual]” who
is willing to repent and live in accordance with the gospel. This encounter finalized Hibbard’s
conversion and served as confirmation that the election “doctrine was false; for it
contradicted the Scriptures.”?

Cartwright encountered his conversion during a large religious meeting.?* One
Methodist circuit-rider “preached with great power,” followed by an outpouring of “the
power of God... wonderfully displayed.” This caused Cartwright to experience conviction

and a desire for conversion. Thus, he “went, with weeping multitudes, and bowed before the

23 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 9, 19-24, 28-39, 41-42.
24 As with Finley, Cartwright was converted during a camp-meeting. For more information regarding camp-
meetings, see Chapter 8 of this study.
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stand, and earnestly prayed for mercy.” During this time, Cartwright recorded a supernatural
impression “as though a voice” said to him that his “sins [were] all forgiven.” After this
encounter, Cartwright had another supernatural encounter in which a “divine light flashed all
round [him, bringing him] unspeakable joy in [his] soul.” The experience continued as he
rose to his feet, feeling as if he were “in heaven,” and he and his family praised God for this
conversion.?®

During Young’s conversion, he was touched by “a glorious display of Divine power”
wherein he “could compare it to nothing but a storm of wind.” Upon encountering this
phenomenon, Young’s tears began to flow, and he felt that he “had lost the power of speech.”
The experience continued, however, as his “knees became feeble, and [he] trembled like
Belshazzar.” This divine influence increased until he began to lose his “strength” and,
ultimately, as he “fell upon the floor—the great deep of [his] heart appeared to be broken up.”
Following this encounter, he returned home weeping where he “fell upon the floor, and there
[he] lay many hours, having no recollection of anything that passed.” During this
supernatural experience, he saw a vision of a divine light from heaven that miraculously
brought him “from the power of darkness into the kingdom of God’s dear Son.” Through
these supernatural encounters, Young indicated that he received his conversion.?

Thus, as illustrated in the above examples, it is evident that the supernatural was vital
to the spiritual conversions of the circuit-riders. Further, it should be noted that these
supernatural conversion experiences are also described in the Bible as a necessary step in
becoming a Christian. Indeed, the circuit-riders understood, drawing from biblical principles,
that after individuals received spiritual conversion, though they were still natural humans,

they became children of the “heavenly Father”?” who, through Jesus Christ, gave them “the

%5 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 13.
%6 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 41-43.
27 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 261.
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Holy Spirit” who spiritually lived within them and “led” them.?® This is evident in John 3:5-
6, in which Jesus stated: “Truly, truly, | say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit,
he cannot enter the kingdom of God.” Hence, the circuit-riders’ conversion experiences
enabled them to be “born of the Spirit.””?°

To summarize this section, circuit-riders experienced their conversions supernaturally
through the intervention of “the power of the Holy Ghost.”* As Burke personally discovered,
for an individual to be converted, they needed to somehow experience the spiritual “ecstasy”
or immeasurable joy that confirmed that they were, indeed, “born again” of the Spirit.3
Often, conversions were quite dramatic in nature and many times featured supernatural
powers that overshadowed their souls and bodies.3? Also, it was demonstrated that early
Methodists*® considered conversion to be an “unmerited and merciful favor of God” derived
from “the powerful operation of the Holy Spirit.”%*

Further, Giles testified that it was “the supernatural work of regeneration” that
enabled the circuit-riders to become children of God.* This new identity as children of God
was not something that was received through mere human knowledge; rather, it was received
through the Holy Spirit in their conversions.® Consequently, personally experiencing God’s
conversion became the foundation on which circuit-riders further built their Christian faith; it

became the beginning of their spiritual journey.®

28 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 164.

29 Holmes, The Methodist Preacher: Containing Twenty-Eight Sermons, 57.

30 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 18.

31 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 26.

32 For instance, see: Watters, First American Itinerant of Methodism, William Watters, 30-32.

33 Hereinafter, when referring to “early Methodism” or “Methodists,” unless otherwise specified, these terms
describe early American Methodism and American Methodists from the 1770s-1830s.

34 Holmes, The Methodist Preacher: Containing Twenty-Eight Sermons, 312. See also: Cooper, Beams of Light
on Early Methodism in America, 18.

% Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 80. See also: Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 119.
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James B. Finley, 167-169; Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 27-29; Hibbard,
Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 19-23; and Watters, First American Itinerant of Methodism,
William Watters, 30.

37 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 41-43; Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 13-15; Giles, Pioneer: A
Narrative, 81-83; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 180; Cooper, Beams of Light on Early
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Moreover, like Wesley, the early Methodists believed that if those who professed to
be followers of Christ had “not the Spirit of Christ [living in them] ... [then] none [of them
were] his.”®® Indeed, if individuals identified as Christian but never witnessed the “renewing
grace”* performed by “the power of the Holy Ghost,”*° then it could be argued that those
individuals were not his children as they had not personally experienced God. Moreover,
according to circuit-rider theology, if people did not belong to Christ, then they must “belong
to the devil, for they two [Christ and the devil] share the world between them.”**! Thus, for
circuit-riders, the need for people to experience personal conversions became paramount
because, through these experiences, people were transferred from the devil’s kingdom of
darkness “into the kingdom of God.”*2

Indeed, through their conversion experiences, the circuit-riders (similar to Wesley)
understood that they had escaped the fires of hell and found the narrow road, in Jesus Christ,
that led to heaven.*® They admittedly considered salvation to be their greatest treasure, even
greater than their own earthly lives.** Thus, the supernatural became the inspiration for the

circuit-riders to willingly “choose” God, followed by the laying down of their past lifestyles

Methodism in America, 20; Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 18-19; and Smith and Dailey, Experience and
Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 17-18.

38 Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 6, 49.

39 Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 119.

40 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 18.

41 Jackson, Lives of the Early Methodist Preachers: Vol.1, 114,

“2 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 292.

43 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 7-12; Garrettson, The
Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 42-44; Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 42; and
Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 26. Spiritual freedom, in the life of the circuit-rider, is scripturally
supported, especially in Jesus’ statement in John 8:34-36: “Truly, truly, I tell you, everyone who sins is a slave
to sin. A slave is not a permanent member of the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So, if the Son sets you
free, you will be free indeed.”

44 Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 100-101. Also, this notion is scripturally supported; in
fact, Jesus emphasized being a Christian’s first love. He stated the following in Matthew 10:37-39: “Anyone
who loves his father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more
than Me is not worthy of Me; and anyone who does not take up his cross and follow Me is not worthy of Me.
Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.” At the same time, see
also Revelation 2:4-6.
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and perspectives while replacing them with a willingness to pursue their newfound religion
wholeheartedly.*

However, some members of other mainline denominations (such as Presbyterians and
Congregationalists) did not approve of Methodist experiential conversion; thus, they
“denounceld] it as [the theology of] an impostor, and a ‘damnable heresy.””” These critics
argued that this theology was merely a form of “self-conversion”*® and that those who
accepted it were operating under a “delusive spirit.” Nevertheless, the circuit-riders
maintained that the conversion experience served as authentic “evidence of pardon and
[brought] peace to the mind.”*

5.1.2 The Supernatural and Circuit-Rider Ministerial Callings

Just as the supernatural became the catalyst in circuit-rider conversions, it also
became the catalyst in circuit-rider callings. As indicated in their personal journals, it was
divine supernatural occurrences that exposed the circuit-riders’ callings to become ministers
of the gospel. Indeed, their callings (and giftings) were indicated by the “motion of the Holy
Spirit,”*® which was often followed by strong spiritual “convictions™* in their hearts.>® Some
circuit-riders were reportedly instructed by God’s audible voice to go into the world and,
despite the anticipated hardships, share the gospel message.>! Regardless, Scudder explained

that “every itinerant” (or circuit-rider) in the early Methodist undertaking “felt that he was

45 Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-over District: The Social and Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion in
Western New York, 1800-1850 (Reprint) (New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1965), 27. See also: Merritt, “Letters
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Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 132-133; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B.
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47 Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 14, 324.
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called and directed in his work by God.” As demonstrated below, the circuit-riders’
“impulsion to preach was a real inspiration from above.”>2

While, in their callings, most circuit-riders experienced an array of strong spiritual
impressions and ministerial convictions, which were largely considered to be the result of
“divine supervision® or were “understood to be a divine” product of “the Holy Spirit,”>*
some experiences can be considered more “dramatic” in nature than others.>® Thus, for the
purpose of this study, the following section predominantly includes testimonies arguably
more dramatic in substance.

Travis classified his calling to be a circuit-rider as “divine.” Even when he was a
young boy and never anticipated becoming a circuit-rider, he “dreamed that there were
twelve preachers,” including Asbury, in his father’s home. One of the preachers scooped
Travis onto his lap, explaining that he “must go with them” and become a circuit-rider.
According to Travis, the dream indicated that he was gifted and called to be a preacher and
that he must not bury the preaching “talent that the Lord ha[d] given [him].” Later in his life,
Travis prayed that if it truly was God’s will for him to become a circuit-rider, then God
“would give [him] a token by L. Dow,” who was scheduled to soon preach in his
neighborhood. Travis attended Dow’s preaching, and during his sermon, suddenly, Dow
“with his finger pointed at [Travis], sa[id], ‘There stands a young man that the Lord intends
to make a preacher.”” This answered Travis’s prayer and confirmed that the Lord was
divinely calling him to join the circuit-rider ministry and share the gospel; at the same time,

his childhood dream was confirmed.®®

52 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 339.
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After Abbott received his conversion, he understood that his calling as a circuit-rider
was directed by God. He claimed that God instructed him by saying: “You must join the
Methodists, for they are my people, and they are right.” After this and a few other occasions,
he was “fully convinced, that a dispensation of the Gospel was committed to [him].” As a
final confirmation, Abbott saw a divine dream in which God stated: ““You must go and
preach, for you must speak for me.” Upon hearing this, he experienced a mysterious
sensation as though his “outward and inward man were both animated,” causing him to feel
“as if [he] could have sprung from the bed to the fire, which was about fifteen feet.” Thus,
Abbott began to preach the gospel.>’

Giles expressed that, while standing near his father’s house, he felt that “the forest
was hewn down around it,” and immediately, “the Spirit of God came down upon [him].”
This spiritual visitation brought about a “mysterious manner” in which Giles felt that God
had “called [him] to preach the everlasting gospel.” This ministerial calling was confirmed
through God’s “perceptible, inward voice,” to which Giles replied with “a willingness of
mind to do whatsoever [his] Lord and Master required at [his] hands.” Hence, it was at this
time that Giles became “an ambassador for Christ” and felt that he was entrusted “with the
great message of salvation to a fallen world.”®

Following Hibbard’s conversion, he confessed that whenever he had the opportunity
to publicly engage “in prayer and exhortation,” he felt that his “soul was truly happy in God.”
Hence, Hibbard knew that God had called and gifted him to preach. However, in response,
Hibbard “would s[it] down and weep, and pray [to] the Lord to take those [spiritual]
impressions” of preaching away from him. Even those who knew him recognized that God

was calling Hibbard to preach, but Hibbard insisted that he could not “travel and preach.”

57 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 17, 24.
%8 Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 82.
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This struggle continued until he divinely “dreamed that [he] came... into an open field” and
saw people waiting for him “to come and administer the sacrament” to them. In this dream,
while all were engaged in prayer, the heavens “open[ed]” and Hibbard saw “Jesus at the right
hand of God, and the Heavenly hosts surrounding the throne, adoring the Father and Son in
the most sublime strains.” He then felt that his soul “caught the heavenly fire,” and in his
sleep, he “began to clap [his] hands, and cried out, glory.” After he awoke, he further
received a spiritual “impression” regarding the meaning of the dream that confirmed that God
would meet all of his ministerial needs because “whom God calls, he qualifies.”

However, Hibbard later began to doubt his dream; thus, he “fasted and prayed” so that
the Lord might “deliver” him from “those impressions to preach.” Since the impressions
would not leave him, Hibbard then prayed to the Lord that if his “impressions to preach were
from [God], [he] might open the Bible on some text, clearly expressing the duty of one called
of God to preach.” However, if God was not calling him to preach, then Hibbard asked that
he would open the Bible on some text that would express the need of “running before [he]
was sent.” He closed his eyes, opened his Bible, and found his finger on the biblical passage
of “Ezekiel iii. 17, 18,” which reads: “I [God] have made thee a watchman... therefore, hear
the word at my mouth... to warn the wicked from his wicked way, to save his life.” Soon
after this confirmation, Hibbard revealed these spiritual experiences to his wife, repented of
his “Jonah-like” attitude, and decided to become a circuit-rider.>®

During Finley’s conversion process, he heard the audible voice of God “as though
someone had spoken to [him, saying:] ‘Go preach my Gospel.”” Finley, in awe, instantly
responded to God’s calling by replying: “Yes, Lord, if thou wilt go with me.” Immediately
after these experiences, Finley “did not stop to confer with flesh and blood” but rushed out

“as fast as [he] could” to fulfill his new calling. Beginning with his “nearest neighbor... [he]

59 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 123-135.
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called all the family together” and described to them the spiritual work that the Lord “had
done for [his] soul.” This incident was instrumental in Finley’s calling to preach the gospel.°

Cooper was called by God through hearing a “forcibly impressed” voice which said:
“Am not | He that sendeth by whom I will send? Dost thou doubt my promise?”” God
explained to Copper that he only needed to “open [his] mouth,” and God would divinely “fill
it” with the necessary words and signs so that people could be convinced and spiritually
converted. Further, God presented Cooper with a ministerial commission to “go forth and...
declare salvation in [Jesus’] name.” After this experience, Cooper “wore away to a mere
skeleton; many thought [he] would die. [He] continued in this low condition for several
months, being incapable of any business” until he chose to accept his divine call to be a
circuit-rider. However, Cooper first petitioned to “the Lord [that if he] would restore [him] to
[his] former [healthy] state of body and mind, [then Cooper] would preach, provided [that he]
felt the same impressions to it.” Hence, Cooper was restored, and it was “more than ever
confirmed in the impression that it was the will of God that [he] should preach.”
Consequently, Cooper became a circuit-rider.®*

Garrettson’s divine calling began when he heard the Lord speak to him with “that
same blessed voice which had spoken to [him in the past].” This voice spoke to him of the
issue of slavery, insisting that it was not right for people to keep their “fellow-creatures in
bondage... [they] must let the oppressed go free.” Prior to this revelation, although
Garrettson was not a slave owner, he had “never suspected that the practice of slave-keeping
was wrong.” Following this spiritual encounter, however, a desire grew in Garrettson “to
spread [his] Redeemer’s glory to the ends of the world.” Hence, as Garrettson was “brought

into gospel liberty,” he believed that it was his divine “duty to open religious meetings in

%0 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 180.
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several places” and share the liberating gospel. Thenceforth, Garrettson began to practically
preach the gospel to his “friends... neighbors... [and] families.” However, he had not been
preaching long before he felt “weary of life”; thus, he prayed intensely for God’s further
guidance and slept and dreamed. In his dream, he struggled with the devil (there was also a
“good angel” later present in the dream). The struggle continued until he wholeheartedly
declared: “I am willing to go and preach [the] gospel.” When he awoke from the dream, all of
his weariness and “every cloud was dispersed, and [his] soul was enraptured with the love of
[his] Savior.”®? From this final divine encounter, Garrettson was fully convinced of his
calling to be a circuit-rider. Indeed, after becoming a circuit-rider, Bangs recorded
Garretson’s vocational conviction that the Holy Spirit had “set [him] apart... for the work of
the ministry.”®

Gatch, who “felt that [he] was called to exercise the gift of exhortation,” made some
wrong decisions after his conversion that he attributed to bringing him to “a bed of affliction”
that was so severe that many thought he would soon die. However, while in this state, Gatch
prayed and, in his “extremity, like Jonah, [he] promised the Lord that if he would spare [him,
he] would speak his word” by becoming a circuit-rider. Following this, the Lord gave him a
dream wherein he “used a certain remedy and recovered.” After Gatch “awoke, [he] told [his]
dream, the remedy was provided, and [he] at once began to [miraculously] recover.” For
Gatch, the divine dream and healing were the final confirmation that he should become a
circuit-rider.%

Following Dow’s conversion, during a time of prayer, he felt that God spoke “words

[that] were suddenly impressed on [his] mind,” saying: “Go ye into all the world and preach
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the gospel to every creature.” However, Dow resisted these impressions to preach,
rationalizing that he was only “a child” and ““an ignorant, illiterate youth.” Time went on and
the impressions and resistance continued until, at one point, Dow “was seized with an
unusual weakness” and could not see; his physicians and friends believed he would “die.”
However, Dow prayed and, “beyond the expectation of all,” God “rebuked the disorder” and
his health began to be “restore[d]” until he was completely healed. Dow then again had
“strong impressions” from God to preach and, this time, he responded by fasting; “on the 23d
day” of his fast, God confirmed Dow’s calling though “an uncommon [spiritual] manner [in
which the] light of God’s countenance shined forth into [his] soul.” This experience “fully
convinced” Dow that he was called to preach, and “all [his] doubts and fears... [were
replaced] with [God’s] love.” After overcoming some resistance from “the enemy,” Dow
became a circuit-rider.®®

Smith’s calling began with a divine dream in which he was going upward into heaven
while the conductor (a spiritual being) was going back down to earth. The conductor told
him: ““You cannot go to heaven now the Lord has a work for you to do.” However, Smith
considered this dream to be insufficient proof of his divine circuit-rider calling; therefore, he
later “fasted and prayed” and became “moved by the Holy Ghost to minister in holy things,
and to preach the unsearchable riches of Christ.” Smith then became a circuit-rider.%®

The (unofficial) traveling Methodist preacher Jea recorded an unusual story of his
calling through a divine vision. Initially, Jea desired to minister to the world, but he felt that
he was not equipped to do so because he did not speak or read the languages of the people to
whom he wanted to minister (English and Dutch). However, this changed after Jea

experienced a vision in which the Lord sent an angel to teach him to read, saying: “[You]

% Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 21-28.
% Smith and Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 17-18.
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desired to read and understand this book [the Bible], and to speak the language of it both in
English and Dutch; | will therefore teach [you], and now read.” Furthermore, Jea testified that
the angel instructed him on how to read, beginning with the first chapter of the biblical book
of John. After successfully reading the whole chapter, both the angel and the Bible were
“gone in the twinkling of an eye.” This experience “astonished [Jea] very much,” especially
since it became “dark immediately” after they departed. Jea considered this encounter to be a
sign that he should become a preacher, and thenceforth, he was able to read, speak, and
minister in both English and Dutch.%’

Thus, whether through an audible hearing of the voice of God or through various
supernatural impressions or dreams, the circuit-riders were spiritually steered toward
becoming ministers. They felt that they were supernaturally set apart or “called [by] God to
preach” and share their personally experienced gospel with the lost world around them.®8
Hence, the supernatural was instrumental in inspiring, preparing, and sending the circuit-
riders to their ministerial destinations.®

However, at that time, an individual typically became a minister of a mainline
denomination by undergoing various denominational and, especially, educational
requirements.” In this, the circuit-riders were distinct because exclusively educational
ministerial qualifications were seen by the early Methodists as “a hindrance.” Instead, they

promoted spiritual “experience”’* as the “satisfactory evidence”’? of an individual’s calling,
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and it was the “sole... criterion for admittance into the rninistry.”73 Indeed, as Cartwright
expressed, it was understood by the circuit-riders that “God... [would] qualify [a minister] for
the work [even] if he never saw a college.”’* Asbury confirmed this by stating that circuit-
riders were not in much need of “the learned” as these ministers tended to depend on human
strength as King Saul depended on his “armor”; instead, Asbury declared that the circuit-
riders should depend on God’s strength, and in doing so, they would receive their spiritual
“sling and the stone” that would cause “the gigantic Goliath [to] fall.”™

While the circuit-riders largely did not resemble mainline Protestant ministries, in
ways they did resemble the ministry of the Apostolic Church. For instance, they believed
that, in their callings, circuit-riders underwent experiences similar to the apostle Paul or “Saul
of Tarsus.” Saul was called supernaturally when God took hold of him and shook “him a
while over hell, then knock[ed] the scales from his eyes” and commissioned him “to preach
Jesus and the resurrection.” Just as Saul’s calling was purely spiritual, “without any previous
[Christian] theological training,” so it was with the circuit-riders; God called them
supernaturally, reminding them that their strength was not in education, but rather, as in the
Apostolic Age, it was in his power and presence.’® Thus, the personal supernatural
experiences in circuit-rider callings (including their spiritual conversions) became paramount
as, even in the face of future ministerial difficulties, these experiences of God’s power and
presence served as an encouragement to further fulfill their callings as they “settled into an

acquiescence to the Divine will” for their lives.”

3 Patrick W. Carey, “Education, Theology: United States,” in Encyclopedia of Protestantism: 4-volume Set
(New York: Facts on File, 2005), 209. See also: Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn
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At the same time, it should be noted that while the supernatural played a crucial role
in prompting the circuit-riders’ ministerial callings, according to circuit-rider testimonies and
their Arminian theology, they were willing to choose and respond to their divine callings
themselves.’® Indeed, they believed that God, although he called them, offered them a choice
(and did not force them) in regard to whether they would accept his calling.” However, since
the supernatural experiences of the circuit-riders were so influential, although they had a
responsive choice, it became difficult for them to resist their callings and “not preach the
Gospel.”®

Also, their spiritual experiences made them feel accountable and aware of the need to
fulfill their callings.! It was their belief that God was truly almighty, and as he was revealing
to them his wish and purpose for their future, some circuit-riders, such as Finley, felt that if
they rejected this call, God might be dissatisfied with them.? This assumption further added
to their list of reasons for responding to God’s calling and preventing any future regret in
rejecting the call they felt so evidently laid upon them.

5.1.3 The Supernatural in Sanctification and a Biblically-Oriented Lifestyle

After experiencing the supernatural in both their conversions and callings, the circuit-
riders also recorded feeling a distinct supernatural longing for personal holiness. Thus,
inspired and motivated by their extraordinary transformational experiences, the circuit-riders
willingly chose to be continuously sanctified in relationship with the Spirit of God; in

accordance with the scriptural writings, they desired to maintain a holy, biblically-oriented

78 Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 130. See also: Holmes, The Methodist Preacher: Containing Twenty-Eight
Sermons, 135.

79 See: Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 38-41.
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lifestyle.®® As noted in Chapter 3, the early Methodists (in England and America) understood
sanctification to be “that work of the Holy Spirit by which the child of God is cleansed” or
becomes holy “from all inbred sin” through constant “faith in Jesus Christ.”® As the
Methodist eyewitness and nineteenth-century historian Goss declared, circuit-riders clearly
emphasized “sanctification of the Spirit, consecration to God, resignation to the Divine will,
and love and charity to [their] neighbor.” Further, for the circuit-riders, sanctification was not
merely “a doctrine” to be “believed and preached,” but it was “inwardly experienced”®®
through the post-conversion indwelling of the “renewing Spirit of holiness.””®® Thus, in their
spiritual transformation, relationship with the Spirit of God (along with biblical guidelines)
became the circuit-riders’ main component in cultivating their Christian identity.®’

For the circuit-riders, the process of sanctification or holiness played such a vital role
that even if individuals had experienced all of the supernatural phenomena of “religion... [or]
spiritual life,” if they did not also demonstrate “a strong disposition for holiness,” then their
Christianity was considered “delusive.” Circuit-riders believed that “real” Christian religion
consisted of “real holiness” that was derived from the process of sanctification.®® One of the
ways that the circuit-riders sought to maintain a gradual spiritual transformation was through
their personal devotions. For instance, like other prominent Methodists of the time, Asbury

practiced a strict and methodical devotional life.® In fact, Wigger claimed that one of

8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 274; and Watters, A Short Account of the
Christian Experience, 137. For more information regarding the biblical role of the Spirit and its connection with
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Asbury’s “central” goals was to maintain his solid devotional lifestyle.®® At times, the
majority of Asbury’s “day was spent in private devotion” with the “expectation that [his]
whole body [might] be full of light” or holiness from God.**

It appears that circuit riders’ devotional lives mainly consisted of reading® and
praying.®® Regarding Asbury’s devotions, aside from reading the available theological books
of the day, his main reading focus was the Bible. Even throughout his busy schedule, Asbury
strove to allot daily time for reading the Bible; at times, he would read “six chapters every
day.”% Indeed, circuit-riders practiced reading so that they could increase their theological
knowledge and further know God’s character, thus leading them to a closer relationship with
God while enabling them to maintain a biblically-oriented lifestyle.%

Regarding personal prayers, circuit-riders were very active in maintaining their prayer
lives.% For instance, at times, Asbury would “spend whole nights in prayer.” Other times, he
prayed up to “twelve times,” and other times, he proclaimed “a fast, with prayer, for the
Methodists, the health of the city, the general church, and the continent.” Through their
prayer lifestyle, circuit-riders sought to experience more of the power and presence of God

and be “filled with comfort under all [of their] trials”;*” hence, they “mourned and wept,

% Wigger, American Saint, 117.
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fasted, prayed, and truly longed to be sanctified throughout, soul, body, and spirit.”%
Furthermore, in their prayers, the circuit-riders diligently sought to be “filled with his Holy
Spirit” and “feel” God’s power and presence “like a holy flame” so that they could live to be
“more spiritual” and more “holy in heart and life.”” Asbury considered prayer to be “the sword
of the preacher, the life of the Christian, the terror of hell, and the devil’s plague.”®® Asbury
also believed that without “fervent prayer... a man [could] not continue [to be] qualified to
preach the Gospel”;1% thus, he found himself in “need to pray without ceasing.”%!

In essence, while circuit-riders humanly sought sanctification, it was the power of the
Spirit that actually enabled them to be sanctified;%? Asbury expressed that “grace, almighty
[spiritual] grace, must keep [him], otherwise all [efforts toward holiness, such as] reading,
praying, and labours of every kind, would be ineffectual.”'% Hence, it is evident that the
“instantaneous power'%* of the Spirit impelled the circuit-riders to desire sanctification,
approach sanctification, and maintain a rich biblically-oriented lifestyle.’® This was achieved
mainly through “steadfastly behold[ing] the divine glory” and supernaturally experiencing “a

renewal of nature, a sanctification [given] through the Spirit.”% Therefore, the circuit-riders
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zealously sought to grow in “inward spiritual power,”*%” according to biblical principles, with
the “hope to see much of the power of God.”%

Thus, the power of the gospel (experienced through the Spirit of God) gave them new
“meaning”; for some, after their conversions, they experienced shame in even reflecting on
the ungodly actions that they had practiced in the past, but they were constantly pressed to
change and become holier in their choices and lifestyles while being sustained by the
supernatural.1®® However, the circuit-riders believed that without “the power of religion,” it
was not possible for them to be sanctified or maintain a deep biblically-oriented lifestyle;
their spiritual food was the direct strengthening power of the Spirit.*° Asbury felt that “the
operations of grace” enabled “believers to make advances in the Divine life” or
sanctification.''! This was also confirmed by Cooper who recalled that, at one point in his life
and ministry, he “felt the power of God sensibly” enabling him to sustain a biblically-
oriented lifestyle.1!2

The circuit-riders, such as Gatch, also recommended that, in pursing sanctification,
believers “ought always to keep in memory that” their spiritual ““sufficiency is of God” as
God’s kingdom is not only one of “word, but [of] power” in the presence of the “Holy
Ghost.” Moreover, Gatch implied that Christians need the Pentecost powers in order to
strengthen their souls and reach sanctification because “God knew that it was necessary for”
those in the book of Acts “in Jerusalem [to be] endued with power from on high,” and so it
was also necessary for the Christians of his day to be partakers of the same spiritual power so

that they could maintain a holy and a biblical lifestyle.!'® Largely through this mentality,
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American Methodism came to be considered “the means under God... of lifting this wicked,

disquieted world into a purer, serener, and diviner region.”*'*

5.2 Circuit-Rider Evangelistic Strategies

As demonstrated, the supernatural played a vital role within the circuit-riders’ private
lives (specifically, in their conversions, callings, and sanctification). Thus, this section of the
chapter endeavors to illustrate how the supernatural was also crucial in forming the circuit-
riders’ evangelistic strategies. Indeed, it was through the circuit-riders’ personal supernatural
experiences (in their conversions, callings, and sanctification) that such strategies were
formed and implemented.

Evangelism was the focus of the circuit-rider ministry; it included all of the
organizational strategies and designated structures for accomplishing their mission of
witnessing and reaching out to the world around them.%® Thus, evangelism included the
labors of creating, riding, and managing specific circuits (presented in Chapter 4), organizing
various evangelistic indoor and outdoor meetings (presented in Chapter 8), and sharing
sermons (presented below).!1

Circuit-rider evangelism was inspired by Wesley but was further led and developed
by the American circuit-riders (mainly Asbury) who held that it was their Christian duty to
share this experiential gospel with a world in need of God.!" It was their belief that they were
spiritually free to live on earth (with the assurance of eternal salvation) so that others could
receive this spiritual freedom. As demonstrated by their lives, the circuit-riders’ implemented

Wesley’s moto: “You have nothing to do but to save souls. Therefore, spend and be spent in
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this work.”**® Moreover, even during the first American Methodist General Conference (in
1784), circuit-riders declared themselves to be an active ministry seeking to save the lost.°
This conviction was reflected in their official statement: “Our Call is to save that which is
lost. Now we cannot expect them to seek us. Therefore, we should go and seek them.”?°

The circuit-riders believed that their greatest privilege was to lay down (self-sacrifice)
their own lives for the good of others (especially in conversion and the salvation of souls).*?
Thus, it was said that there was “no class” that “more identified with Christ in effort for the
salvation of the lost than the ministry [of the circuit-riders].”*?> Watters declared that, since
the time that he “first knew the Lord,” he never saw “anything in this world worth living an
hour for,” except ministering the gospel, thereby preparing for the “glorious kingdom, which
shall be revealed at the appearing of our Lord and [Savior] Jesus Christ.”*?® Through this
principle, the circuit-riders were imitating their God, Jesus Christ, who laid down his own life
for the sake of others.!?* In “spread[ing]... the Gospel,”!? the circuit-riders hoped that, as it
changed them and gave them salvation, it would do the same for the world.1%
5.2.1 Evangelistic Conditions in the Early American Republic

Politically, the period of the Early American Republic was known for its
establishment of a constitutional and “checks and balances” governmental system (containing

the legislative, executive, and judicial branches).?” Economically, this period was known for
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its capitalist development and budding industrial achievements that caused economic growth
(for example, America was able to purchase the Louisiana Territory from France); slavery
played a part in this development, as well.}?® Socially and psychologically, the country
encouraged “nationalism”*?° and a mindset of equality and independence through challenging
(hierarchical) authorities.**® During this time, pioneer families were in the process of settling
into unexplored frontier territory with the hope of beginning a new and better life.*3* Further,
the general public (especially on the frontier) was known to have received little formal
education (with the exception of the clergy).%?

The circuit-rider ministry seems to have adapted well to these conditions of the Early
Republic. For instance, the circuit-riders sought to share the gospel in every populated place,
especially on the frontier but also in both rural and urban settings; indeed, as Feinman
declared, the circuit-riders endeavored to cover “a vast territory rather than being rooted in a
single locality.”**® Further, as America was establishing capitalism or a “free market”
economy, a sort of religious market was also being formed. For instance, besides
Presbyterian, Congregationalist, and Episcopal religious groups, there arose other religious

groups, such as Methodist, Baptist, Mormon, Moravian, and Mennonite (Anabaptist).t3*
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Individuals had the opportunity to choose the religious group that they deemed most fitting
for them.**®

The circuit-riders distinguished themselves from other groups in their active
evangelistic pursuits through the use of circuits (a system that was admired for its practicality
and accessibility);**® the circuits and other Methodist evangelistic strategies were also
attractive due to the characteristic supernatural displays that often accompanied the circuit-
rider ministry.3” Additionally, the circuit-riders distinguished themselves from traditional
ministers or “university trained clergymen” by wearing clothing that identified them with the
common people and by sleeping outdoors and staying as guests in the homes of the people to
whom they ministered. The circuit-riders’ lack of formal education was also specifically
appealing to the American pioneers because they were considered to be uneducated ministers
ministering to uneducated people. In this way, they were able to understand and relate to the
lifestyles, dreams, and struggles of the typical early American. In other words, they spoke the
language of the common people. Indeed, this proved to be effective for their ministerial
success.™*®

To summarize this section, the circuit-riders’ evangelistic strategies (circuits,
sermons, and meetings) matched the Early Republic’s structures and circumstances; this was
another confirmation for them that they were, indeed, set apart to minister in America for
“such a time [as this].”** Finley confirmed that the circuit-rider ministry was a God-driven
movement formed specifically for spreading the gospel during the “circumstances of the

[Early Republic].”4

135 See also: Edwin S. Gaustad and Leigh Schmidt, The Religious History of America: The Heart of the
American Story from Colonial Times to Today (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2002), 163-165.

136 Noll, The Old Religion in a New World, 60.

137 John H. Wigger, “Holy, ‘Knock-’Em-Down’ Preachers,” Christianity Today, 1995,
https://www.christianitytoday.com/history/issues/issue-45/holy-knock-em-down-preachers.html; and Ahlstrom,
A Religious History of the American People, 436-437.

138 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 34, 58, 104-106, 150-154, 162, 190.

139 M’Ferrin, History of Methodism in Tennessee. Vol. I, 323.

140 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 368-369.



159

5.2.2 Evangelism and the Supernatural

Regarding evangelism and the supernatural, for the circuit-riders, recounting to
audiences their own supernatural experiences became an essential asset in their evangelistic
(and preaching) strategies.'** Echoing Wesley, and as they gleaned from their own spiritual
experiences, the circuit-riders held that without the intervention of the Holy Spirit, humanity
could not be saved as human intellect was darkened and could not comprehend the gospel by
mere reason or logic.}*? In other words: “The darkness of the human intellect with regard to
religion, the depravity and deceitfulness of the heart, as also man’s total incapability to do
anything conducive to his salvation without supernatural direction and aid, are truths
obviously exemplified in the conduct of fallen man.”*® Therefore, throughout their lives and
missions, it was paramount for the circuit-riders to heavily rely on the “demonstration”4* of
divine manifestations.1*> As Asbury suggested to a fellow circuit-rider in an evangelistic
meeting, “Feel for the power, feel for the power, brother.”4

Further, according to the circuit-riders, being born and raised under Christian
religious norms was not enough; it was imperative to experience spiritual conversion or the
power of religion (as experienced by Wesley and the circuit-riders, themselves).*4” For
instance, even though Abbott’s wife was recognized as a “religious... [and even a] praying

woman,” according to him, this was insufficient because, in essence, “she knew nothing of
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experimental religion... [as] she never had experienced a change of heart.” Later, as Abbott
witnessed to her the love of Christ, his wife experienced her spiritual conversion, and Abbott
testified that when God poured out his Spirit, his “wife was so wrought upon, that she cried
aloud for mercy.” Afterward, God created in her a “great... conviction” so powerful that, for
the following three days, “she [neither ate nor] drank, [and] slept but little.” Abbott recalled
that it was during this time that his wife perceived her “lost condition” and identified herself,
prior to this experience, as merely a Pharisee because her past form of religion was external
rather than experiential 14

Scudder expressed that the circuit-riders understood that even many “Christians were
generally infidel[s] in respect to... [spiritual] experience.” Thus, the circuit-riders considered
it their divine duty to share the experiential gospel with all, Christians and non-Christians
alike; they preached spiritual “experience... [and] the doctrine that the Spirit of God dwelt in
the hearts of believers, and gave them assurance of sins forgiven.”** In other words, the
circuit-riders evangelized to the world with the hope that people would experience spiritual
rebirth via the Spirit of God.'*

It is evident in circuit-rider writings that, while circuit-riders performed their duties in
sharing the gospel, they expected God to meet them by supernaturally pouring out his Spirit
so that individuals might experience “the mighty power of God,”**! be “baptized with the
Holy Ghost,”**? and receive conversion.> Thus, it appears that the circuit-riders relied on the

supernatural as a primary component of their evangelistic “success.”*>* While this notion is
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further investigated in upcoming chapters, a few examples of this circuit-rider perspective are
listed below.

Smith declared that the circuit-rider ministry relied upon “the demonstration of the
Spirit... in power.” Often, circuit-riders, such as Newell, prayed that God would “give [or
allow them] to see [his] power and goodness displayed in the awakening and conversion of
sinners.”*®® Hibbard, in his life and ministry, witnessed “extraordinary cases of the power of
God”; from these supernatural cases, numerous audience members in circuit-rider “meetings
fell as if slain in battle,” which led to many receiving “conversions [that] were... [performed]
with visible demonstrations of the power of God.”*>® Atkinson recorded an incident during
one circuit-rider meeting when the Spirit of God descended and ““a sudden sound was heard
as of a rushing wind,” audible from a distance. A sense of curiosity grew as people gathered
to discern from where the rushing noise was coming. However, they beheld nothing with
their natural eyes as not a “leaf quivered.” Still, the noise continued, and the source was soon
identified as, suddenly, audience members “by hundreds, fell upon the ground. Great cries
arose from the startled and convicted multitude.” Also, from this outpouring, Methodist
membership expanded as “conversions quickly followed, and the work resulted, ultimately, in
hundreds of additions to the Church.”*’

Hence, the role of the supernatural in evangelism was to proclaim the gospel via
demonstrations of the Spirit of God as it was the Spirit of God who was “moving the heart of

its subjects to feel [the gospel].”*® For the circuit-riders, this was the gospel of the “living

time, in his ministry, Jesus demonstrated that supernatural manifestations were essential for Christian ministry.
In John 10:37-38, Jesus stated: “If I am not doing the works of My Father, then do not believe Me. But if | am
doing them, even though you do not believe Me, believe the works themselves, so that you may know and
understand that the Father is in Me, and I in the Father.”
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God”*° who they believed could transform the entire human race, if they were but willing.*®°
Indeed, Whatcoat witnessed that God, through the circuit-rider ministry, was bringing about
rebirth, even in those as cold as “stones.” He expressed that the preaching of “the Gospel,
which is the power of God,” stirred up members of the public and caused a spiritual light to
touch them, “and of these stones [those present] did the supreme Ruler of the universe raise
children to Christ.” In addition, members of the public, who became “deeply experienced in
grace,” were also presented with “the gifts of the Holy Spirit” so that they could participate in
gospel labors, as well.1®* Scudder observed that the circuit-riders believed that spiritual
conversion “depend[ed] on the enlightening, renewing, and sanctifying inworkings of the
Holy Spirit”; hence, a person was truly “saved” or converted “only, as he [became] the
subject of this work of the Spirit.””*%2 Therefore, circuit-riders demonstrated a ministry
wherein supernatural powers caused Methodism to be “so successful in soul-saving.”1®3 As
such, American Methodism, through its evangelistic strategies and the power of the Spirit,
became “one of the chief exponents of the Great Revival which swept eastern and western
America.”t4
5.2.3 Primary Preaching Strategies

In order to better understand the circuit-rider ministry, one of the main components of
circuit-rider evangelism should be explored in greater depth: the preaching styles and
strategies of the circuit-riders (and their relationship to the supernatural). The circuit-riders

felt that they were “inward[ly] mov[ed] [by] the Holy Ghost to preach” the gospel as a
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“divine afflatus” was “impelling them with a spiritual power to declare it.”*%> Dow confirmed
this matter by stating that the circuit-riders (including himself) felt “assisted by the
supernatural grace of God” in preaching the gospel.*%® Therefore, circuit-rider sermons
deserve further attention and analysis, which this section supplies.

As Asbury was the primary leader of the entire circuit-rider ministry, he was
responsible for directing the American circuit-riders in their preaching strategies (a tool of
circuit-rider evangelism). Asbury’s main strategic aim, passed onto the circuit-riders, was
simply to preach the gospel everywhere and to everyone with the hope of seeing the divine
power and presence make “way for the word of truth, and the Holy Spirit” to attend it so that
it might be “spread in power and cover these [American] lands.”®’ He especially
implemented his lessons during and after the Revolutionary War when many of the
prominent circuit-riders left America (including Rankin). 8 During that time, Asbury began
to lead and principally employ young American-born Methodists.!®® This leadership tactic
proved to be very effective in spreading Methodist revivals as the American-born Methodists
were strongly tied to their American roots and desired to see experiential religion proclaimed
in their homeland.*”® Indeed, while modern scholar McClymond advised to not “overlook the
[Methodist] ties between Britain and America,”!"* this study suggests that, despite keeping
some post-war ties with British Methodism, American Methodism developed preaching
strategies tailored to the environment of the Early Republic rather than Britain.1’? In fact, as

the theologian Ward observed, American “Methodists made it possible to pull down an
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Anglican establishment” and erect something new.”® This is evident in circuit-rider
preaching strategies.

Indeed, in preaching, unlike the “college-educated” ministers of other denominations,
such as the “Congregationalists, Presbyterians and Episcopalians,”*’* the circuit-riders were
encouraged to “give a good account of their [spiritual] experience[s].”*"® With this form of
preaching, education held “a secondary place to experimental and practical religion” while
the primary goal was to be “inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost... [which gave] evidence of
their divine mission.”*’® Moreover, Asbury declared that Methodist circuit-rider meetings
“should be purely spiritual” and that the preacher should speak regarding their own spiritual
experience because “in the preaching of the Gospel: First [comes] Christian experience.”*’’
Further, Wigger indicated that Asbury prompted Methodists to daily live their “sermons and
[preach] from their daily [spiritual] experience[s].””*"®

The circuit-riders implemented a preaching strategy in which they shared their
sermons in direct and bold ways fueled by “zeal... [and] courage” and a sense of urgency;!”®
their sermons were “anchored toward salvation,”® and “with earnestness [they] urged and
beseeched men to flee the wrath to come.”*8! For instance, it was common for circuit-riders
to question people “[if they were] born again [by the Holy Spirit].” They typically followed

this question by asking: “Your sins are [they] forgiven?” If the answer was “no,” then their
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responses were similar to the following: “You are in the broad road to hell, and if you die in
this state you will be damned.”*® Indeed, the circuit-riders “could map out the path of life,
and picture the glories of heaven and the glooms of hell with a vividness and a power that
made all hearts feel their reality.””183

In fact, due to the popular appeal of these zealous messages, some scholars identified
the circuit-riders’ intensity as an intentional preaching strategy and largely attributed their
success to this strategy. For instance, modern scholar Anderson argued that a circuit-rider
endeavored “to keep his audience awake and interested with voice tone modulations, shouts
and displays of vigorous impassioned pleas.”'® However, as the circuit-riders attested, their
passion was authentic (as opposed to contrived) and was largely a response to the passion
they encountered through their own spiritual experiences, which they greatly desired to share
with their audiences. As the circuit-riders began “to tell the people”® their personal
testimonies (past and current) of God’s power and “what God had done for”®® their souls,
this offered their audiences an opportunity to experience practical religion, as well.*®

Indeed, circuit-rider sermons were not mixed with “fine-spun metaphysical or
philosophical theories,”*8 but they were heartfelt and gave the impression of sincerity. Their

sermons were “delivered in plain, simple language—the language of the people,”*®° which
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frequently resulted in “[spiritual] spears running through”**® audience members.'®* Through
these bold and simple messages, the circuit-riders anticipated that, as their sermons were
considered to be filled with “experimental and practical divinity,”*%? their audiences would
supernaturally receive experimental and practical religion, especially in regard to
conversion.1%

This view was expressed by Boehm who stated that circuit-rider “preaching was more
direct; they aimed at the heart, and looked for more immediate [spiritual] results [and
responses].”*% Goss confirmed this matter by stating that, “as a rule,” a circuit-rider
“addresse[d] himself directly to the heart” of his audiences, “while many others [from other
denominations] appeal[ed] to the intellect.”*® Hence, when the circuit-riders shared their
sermons, they expected that, through God’s grace, their audience would, indeed, respond to
the offered message of salvation.!%

This Methodist style of experiential preaching was something new for the American
audience, and they were attracted to it;'%” hence, it was highly effective on America soil as, in
general, it has been argued that Americans were religious pragmatists, including Asbury and
most Methodists.!®® Due to this American mindset, experiences seemed appealing because of
the opportunity for immediate application.®® Even the Natchez Newspaper and Public

Advertiser published an article declaring how the “preaching” strategies “of Methodists
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[were] peculiarly profitable and welcome” in America as they did not “depend” on “human
learning” or “polished Academia” but on practical “force of the truth” in order to “carry
conviction to the hearts of [their] hearers.”?®° Thus, the circuit-riders continued in this
ministerial strategy by sharing their simple messages of religious experiences throughout
their circuits and then offering similar pragmatic experiences of “the power of religion?* to
their audiences.?%?

Furthermore, based on circuit-rider writings, it can be argued that whenever the
circuit-riders categorized a sermon (including a meeting) as successful, it was because, as
Dow argued, the supernatural “presence of the Lord”2%® was apparent there in some shape or
form.2% Similarly, Sweet stated that early Methodism’s ministerial “success” was connected
to the outpourings of “great grace and peace.”?® Indeed, “the secret of [their preaching]
success [was] realized... [to be] the Holy Ghost [who] was with the preachers and the word...
[and through whom] signs and wonders followed.”2% Asbury confirmed this matter by
declaring that the success of his circuit preaching was in “the power of God [that was] present
while [he] preached.”?%” Therefore, according to Cartwright, the circuit-riders relied on the
supernatural power and presence in their evangelistic sermons so that they could preach more
effectively because divine manifestations were considered to be “the success” of their

missions. 208

200 Berkshire American, “Religious: The Methodist,” Natchez Newspaper and Public Advertiser, May 23, 1826,
1.

201 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury:1786-1800, 63.

202 See also: Boehm, Reminiscences, Historical and Biographical, 492; and Asbury, The Journal of the Rev.
Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 261.

203 Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 81.

204 See also: Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 339.

205 Syweet, Circuit-Rider Days Along the Ohio, 40.

206 1., Saxton, “The Holy Spirit: His Office and Work in Connexion With the Economy of Salvation, and the
Means to be Employed to Secure His Influence,” The Methodist New Connexion Magazine, and Evangelical
Repository for the Year 1858. Vol. XXVI—Third Series. Vol. Sixty-One, From The Commencement, December
1858, 633. See also: MEC. New Jersey Annual Conference, Minutes of the Forty-Fourth Session, 45.

207 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 55.

208 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 118.



168

However, in the 1830s, as Methodist membership had already become substantial in
many parts of America, Methodists entered the early stages of distancing themselves from
this form of preaching and, instead, “plunge[d] right into” the preaching styles of other
mainline denominations.?®® All of this began during the General Conference of 1816 (the year
of Asbury’s death). Bangs, who was highly educated and possibly motivated by other
mainline denominations, recommended that the MEC require brief “informal” training for
young Methodist preachers. This recommendation encountered “great opposition” from the
circuit-riders;?'% nevertheless, after several days of debate, it was recommended that “a course
of reading and study proper be pursued by candidates for the ministry.”?* Although this
training was approved, modern Methodist scholar Rowe observed that, because the training
was merely recommended, it remained “irregular and spasmodic.”?*? Indeed, attendance was
low because the circuit-riders, admittedly, were not supportive of the training occurring in
other denominations, largely because, without any formal educational training, the circuit-
rider ministerial strategies had proven to be successful in maintaining consistent growth.**
However, pressure from the new generation of Methodist leaders and clergy continued; it was
their desire to make Methodism “the next great educational ministry,” especially during the
1830s when many theological books were being published.?* As this pressure increased over
the years, in 1848, the MEC finally approved to “impose”?%® professional educational

requirements on their clergy.?'® As Methodists began opening their own theological schools,
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they intended to train the next generation of “young preachers” in ministerial and preaching
styles that were, according to Giles, “mere mechanical” in that they required “reading their
sermons.” Indeed, it was lamented among the older generation of circuit-riders that, with this
change, Methodism began losing its “zeal and pathos to make the house of worship an
interesting place.”?!’

To summarize this section, Asbury led the American circuit-rider ministry in
discovering and employing the tools of evangelism through preaching.?*® Asbury presented a
preaching vision that was empowered by the Wesleyan component of sharing personal
(supernatural) experiences with the hope that, through the power of the Spirit, circuit-rider
audiences would respond to their sermons.? At the same time, Asbury directed the rest of
the American circuit-riders to understand the importance of being “moved by the Holy Ghost
to speak for God.”??° Thus, circuit-riders came to the realization that the very best “aid” in
preaching the gospel was, for them, speaking by and through the Holy Spirit;??! hence, there
were many times in which the circuit-riders, such as Asbury, prayed for the “Holy Spirit [to
be present] in [their] preaching” and implored, “Lord, preach thy word, by thy Holy
Spirit.”?22

Further, the circuit-riders presented a ministry with “its supernatural reality” that “was

indeed new, for the people [who] had not been so taught”; more specifically, they aimed to
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demonstrate “a religion to be ‘felt and seen.”””??® As Giles observed, the circuit-riders
preached with the “divine Providence” that followed them as they were “endowed with
[spiritual] power from above.”??* Hence, as the circuit-riders preached, they did not do so in
light of educational or professional training (as was the norm in other mainline Protestant
denominations of those days); rather, they preached in sharing their personal supernatural
testimonies and “in demonstration of the Spirit, [causing] many souls [to be] saved under
[their] ministry.”22
5.2.4 Endured Hardship in Evangelism

Because of both their confidence in their personal spiritual experiences and their zeal
to evangelize, the circuit-riders were willing to go to even the most remote and dangerous
places;??® as such, they became American frontier missionaries.??” The circuit-riders aimed
“to experience [God], to do [ministry], and to suffer” for the gospel so that “men, women,
children, and infants”??® could be baptized and receive conversion. As noted briefly in
previous chapters, while ministering in these hazardous places, circuit-riders encountered
various threatening situations (at times, even life-threatening ones), such as: sickness,?%°
persecution,?® prison,?3! severe weather,?*? potential attacks from mobs and American

Indians, etc.?%
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For example, circuit-rider Daughaday was known to have greatly “suffered... from a
cough and pain in his breast; and frequently spit blood.” Even in this condition, Daughaday
did not cease his ministerial labors but, instead, further exhausted the “feeble remains of
dying nature, in proclaiming salvation through Jesus Christ, to a lost and ruined world.”%*
Also, once after Cartwright concluded a religious meeting, he traveled during a “day [that]
was intensely warm” while being sick with a “fever.” His condition worsened to the point
that he “lay down” and was ready “to die” there. However, someone spotted him and carried
him to a safe place. After Cartwright felt better, he immediately continued with his
traveling.?*® Thus, it can be understood that the circuit-riders were “daunted by no hardship”
and were passionate about witnessing conversions; indeed, they “traveled their assigned
districts year in and year out, devoting themselves wholly to propagating the gospel.”#%

At the same time, while circuit-riders were going through these hardships, they also
prayed in expectation of receiving a touch from the Holy Spirit that would spiritually
empower them to minister effectively with “peace [and] love.”?*" For instance, in his personal
life, Coke cherished the times when he “felt much of the power of God”; further, he
acknowledged that, at times, when there was “little good... in [his natural] power... the grace
of God” was poured out in his life, making it possible for him to preach “almost every
evening, and sometimes in the morning, and three times on the Lord’s day.”2%

Similarly, Collins witnessed that “with the sword of the Spirit, [and by] relying upon

the strength” of God, he “went forth in [Jesus’] name,” overcoming various ministerial
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hardships.?3® Whatcoat testified that what kept him strong in his life and ministry was “the
power of God [that] came upon” him and caused his heart to become “remarkably melted
with love to God and man.”?*° When Boehm was exhausted from his ministerial labors and
“had no time for ‘rest week,’” nor any “time to rust out,” he considered it a “happy toil
[because] God was with [him], strengthening [him] with his Spirit, and cheering [him] with
his presence.”?4

As illustrated, it appears that no ministerial hardships, not even threats of death,
stopped the circuit-riders from proclaiming the gospel.?*? According to the circuit-riders,
what carried them through these hardships was the divine inner power and the love that was
reflected in their desire to reach others for the sake of the gospel.?*® Indeed, the divine “love
of Christ and of souls ha[d] carried them forward against the world, the flesh, the deuvil,
and... floods of calumny.”?*
Therefore, the circuit-riders braved these perils because of their spiritual experiences

in conjunction with their “divine commission” to evangelize and witness to the lost.>* These

two factors (experience and commission) became their strength and were crucial to the
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ongoing success of their evangelistic ministry.?*® As noted previously, it was because these
circuit-riders gave their lives for the sake of both God and others in the midst of various
hardships that, unfortunately, the majority of them passed away at a young age, many of them

only in (or even before) their early thirties.?*’

5.3 Spiritual Warfare in the Circuit-Riders’ Private Lives and Evangelism

To begin, aside from some discussion in a book by J. Williams?*® and a couple of
studies pertaining to Wesley, such as one article written by Rack?*® and one by Webster,?>°
spiritual warfare in the circuit-rider ministry has not been heavily researched by scholars.
Thus, this study is the first to explore this matter in detail.

Indeed, while circuit-riders labored to evangelize America, they recorded that they
continuously engaged in spiritual warfare with demonic beings because, as modern historian
Gross observed, the circuit-riders believed that one of their missions was “to wrest the new
nation from the control of the devil.”?! Hence, the phenomenon of spiritual warfare played a
large role in the circuit-riders’ private lives and ministries (which included their evangelistic
labors); thus, spiritual warfare, and its effect on the circuit-riders, is investigated at length in

the following section.
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In brief, the circuit-riders perceived human existence to be regularly interrupted by
satanic or demonic powers.?®? The demonic beings’ “cunning”?® thoughts were often
“whispered”?* in a deceptive way, making it largely difficult to discern whether these
thoughts belonged to the believers themselves (including the circuit-riders) or the devil.
Therefore, the circuit-riders believed that the devil’s evil works could only be detected
through their spiritual senses, which were empowered by the Spirit of God. Indeed, they
perceived the devil to be “a liar”?>® and the “most subtile adversary.”2%

In circuit-rider writings, the words devil 2’ devils (plural),?*® and Satan were
understood to indicate the “enemy of mankind.”?>® As noted in Chapter 2, these devils were
identified as angelic beings who rebelled against God in the heavenly realms and, thus,
became demonic beings.?®® According to the theology of the circuit-riders, since all of these
demonic beings were ruled by the devil, it was fitting to the circuit-riders that they name their
spiritual enemies devils; %! this implied that all demonic beings fall under the same category
of rebellious and destructive evil beings.?® This logic is also present in the biblical text,
especially in Mark 3:23-26, which displays how Jesus used the singular word Satan to

describe the entire “kingdom” of demonic beings.
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According to Unger, one of the most prominent modern scholars on exorcism,
churches today (specifically, Pentecostal and Charismatic churches) view demonic beings
largely the same as they did during the time of the circuit-riders. Often, they are viewed as
“sinister beings” that aim to influence and “enslave” people (even Christians) by promoting
separation from God. Unger expressed that, as understood in the circuit-rider ministry, the
only way for people to be delivered from these evil beings is through prayer and exorcism.?3

Indeed, circuit-riders believed that in order to both be liberated from the oppression of
these spiritual beings and become spiritually equipped to set others free (through their
evangelistic missions), personally engaging in spiritual warfare or exorcism was
paramount.%* Therefore, for the circuit-riders, spiritual warfare was a spiritual battle that was
performed in faith through various prayers and supplications and ended in the expulsion of
evil spirits through the power of God.?%®
5.3.1 Encountering Spiritual Attacks

One of the most common demonic attacks in the lives of the circuit-riders came
through various temptations to hinder them from living a biblical lifestyle and proclaiming
the gospel. Hence, many of the “powerful” temptations that crept into the lives of the circuit-
riders were attributed to having originated from the hand of “Satan.”?%® For instance,
Garrettson recalled times in which devils attempted to torture or distract him through various

temptations so that he might be prevented from preaching. Indeed, Garrettson once declared

that “the devil strives very hard to hinder the spreading of the Gospel.”?%” At another point,
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Garrettson spiritually discerned that the devil tried “very hard to keep [him] from going [and
ministering] among [a certain group of] people.” At various times, he recorded that he was
deeply “tempted of the devil all the morning before preaching”; apparently, in this
temptation, the devil attempted to “destroy or weaken [Garrettson’s] faith.”?%® Likewise, Fisk
described a “temptation of the devil” in which Satan attempted to interrupt the proclamation
of the gospel. Fisk further recorded that “the devil like[d]... destroying [the circuit-riders’]
zeal altogether.”?6°

Many times, the temptations of the devil were associated with attacks of doubt.?”
According to the circuit-riders, devils supernaturally transmitted influential thoughts into
their minds or emotions in order to prompt them to question what they knew about God; this
was done with the intent of causing the doubting and rejecting of God and returning the
circuit-riders to old lifestyle choices. Asbury described these demonic attacks as a form of
thought “firebrands,” and he was often very much “grieved by some involuntary [implying
demonic] thoughts which crowded in upon [him].”?"! Finley exemplified this notion when he
declared that the devil injected the temptation of doubt into his mind, causing him to consider
that “Christ never died for” him and that he “had better kill [himself] with [his] gun,” for the
longer he lived, “the more sin [he would] commit, and, hence, the greater [would] be [his]
damnation.”?"?

Similar to Finley, Garrettson recounted stories of the devil reportedly afflicting him so
that he might reject God, abandon his evangelistic labors, and return to his old ways.?"® For
instance, the devil tortured Garrettson with a “powerful temptation” resembling “a powerful

dart” intended to cause doubt in him. The devil spoke to him with these words: “The God...
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you are attempting to serve, is a hard Master; and | [the devil] would have you to desist from
your [endeavor].” Garrettson described this experience as very intense and expressed that
“carnal people know very little of this kind of [spiritual] exercise but [it] was as perceptible
to... [him as if he were] conversing with [the devil as] two persons face to face.” Later, the
devil again injected thoughts of “atheism and deism against [him]” by insisting that
Garrettson leave behind those “Methodists [who] are a set of enthusiasts,” or mentally
unstable individuals. In addition, the devil promised Garrettson that he would give him “all
these things” and the “splendor [of] the world exhibited to [Garretson’s] imagination” with
the condition that Garrettson reject the God that he was “attempting to serve, and pray to him
no more.”?’* Similarly, Horton recalled a time of “temptation... [and] impression” from the
devil who urged Horton to cease his ministerial work by offering him an “illusion” of “the
glories, of the world, with its cities and kingdoms, [which] seemed spread out before [him] in
all their beauty.”?™

In the same manner, Travis recalled how the devil afflicted him “by whisper[ing] in
[his] ear” thoughts of rejecting God and turning to alcohol, instead, because he would “never
get religion” or go to heaven. Travis, however, resisted these spiritual attacks. At another
point, Travis recorded that the devil worked “hard to make [him] call in question the
goodness and wisdom of a superintending Providence.” During this spiritual attack, Travis
described “a severe struggle for two or three days,” but he emerged victorious and “felt a
resignation to the will of [his] heavenly Father, who doeth all things well.”2"

Likewise, Abbott recalled times in which Satan brought to mind the Presbyterian

doctrines with which he was raised, assuring him that he was destined for hell. At one point,
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the demonic torture was so severe that Abbott thought the devils had come to take his “soul
and body.”?"’

At times, the circuit-riders described an atmosphere of spiritual battle wherein the
attacks of the devil were so strong that they attempted to cause doubts regarding the circuit-
riders’ personally experienced, supernatural conversions. Indeed, Cooper declared that “the
devil came and powerfully tempted [him] to doubt [his] conversion and regeneration.”?'8
Likewise, after Dow’s conversion experience, his mother argued that he had not been
converted and that his “peace [was] a false one.” These words alarmed Dow and “the
tempter” took advantage of his predicament by causing doubt. Dow admitted that “instead of
going to God in prayer” he began to “reason with the tempter.” This produced “unbelief” and
a “restless mind.” As a result, Dow decided “to [run through] the fields and woods,
sometimes kneeling and walking”; there he prayed for further confirmation of his conversion,
and “[his] Beloved” answered by causing him to experience the “Redeemer’s love.” To Dow,
this served as evidence that he was, indeed, reborn of God.?”

At times, these demonic thoughts were direct threats to the circuit-riders, even
prompting them to end their lives. For instance, prior to becoming a circuit-rider, Smith was
once praying and seeking God for conversion; however, he was in a dispute with his sibling
during this time. As a result, “Satan took occasion, from this circumstance to tempt [him] to
pray no more” for his conversion or any other thing. The devil further continued to oppress
and torture Smith for a time, making him feel as if he were “of all beings most miserable”
and insisting that it would be “better for [him] to die than to live.” Smith explained that this
spiritual “temptation was urged with such vehemence, that [he] set about devising a way [in

his mind] to get out of the world.” He further continued to make these diabolic thoughts a

277 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 10-11.
278 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 18.
219 Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 20.



179

reality as, at one point, he said goodbyes to his family and “went to the barn, the place of
execution.” There he had “hung a rope, suitable for a halter there stood a ladder leaning
against a girder of the barn; and all things seemed prepared for the fatal deed.” However,
before he put the rope around his neck, God spoke to him and the following “thought rushed
into mind: ‘It is an awful thing to die—you had better pray first.””” This thought from God
was so crucial to him that he abandoned his suicide and repented for his actions; thus, the
devil retreated, and Smith received conversion, dedicated his life to God, and later became a
circuit-rider.?°

Newell recalled that he experienced threatening thoughts that magnified the devil
saying: “[Can] the roof prevent our thoughts from rising... Can the dim light of that small
taper [candle] aid in opposing an evil angel, who, if permitted, could destroy any part of
creation as the first-born in Egypt and Judea were destroyed.” However, once Newell
declared that he was “a child of God—an heir of Heaven,” he testified that God, through his
grace and power, enabled him to overcome these intense spiritual battles.?8

In a similar fashion, Horton recalled times when the devil would “tell [him]” lies in
order to prevent him from preaching the gospel; the devil declared that “the people would not
believe [the gospel message] although it was the truth.” The devil would then threaten Horton
that, if he continued to preach, “the sin of their unbelief [would] be chargeable to [him]”
because he was only “a poor deluded” and “illiterate creature.””82

The circuit-riders also witnessed times when a demonic being directly assaulted them.
For instance, Asbury recalled that “sometimes [he was] greatly assaulted by Satan.” Even

during his many sermons in various circuits, he would, at times, feel that “Satan was close at
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[his] heels” ready to attack. Indeed, “Satan, that malicious enemy of mankind, [was]
frequently striving to break [circuit-rider] peace” by his various assaults.?®

According to the circuit-riders, the devil occasionally influenced individuals by
stirring up in them thoughts and feelings of intent to physically attack the circuit-riders. It
appears that individuals who were being used by the devil were unaware that they were being
used for this purpose. For instance, Garrettson claimed that during a funeral sermon “the
devil sent out a woman with a pistol or two to shoot [him].” Even in the midst of this intense
danger of being shot and killed, Garrettson recorded that, after the crowd pulled the woman
out, God’s power was “sensibly felt among the people,” and with tears in their eyes, the
people begged Garrettson to “pray for them” and to further come and “visit them, and not to
let the disturbance prevent [him from] coming among them again.*2%*

Relating to this matter, Abbott recorded various incidents in which he noticed that,
because of his preaching, “the devil was very angry” and, it appears, threw thoughts at people
who, in turn, “threatened. .. to tar and feather” Abbott. At another time, Abbott testified that
there arose persecution when a Presbyterian professor “became an instrument in the hand of
the devil to oppose and lay waste the truth.” Apparently, “under the cloak of religion,” this
professor’s demonically-influenced persecution caused “much hurt to the cause of God.”
Abbott recorded another occasion in which, because of the success in circuits, “the devil got
angry, and made one of his servants throw some stones.”’® Cartwright also recorded
numerous incidents in which “the devil stirred up opposition” against him and caused him to
be “tormented by the devils.”?®

Moreover, the circuit-riders believed that the devil, at times, caused “wicked” people

to undertake certain actions or commit certain sins so that the circuit-riders might be deterred
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from spreading the gospel. As Asbury stated, “the power of Satan... do[es] all he can in
stimulating his trusty servants [wicked people] to defend his cause” of disturbing the
spreading of the gospel.?’

When there were no signs of conversions during circuit sermons, the circuit-riders
perceived this as the result of being in the midst of a demonic “power” or stronghold that
ruled that certain area.?®® Finley described a spiritual world in which the territories occupied
by demonic “darkness [would] always excite a sturdy conflict [and] resistance to truth and
righteousness [of the gospel].”?% The devil used these unsuccessful meetings as an
opportunity to discourage the circuit-riders, as well. Asbury described this phenomenon in
stating that, at times, “the power of Satan” was so substantial in certain places that it
“depress[ed] the life and liberty of the speaker.””?

According to the circuit-riders, demonic beings were also perceived as one of the
main reasons why people persisted in their sins.?®! For instance, Watters presented a spiritual
world wherein, before he received his conversion, he “was held in the chains of [his] sins,
[and] too often a willing captive of the devil.” However, after his conversion, he declared that
his liberty was “so sensible” that it changed him “from darkness to light—from death to
light—from the Devil and sin to Christ and grace, [and he] felt the importance of [his]
Savior.”?®? Likewise, Newell prayed to God that he might save people from “the cruelties of

sin and Satan and make them happy in their God and King.”?%
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5.3.2 Overcoming Spiritual Attacks

As it pertains to overcoming these spiritual attacks, the circuit-riders portrayed a
lifestyle in which, despite various demonic assaults on their lives and evangelistic labors,
they were victorious in these spiritual battles and “came to [their] deliverance” through
prayers and the power and presence of God.?** Indeed, while through these battles they
suffered and were tremendously challenged, ultimately, these challenges contributed to their
becoming “better acquainted with Satan’s devices... [as they grew] in confidence in [their]
blessed Savior.”?%

For instance, while the devil made “use of all his cunning and tricks” to damage
Asbury’s (and, through him, the circuit-rider ministry’s) work of spreading the gospel,
Asbury was generally very successful in battling these demonic forces. Asbury’s primary
spiritual weapon was prayer; he followed this by “rebuk[ing]” the devil. Asbury testified that
God gave him the ability and the “power to resist every temptation of Satan.” Hence, Asbury
recalled that he had no “injury [because of]... the power of God.” At other points, Asbury
identified himself as a conqueror in spiritual battles whenever he “call[ed] on the name of the
Lord.” According to Asbury, while the demonic beings, with their various attacks, attempted
to prevent him from spreading the gospel, after these spiritual battles, Asbury would further
“enjoy a sweet and peaceful nearness to God.” Also, because he was spiritually experienced,
when Satan attacked, “the Lord gave [Asbury] power to resist him.” Throughout these
spiritual battles, Asbury concluded that “the Spirit of all grace comfort[ed] [his] heart”

because God’s “grace [was] sufficient” for him.2%
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M’Kendree believed that “the devil [kept] possession of the people” until the divine
“power [of God was] displayed.” He emphasized that the only way for people to be liberated
from the tortures of the devil was for the supreme power of God to be manifested in them.
Hence, according to M’Kendree, the divine power of God liberated “the sinners” from the
snares of the devil.®” Like M’Kendree, Garrettson felt himself to be liberated and protected
by God; indeed, Garrettson supernaturally overcame the devil, and he was “blessed” because
the Lord, through him, “greatly weakened Satan’s kingdom.”?® Similarly, through God’s
power and presence, Watters was able to overcome demonic attacks; he “rejoiced” because
God “had broken the snare of the Devil.”2%

Not only were circuit-riders often victorious in incidents of personal spiritual warfare,
but they also demonstrated that, through their evangelistic labors, the kingdom of the devil
was greatly damaged. As Cooper testified: “The devil’s kingdom suffered great loss; his
power was [badly] shaken. Religion now became the common topic of conversation
through... almost every company.”3%

Thus, for the circuit-riders, spiritual warfare was considered to be a lifelong battle
that, as Asbury expressed, involved the “need of always standing [with a spiritual] sword in
hand, against [the] adversary the devil.”*%! In short, the circuit-riders believed in a world
wherein dark powers attempted to interrupt their personal walk with God (through various
attacks, especially in doubt and unbelief),**? thwart their expanding work in conversions and

revivals,®® and increase hardship in ministry (even stirring other people to attack the circuit-
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riders physically).*®* Concerning this, Travis concluded that “the devil continues, as of old,
‘going about seeking whom he may devour;” and those whom he well knows he cannot
devour he is determined to worry, and to render their road to heaven as rough as he possibly
can.”% Regardless, the circuit-riders actively worked to combat the devil’s schemes through

the might of the Holy Spirit.

5.4 Chapter Summary and Analysis

This chapter endeavored to investigate the private supernaturalism of the circuit-
riders, mainly by focusing on the significance of the supernatural in their conversions,
callings, and sanctification. This was followed by an examination of the role of the
supernatural in developing and implementing their evangelistic strategies (which were
inspired by their personal supernaturalism). Finally, the chapter ended with an analysis of
spiritual warfare and its effect on the circuit-riders’ personal lives and evangelistic labors. In
all of these matters, it was demonstrated that the supernatural played a vital part.

Beginning with their convictions and conversions, the circuit-riders demonstrated
that, although the gospel was presented to them by humans, it was the supernatural
phenomena that made it possible for them to be convinced of the existence of God (and the
spiritual meaning of the gospel); their spiritual conversions then followed. Indeed, the circuit-
riders did not receive their conversions through mere rational or philosophical arguments but,
rather, through direct intervention of the Spirit of God. This led to the circuit-rider belief that,
without personally experiencing supernatural phenomena, true spiritual conversion was

impossible.
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Thus, following their personal spiritual conversions, circuit-riders zealously shared
the knowledge that everyone needed to privately obtain a spiritual conversion; in this way,
like the circuit-riders, everyone could personally witness a “change in their hearts’% that
served as evidence that they were “born of God.”*" It did not matter if, prior to their spiritual
conversions, individuals were familiar with the concept of Christian conversion, considered
themselves religious, or practiced “deism... Universalism... [or] skepticism,”3% what
mattered for them was that everyone simply experienced conversion, which “enlightened”
Christians regarding “divine things.”%® Further, the circuit-riders evangelized with the
assumption that, because prior to their spiritual conversions they thought that they knew of
the experiential or “practical... gospel” and were in error, so other members of the American
public might be in such a condition.3!° Hence, from these personal spiritual experiences (and
inspired by Wesleyan theology), the circuit-riders formed the understanding that, after
Scripture, spiritual experience was one of the main cornerstones of Christianity and, as a
result, needed to be proclaimed.3!!

Not only did “supernatural influence” serve as the primary catalyst in circuit-rider
conversions, but it was also the catalyst in their ministerial callings.®'? As circuit-riders were
introduced to experiential Christianity (during their conversions) through various
supernatural acts, they were also personally called by God to share this experiential
Christianity through preaching. Thus, these acts served as personal “evidence”3!3 of their

“divine call.”34
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Because circuit-riders were divinely called to share the gospel on American soil, it
should be noted that, in those days, the vast majority of the public already considered itself to
be Christian. Thus, in their calling to evangelize America, a dilemma arose in considering
what and how to preach because most Americans already identified as Christians (indicating
that they had been, to some degree, instructed in Christianity and the theology of conversion
by parents, ministers of other denominations, etc.).

An additional aspect of this evangelistic dilemma was that the circuit-riders were
considered to be “illiterate’3!® with “bad grammar, low idioms, and the euphony of a nasal
twang.”®% Because, at that time, Americans were generally used to hearing well-educated
sermons, these uneducated and “rant[ing]” circuit-riders were unlikely to make converts
based on training or rhetoric.3!” However, the circuit-riders were determined that their
strength would not be in education but, rather, in the supernatural power and presence of
God.3® Thus, through their simple language, circuit-riders became intermediaries between
God and the public; while they preached, they believed that God’s Spirit would be with them
in “confirming the word with [supernatural] signs.”3°

The circuit-riders also had to bear the added pressure that, compared to ministers of
other denominations who had the chance to speak at least once a week to their congregations,
when circuit-riders shared the gospel, especially in new locations or circuits, they initially
had only one opportunity to preach with the “intention3?° of forming any “new...
[Methodist] society.”3?t Therefore, if people attended their evangelistic meetings, then in

order to spark their interest (with the ultimate goal being spiritual conversions), circuit-rider
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sermons needed to be something extraordinary (despite the fact that they were preaching the
same gospel message as ministers of other denominations). Based on these disadvantages, the
natural chance of the circuit-rider ministry finding success in America was slim. However, as
indicated, the circuit-riders developed an evangelistic strategy that derived from their own
personal supernatural experiences or testimonies, which proved to be highly successful.
Indeed, compared to ministers of other denominations, circuit-riders were considered
to be performing extraordinary evangelism because they “were favored with the most
powerful display of the divine power that had” ever been known to the Early Republic.3%2
Using the concepts of God’s love and forgiveness as examples, in their sermons, not only did
circuit-riders share theological knowledge concerning God’s love and forgiveness toward
people, but, more importantly, they included opportunities within their messages for audience
members to experience God’s love and forgiveness for them through his power and presence.
In other words, after the Methodist preacher shared his “preliminary exercises,” he gave a
direct “opportunity... [for his audience to witness a] relation of Christian experience.” In this
way, people in these meetings had the chance to theoretically know about God’s love and
forgiveness and then supernaturally experience these things as their “direct evidence.” Thus,
as further presented in upcoming chapters, whatever circuit-riders preached, they endeavored
to demonstrate through the power of God. For example, if a person was reported to be
tormented by demons or hunted by various “demon shapes,” circuit-riders would pray in
anticipation of an immediate deliverance which was usually followed by that individual
“experienc[ing] religion... [and the circuit-riders] receiving them into the Church.”% Thus,

as demonstrated, circuit-rider ministerial strategies resembled more the Apostolic Age
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(especially as seen in the book of Acts) and the early Christian church and less the ministries
of other mainline denominations in their time.3%*

Moreover, as the circuit-riders progressed with their evangelistic strategies, they
“challenge[d]”®%° both the established American religious system and social order of those
days. Indeed, often leaders of “other denominations... [such as the] Presbyterians and
Congregationalist[s],” who were expected to rely on their “educated ministry and theological
training,” considered circuit-rider evangelism to be both unscriptural and ignorant; at times,
circuit-riders were referred to as “the monkey-catchers,” implying that their ministry attracted
the uneducated (i.e. the “monkeys”).3% Further, because of their emphasis on the experiential
gospel (coupled with their stark break from the traditions of other denominations), circuit-
riders were occasionally perceived, as modern scholar Noll stated, to be “ecclesiastical
upstarts [and] destroyers of families.” Because the circuit-riders challenged the established
social rules of the day, especially in regard to the issue of slavery, they were also seen by
some as “agents of social upheaval and worse.”3?” According to the circuit-riders, however,
people kept slaves because they “did not experience sufficient [spiritual or] religious
enthusiasm to free their slaves.”3%

Ultimately, the circuit-riders proved that they were not greatly bothered by these
negative opinions surrounding their countercultural messages since they continued preaching
about a spiritually-experienced gospel. Further, regardless of ministerial conflicts, various

hardships, or spiritual warfare, the circuit-riders strove to constantly support themselves in
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God, especially through the process of sanctification.®?° Indeed, their pursuit of holiness
served as a source of divine empowerment, strengthening them in their ministerial labors.3*°
Hence, when facing ministerial challenges, in combination with the strength drawn from their
human contributions of personal commitment and discipline, God’s supernatural fillings and
empowerments were proven to be instrumental in maintaining their ministerial strength. 33!

The circuit-riders also testified that in order to maintain a biblical lifestyle and see
progress in the spreading of the gospel, it was imperative for them to spiritually discern or
recognize the attacks of the enemy and defeat them by engaging in spiritual warfare
(dispelling demonic activity through the power of God).3*? Even in this, the circuit-riders
painted a picture wherein God was, in all things, superior;**? hence, through God’s Spirit, the
circuit-riders foiled the devil’s plans.3**

To conclude, throughout their ministry, circuit-riders depended on the supernatural
because they knew that if their ministry was going to be “successful,”*% it would have to be
solely due to the outpouring of the power of God.3* In utilizing this evangelistic tool (i.e. the

power of God), the circuit-riders, despite their religious and social critics, would be

remembered by many as “preachers [who] would have the most telling impact.”3¥’
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As the counterpart of this chapter, Chapter 6 investigates in detail the nature, effects,
and purpose of the supernatural phenomena that were commonly displayed in circuit-rider
meetings (public supernaturalism). Also, various visible appearances of the power and
presence of God are discussed, as the circuit-riders considered God and his power and

presence to be the source of all supernatural phenomena in their ministry.
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CHAPTER 6

PUBLIC SUPERNATURALISM

Just as the circuit-riders relied on the supernatural in their personal lives (the category
of private supernaturalism discussed in Chapter 5), they also relied on the supernatural
throughout their evangelistic meetings and believed that the supernatural, derived from the
“power and presence”* of the Holy Spirit, impacted and advanced their ministerial works (the
category of public supernaturalism).? As such, this investigation features a section on various
visible appearances of the power and presence of God followed by a detailed examination of
the circuit-riders’ understanding and significance of other common supernatural phenomena
that originated from the outpourings of God, such as: being slain in the Spirit, enthusiastic
emotional expressions, dreams, visions, trances, exorcisms, healings, the raising of the dead,

and divine weather shifts.

6.1 Appearances of the Power and Presence of God

As discussed in Chapter 2, the power and presence served as the physical evidence of
God’s active supernatural involvement in the circuit-rider ministry; thus, the circuit-riders
witnessed various visible demonstrations of the power and presence in their meetings.® For
them, these incidents were generally “a mysterious [divine] presence [or appearance].”*
Asbury concluded that the “instantaneous manifest[ions]” of the power and presence of God
were, to him, a mystery as he could not fully comprehend “these things [of the Spirit],” but

since he witnessed them so many times (in his life, through his audiences, and with various
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circuit-riders), he knew “that [these phenomena] do exist,”® and he “was pleased’® when they
appeared.

The main reason why the appearances of the Spirit were mysterious to the circuit-
riders was because they could not predict the outpourings. While, at times, they could see
them with their physical eyes, at other times, they could not; however, they could “sense””’
them spiritually in their lives and meetings.® Thus, although the appearances of the Spirit
were a mystery to the circuit-riders, they often attempted to better understand and explain
these appearances by likening them to natural or physical phenomena, such as: fire, wind,
cloud, energy/force, electric shock, radiant light, and rain. Hence, to better understand the
supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry, the following sections are dedicated to the
investigation of the nature and role of these visible appearances of the Spirit of God.

6.1.1 The Spirit’s Appearance as Fire

Circuit-riders witnessed the appearance of the power and presence of the Spirit as
fire.® This image of the Spirit appearing as fire is also found in Acts 2:3, in which the first
apostles described the appearance of the Spirit being poured out on the Day of Pentecost:
“Fire appeared to them and rested on each one of them.” Hence, the circuit-riders, at times,
witnessed similar appearances of the Spirit. For instance, once when Asbury was preaching a
sermon, suddenly, “the sacred fire was felt.” For Asbury and the circuit-riders, when the term
fire was used, it was occasionally in reference to a natural burning fire;'° however, they also

used this term, as in the book of Acts, in reference to a spiritual fire.!! Thus, when the circuit-

5 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 114.

& Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 244.

7 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 212.

8 See also: Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 13.

® Hebrews 12:29 states: “For our God is a consuming fire.”

10 For instance, see: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 54, 70; Finley, Autobiography
of Rev. James B. Finley, 23, 38; and Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 3.

1 For instance, see: Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 87; Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel
Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 135, 201; Garrettson, The experience and travels of Mr. Freeborn
Garrettson, 223; Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 124; Finley, Autobiography of
Rev. James B. Finley, 239; Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 26; Boehm, Reminiscences, Historical and



193

riders referenced a “sacred fire,” they were referring to the Spirit and the “word of the Lord
as a [tangible spiritual] fire.”*2

Often, when the Spirit appeared as a divine fire, it caused in people a spiritual
sensation of burning fire.!® As Lee expressed, “the power of the Lord came down on the
assembly, and it seemed as if the whole house was filled with the presence of God. A
[spiritual] flame kindled and ran from heart to heart.”* Cooper declared that the preaching
circuits were spiritually “flaming: the Preachers [were] much alive: the [spiritual] fire [ran] as
in stubble.”® The role of this appearance was that it caused people to be “deeply convicted of
sin; many mourners were filled with consolation, and many believers were so overwhelmed
with love, that they could not doubt but God had enabled them to love him with all their
heart.”

At one point, while Dow was preaching, people “observed that they saw something
fall from the sky like a [spiritual] ball of fire... [that was] the bigness of a man’s hat-crown.”
The moment that this ball of fire reached the crowd, many “fell like men shot in the field of
action... [and some] cried for mercy.”!’ Similarly, M’Kendree testified how, in another
instance, “the power of the Lord came down—the word was like fire among the people: some
that never heard a Methodist before... sunk to the floor and cried for mercy [because of this
spiritual fire]... [as] yielding sinners.”*® Burke recalled times when “the heavenly flame

spread ... [and the place was] caught [by] the holy fire [similar to the book of Acts], and in a
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short time hundreds attended [circuit-rider] night meetings. .. the mourners were down in the
house and all over the yard, crying mightily to God for mercy.”*® Boehm also witnessed a
time when “a wall of [spiritual] fire” was around their meetings.?’ Shadford recounted that
when he would “speak for [God], [God’s] word was like the flaming sword, which turned
every way, to every heart; for sinners trembled and fell before it, and were both convinced
and converted to God.”%
6.1.2 The Spirit’s Appearance as Wind

The power and presence of the Lord occasionally manifested as a strong or “mighty
wind.”?? This adopted form is also evident in the Bible, especially on the Day of Pentecost.?®
As found in Acts 2:2: “And suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing
wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.” The circuit-riders described
many similar appearances of the Spirit materializing as a mighty rushing wind. For instance,
Rankin witnessed that, due to the Spirit’s outpouring in a meeting, many audience members
were so stunned that they were “ready to faint and die under His Almighty hand.” For
approximately “three hours the gale of the Spirit” proceeded to spiritually “breathe” upon the
public’s “dry bones.” As for himself, Rankin “scarcely knew” whether he was in his “body or
not,” and they did not know how or when to conclude the meeting as the environment’s
spiritual intensity continued.?* Smith recalled a time when the Spirit of the Lord was poured
out like “a rushing, mighty wind”’; encountering this visible appearance, the public “fell
before it, and lay in heaps all over the floor.” As a result of this outpouring, members of the

public continued flowing in, and the gospel labor persisted for “thirteen days and nights
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without interruption.”?® Cartwright also recorded an event when the power and presence of
God descended as “the sound of a mighty rushing wind.” Consequently, masses of
“mourners” gathered and kneeled for repentance while the effects of the occasion continued
to “spread all over.” Moreover, as a result of this spiritual wind, around 250 “professed
religion,” and around 210 joined the Methodist societies.?
6.1.3 The Spirit’s Appearance as a Cloud

At times, the mysterious power and presence of God was present in the form of a
visible cloud or mist; as seen above, similar manifestations occurred in the biblical text, most
notably in the book of Exodus.?’ For instance, in a meeting with Asbury, Rankin recorded
that “in a moment the cloud [of God] broke, and the power of God rested” on their meeting.?®
The circuit-riders further described incidents in which “the cloudy” Spirit erupted and the
actual “heavens appeared to open with blessings,” causing God’s nearness to be “felt by
many present.”?
6.1.4 The Spirit’s Appearance as a Divine Energy/Force

At other times, the power and presence of God appeared as a divine spiritual “energy”
or force.® For instance, once while Asbury preached on Romans 2:8-10, he recognized that
“much of the power of God [that had descended] was felt; a [tangible] divine energy went
forth amongst the people that night in town.””3! During another meeting, Abbott testified that
the Spirit was manifested as a “divine energy” that caused “the devil [to flea]... and the

people fell down before the Lord, as men slain, in the battle... [emitting] cries and
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screeches... clapping their hands, [and] shouting praises to God, and the Lamb, for the
manifestation of his love.”32
6.1.5 The Spirit’s Appearance as an Electric Shock

At times, when the power and presence of God was poured out intensely, it
manifested as an electric shock that went forth into the audience. Burke observed this
phenomenon, stating that the Spirit of God “appeared like an electric shock” in an assembly.
From this outpouring, numerous fell to the ground “like men slain in the field of battle.” The
meeting proceeded until late and further developed with ““astonishing power [and] hundreds
were converted to God.”?
6.1.6 The Spirit’s Appearance as a Radiant Light

The power and presence of the Lord appeared, at times, as a radiant light; this was
sometimes identified as “the light of God’s countenance.”* For instance, during a circuit-
rider meeting, Cartwright pointed out that the Spirit descended on their assembly resulting “in
the whole encampment [becoming] lighted with the glory of God.” The people who were
gathered were “greatly blessed,” and many “hardened sinners were brought to bow before the
Lord, and some of them were soundly converted.”* Boehm also witnessed occasions when
the Spirit was poured out as he witnessed the meeting room being “filled with [radiant]
glory.”®® At the same time, like Moses after his meetings with God in which his face shined
by reflecting the light of God, the circuit-riders also witnessed this phenomenon;®’ there were
cases when the radiant light was reflected on certain individuals, and their faces, such as the

face of M’Kendree, “beamed with [radiant] glory.”3®
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6.1.7 The Spirit’s Appearance as Rain

At other times, circuit-riders witnessed the power and presence of God appear as rain.
The description of God as water or living water is found within the biblical text, as well.>®
For instance, circuit-rider Bascom recorded an event wherein the Spirit “seemed to fall like
rain on the assembly, and the outbursts of deep feeling could no longer be held in restraint.”*
There were also recordings, by the circuit-riders, in which this form of the Spirit’s appearance
was “poured down for more than forty days.”*
6.1.8 The Significance of the Visible Manifestations of the Power and Presence of God

Many of the Spirit’s appearances within the circuit-rider ministry were not seen with
physical eyes, but they were felt through their spiritual senses, and they were apparent in
circuit-rider lives and meetings.*> However, from this analysis, it can be concluded that there
were also numerous times in which, within the circuit-rider ministry, the power and presence
of God appeared in visible and tangible supernatural forms. Generally, the circuit-riders
associated these supernatural appearances with natural phenomena, such as: fire, wind, cloud,
energy/force, electric shock, radiant light, and rain.

Moreover, it seems that on the occasions when the Spirit resembled a natural
phenomenon, the effects of that particular natural phenomenon were produced. For instance,
when the Spirit appeared as fire, certain effects were produced that were related to natural

fire; hence, the appearance of spiritual fire led to a form of burning sensation in people.*?
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Likewise, when the Spirit appeared as an electric shock, it caused individuals to experience
effects of a physical electric shock; it could even knock people out instantly, similar to the
way people would respond upon encountering a physical electric shock.** At other times, the
Spirit appeared as a cloud or as a radiant light in order for people to witness God’s existence
and also in order to alert the circuit-riders and their audiences to the fact that God was ready
to go into action, to approve their evangelistic labors and perform supernatural acts.*

As noted, these various supernatural appearances of God’s Spirit were common
within the biblical text, especially in the book of Acts (and, particularly, on the Day of
Pentecost). Therefore, it can be concluded that the visible appearances of the power and
presence of God manifested in the Apostolic Age were also similarly operative in the lives

and ministries of the circuit-riders.*®

6.2 Introduction to the Common Encounters Found in Public Supernaturalism

The outpouring of the power and presence of God in the circuit-rider ministry
(whether appearing as fire, wind, rain, electric shock, or bearing no connection to any natural
phenomena) gave birth to other forms of supernatural phenomena, such as: being slain in the
Spirit, enthusiastic emotional expressions, dreams, visions, trances, exorcisms, healings, the
raising of the dead, and divine weather shifts. It should be noted that, within circuit-rider
writings, there are so many instances of these manifestations that one can write volumes on
the subject; however, while this study presents some instances of these phenomena below, it
does so in order to demonstrate the theology and, ultimately, the significance of these

supernatural events within the circuit-rider ministry.

4 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 76, 84.
4 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 223; and Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 126.
46 See also: Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 17.
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6.3 The Phenomena of Being Slain in the Spirit

While O’Byrne argued that “divine communications [including dreams]” were the
“most... [common] supernatural elements” in early Methodism, this study’s research
suggests that the experience of “falling down” or being “slain in the Spirit” and religious
enthusiastic expressions were the most common supernatural occurrences in Methodism.*’

During the time of the circuit-rider ministry, the effect of being slain in the Spirit was
also known as the “Knock-"Em-Down.”*® Presbyterian minister Stone,* who Cartwright
described as having ministered with Methodist circuit-riders (such as Page and Burke) in the
famous multi-denominational camp-meeting of Cane Ridge, Kentucky (1801),% thoroughly
described this manifestation (along with a few others) and documented its occurrences during
the meeting.®® In short, however, Stone described the supernatural event of being slain in the
Spirit as follows: “With a piercing scream, [they fell] like a log on the floor or earth, and
appear[ed] as dead.”>?

Moreover, circuit-riders recorded that when individuals were slain in the Spirit by “an

overwhelming power of the Divine Being,”*® they later emphasized that they could not help

47 O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 76-90.

8 Wigger, “Holy, ‘Knock-’Em-Down’ Preachers.”

49 Because of his in-depth accounts, it was common for Methodist historians (especially during the nineteenth
century) to use his testimonies in their works; thus, this study does the same. For instance, see: Holland
Nimmons McTyeire, A History of Methodism: Comprising a View of the Rise of this Revival of Spiritual
Religion in the First Half of the Eighteenth Century, and of the Principal Agents by Whom it was Promoted in
Europe and America; with Some Account of the Doctrine and Polity of Episcopal Methodism in the United
States, and the Means and Manner of Its Extension Down to A.D. 1884, Part 1884 (Nashville, Tenn.: Southern
Methodist Publishing House, 1888), 492-493; Richard Nye Price, Holston Methodism: From Its Origin to the
Present Time, Volume 1 (Nashville, Tenn.: Publishing House of the M.E. Church, South, 1912), 379-382; John
B. M’Ferrin, History of Methodism in Tennessee. Vol. I. From the year 1783 to the year 1804 (Nashville:
Published by A.H. Redford, for the M.E. Church, South, 1875), 347-352; and Theophilus Armenius,
“Introductory Remarks to Short Sketches of Revivals of Religion, Among the Methodists in the Western
Country,” The Methodist Magazine: For the Year of Our Lord 1819. Volume 2, 1819, 223.

%0 Due to the importance of Methodist camp-meetings, they are also discussed at length in Chapter 8 of this
study.

51 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9-13, 124; and Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 166.
Cartwright also accused Stone of spreading heresy regarding the divine nature of Jesus Christ. For more
information, see: Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 10, 124.

52 Barton W. Stone, The Biography of Eld. Barton Warren Stone with Additions and Reflections, ed. John
Rogers (Cincinnati: J.A. & U. P. James, 1847), 39.

53 Paine, Life and Times of William M ’Kendree: Vol. I, 51.
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but act the way that they did; indeed, they were admittedly “slain to the floor”>* with a force
and frenzy that rendered them “unable to stand.”™ To be more specific, when people were
slain in the Spirit, their bodies encountered a direct “loss... [of] the power of voluntary
motion, which was common among the Methodists of those days.””® Finley examined a case
of an individual who was slain in the Spirit, stating: “He exhibited no signs whatever of life;
his limbs were rigid, his wrists pulseless, and his breath gone.””®" Hence, it seems that when
people were slain in the Spirit, they were involuntarily “speechless,”® and then they
“fainted” in the presence of the Lord.*® Pilmore described that “people were so affected that
they fainted away and all were as solemn as death... [because] the Spirit of the Lord was
poured out from high.”®

To an outside observer, when individuals were slain in the Spirit, they typically
appeared to be dead. Lee noted that, at times, they would be “lying and struggling as if they
were in the agonies of death.® Other times, as Smith explained, they were seemingly “shot
down in battle”®? or, as Cartwright described, “as men slain in battle®® or, according to
Abbott’s observation, “like dead men.”®* Circuit-rider Granade described the manifestation in
greater detail, recalling that “the people fell as if they had been slain by a mighty weapon,

and lay in such piles and heaps... that it was feared they would suffocate.”®

54 Crowell, The Journal of Seth Crowell, 79.

%5 Paine, Life and Times of William M’Kendree: Vol. I, 51. See also: Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and
Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 55.

%6 Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 372.

57 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 364.

%8 Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 104.

59 Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 277; and Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the
Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 190.

80 Pilmore, The Journal of Joseph Pilmore, 169.

61 Lee, A Short History of the Methodists, 131.

%2 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 147.

83 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9.

64 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 67.

8 M’Ferrin, History of Methodism in Tennessee. Vol. I, 406. See also: Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 153.



201

Further, audience size appears to have been irrelevant in regard to being slain in the
Spirit as when people were exposed to this spiritual phenomenon, they “instantly... fell right
and left, and cried aloud for mercy.”®® In fact, the average number of people slain in the Spirit
fluctuated; sometimes there was only one person,®’ at times a dozen,% at times “twenty and
thirty,”% at times “three hundred,””’ and at other times “hundreds [fell] prostrate under the
mighty power of God.”" For instance, Burke recorded a time when “not less than five
hundred were at one time lying on the ground.””’2 Moreover, as it pertains to area, sometimes
God’s presence was manifested and caused people to be slain in the Spirit only within the
confines of a certain meeting place;”® however, sometimes individuals “more than a quarter
of a mile off”™* from the main meeting place were affected by the manifestation.”

It appears that from the time that the Spirit touched people to the time that it took
them to fall down was mere seconds or the blink of an eye.”® Also, the length of time in
which individuals remained in this state varied; however, the typical length in which people
“lay helpless”’” or remained motionless and “without strength [was] from half an hour, to two

hours”’® or “all the time of the sermon”" or “for hours.” ¥ Occasionally, especially when

8 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 42.

67 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 30, 98, 223. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury:
1771-1786, 144.

8 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 87.

5 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 165.

0 A. B. Hyde, The Story of Methodism: Tracing the Rise and Progress of that Wonderful Religious Ministry,
Which, Like the Gulf Stream, Has Given Warmth to Wide Waters and Verdure to Many Lands; and Giving an
Account of Its Various Influences and Institutions of To-day (Greenfield, Mass.: Willey & Company, 1887),
160.

1 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-
1786, 173.

"2 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 78.

3 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 97.

4 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 95.

5 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 41.
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" Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 314.

78 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 147.

8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 59.

8 Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Fifth Edition, 224.
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God’s outpouring “continued... [for] days and nights,”8! reports indicated that people laid
“powerless and motionless for days, sometimes for a week at a time, without food or drink.”®2

Most often, it appears that when people were exposed to or touched by the “visible”®?
power and presence of God, they were filled with the Spirit, which brought about a form of
spiritual “ecstasy,””® thus causing people to be instantly slain in the Spirit. Moreover, when
people experienced this spiritual ecstasy, apparently, “they would arise happy in God.”® In
other words, though people fell, they encountered tremendous joy and happiness, especially
those who experienced conversions.® For example, Abbott recalled a story in which the
Spirit descended and stirred a nonbeliever who ““soon fell on the floor, as one dead... [and]
his blood appeared stagnated.” The man remained in this state for some time, and when he
returned to his senses, he happily “praised God” and was converted.®” Similarly, Asbury
recorded the story of a woman who was known to be “a mocker.” However, God loved her,
and on that day, he poured out his presence on her, causing her to fall “down” by the Spirit.
After this occurrence, she was convicted of her sin and cried out “for mercy.” She confessed
“her sins before all the people” and happily found faith in Christ.®

The act of being slain in the Spirit transcended genders and socio-economic classes as
well as Christians and non-Christians;® in other words, the experience “was very common
among all classes, the saints and sinners of every age and grade.”® As such, the circuit-riders

recorded a ministry in which even “some of the wicked and the wise fell to the floor.”%!

81 Smith and Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 77.

8 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 21.

8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 163.
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8 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 147.

8 See also: Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 36-37; and Lee, A Short
History of the Methodists, 131.
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8 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 113.
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Finley captured this matter in recording the story of a reportedly “wicked” man (the leader of
a large “wicked” company) who deliberately interrupted a circuit-rider meeting. Immediately,
he was slain in the Spirit, and “as if smitten by lightning, he fell from his horse.” Witnessing
this, Finley feared that God, in his judgment, had “killed [this] bold and daring blasphemer.”
Also fearing his death, the man’s company rushed to his side, and as they approached him,
“the power of God came upon them, and they [also] fell like men slain in battle.” Their leader
remained in this condition “for thirty hours” and, to all who were gathered there, he appeared
to be “dead.” Suddenly, the leader returned to his senses, praising God. Finley exclaimed
that, because of God’s love, even the most wicked were converted. Hence, the instant that
supernatural powers descended, even “sinners fell as men slain in mighty battle.”%

Travis recorded that often “profane sinners, downright skeptics, and God-defying
wretches” approached their meetings and, by the power of the Spirit, in less than “ten minutes
the very vilest of all such would be stricken to the floor.” They remained “speechless,
breathless, and pulseless,” appearing to those around them as “perfectly dead,” as if directly
hit “by a deadly arrow.” Travis reported that, during his ministry, people who were slain in
the Spirit generally remained in this state for an hour; upon recovering, their faces reflected a
“heavenly smile” followed by shouts of “Glory, glory to God!”; ultimately, their spiritual
conversions ensued. Hence, according to Travis, becoming slain in the Spirit was a very
effective means of conversion.%

Cartwright also described this manifestation when the “tremendous” power of the
Spirit descended on an assembly and touched a “gang of rowdies” who were immediately
slain in the Spirit and “fell by dozens on the right and left.” In this meeting, there was also a

man who strongly opposed the circuit-rider ministry; Cartwright identified him as his “special

9 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 364-365, 367.
% Travis, Autobiography of the Rev. Joseph Travis, 24.
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persecutor.” This persecutor was suddenly slain in the Spirit, as well, and he “fell suddenly,
as if a rifle-ball had been shot through his heart.” The persecutor remained in this
immobilized state until the following morning when he awoke and experienced his spiritual
conversion with “shouts of glory and victory.”%

At another time, Cartwright observed that when the power and presence of God
descended on his audience, numerous people who were gathered inside a building were slain
in the Spirit. The intensity of the outpouring was reported to be so great that even those
outside of the building began to be slain and fall “like men shot in battle.” Many cried out for
mercy from God, including “five bullies.”®® Hence, Cartwright also witnessed that even the
reportedly wicked were spiritually converted when they were touched by the outpouring of
the Spirit.%®

At other times, those who mocked Methodist spiritual experiences were touched by
God’s Spirit and instantly fell down.®” For example, Asbury recorded an account of a circuit-
rider who shared a story of a young woman who was scorning the ministry’s actions of
“falling down” on the ground or being “slain” by God’s touch. On one occasion, she insisted,
out of judgement and malintent, on helping those who were falling down. However, during
that meeting, “the power of God soon seized her,” causing her to fall down on the ground. In
an act of irony, the woman “wanted help [for] herself” in getting up. In return, it was “the
Spirit of grace [who] helped her, by giving her faith in Christ [or conversion].”%

At other times, when the power of God was present, some people became frightened

and ran away from the circuit-rider meetings; however, while they ran away, the Spirit

9% Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 79.

% Peter Cartwright and W. S. Hooper, Fifty Years as a Presiding Elder (Cincinnati: Hitchcock and Walden,
1871), 85.

% Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 78-79.

9 For more information on the spiritual experiences of Methodist critics, see Chapter 7 of this study.

% Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 166-167.
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occasionally caught them like fish in a net.®® For instance, Abbott described an event in
which “a number fell to the floor.” One gentleman tried to “run off”; however, he was slain in
the Spirit as “God laid him down at the door” of their meeting-house. A woman also
attempted to run from the meeting, but as she did, God ““arrested her,” and slain in the Spirit
like the gentleman, she “fell back into the house just as she was going out of the door.” At
another time, there was one “very wicked woman” who was affected by the power and
presence of God; however, sensing that she would be slain in the Spirit and fall, the woman
resisted God’s touch and grabbed a cheese press to steady herself. She then began to run from
the meeting but did not go far as, upon “passing through a skirt of wood,” God grasped her
and “convinced her of [his] omnipotent power; and trembling, she went home and threw
herself on the bed” and later experienced conversion.®

Further regarding those who ran away from acute spiritual environments and
occurrences of the Knock-’Em-Down, Smith recorded an interesting event in which the
Spirit’s power descended upon a meeting, causing many to cry out to God. Some, however,
ran away from this meeting. One of the participants, overwhelmed by the intensity of the
supernatural occurrences, began to run, exhibiting shocking emotions and continuously
exclaiming, “God will sink the place.”*®

Despite the fact that, at times, the public reacted negatively to audience members
being slain in the Spirit, the circuit-riders learned how to deal with these negative reactions
while still continuing with their evangelistic goals. For instance, during one of Garretson’s
meetings, the husband of a wife who was slain in the Spirit “was much offended, [and]

threatened [Garrettson], as he said, for killing his wife.” However, it seems that this

99 Smith and Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 53.

100 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 73-74. This woman’s
story was unusual because she later rejected her faith. For more information, see: Abbott and Ffirth, The
Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 75-77.

101 Smith and Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 53.
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manifestation and threat was rather common for Garrettson because he calmly continued to
“spen[d] some time in praying” and carried on with the meeting.1%2

Thus, it can be concluded that it was “common... [in Methodist meetings] for men
and women to fall down as dead.”*%® During the circuit-rider meetings, people experienced
God’s outpouring via the involuntary effect of being slain in the Spirit or falling down on the
ground.*® These experiences were unpredictable, yet they were anticipated and prayerfully
requested by the circuit-riders.1%> When they occurred, people fainted (from one individual to
hundreds of them at a time) under “the presence and power of God”’;}% according to the
observations of outsiders, they appeared to be without living consciousness, resembling dead
bodies.!®” The event of being slain in the Spirit lasted for minutes or for hours or, at times, for
a week.1% [t can be argued that the spiritual goal of individuals falling down (believers and
nonbelievers alike) was that, at the time they returned to their senses, they typically were
spiritually refreshed and exhibited joy in the Lord (because they met God in this

extraordinary fashion);2% further, nonbelievers were often converted.!'°

6.4 The Phenomena of Emotional Enthusiastic Expressions
In the circuit-rider ministry, in addition to being slain in the Spirit, it was also very
common for people who were reportedly touched by the power and presence of God to be

inspired to emotionally express this touch in various enthusiastic ways; hence, as introduced
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in Chapter 3 and discussed at length in Chapter 7, these intense emotional expressions were
often labeled as “religious enthusiasm.”*!! The most common ways in which individuals
emotionally expressed these spiritual experiences were through spontaneous joy, weeping,
shouting, singing, dancing, physical jerking, making animal noises (barking and roaring),
holy laughing, sobbing and groaning, and emotional melting. Further, these phenomena were
reported to have occurred in almost every meeting; in other words, whenever there was an
outpouring of God’s Spirit, some sort of emotional outburst typically followed. Hence, this
section describes the role of supernatural emotional responses within the circuit-rider
ministry.

One of the most commonly recorded emotional outbursts was crying. Cooper stated
that this occurred because “the word was like a sword in the hearts of some who cried out...
to God” and, as a result of this, “tears flowed on every hand; the countenances of the people
bespoke the effect of the truth in their souls.”'!? At times, the cries were so intense that
people’s “streaming eyes, and faces [were] bathed in tears.”'* Sometimes believers cried,
other times nonbelievers cried, and the majority of the time, both groups present
unpredictably cried as they were moved by “the power of God.”*!* It was common after such
an incident occurred for people to receive conversions; hence, this phenomenon was
significant because people received spiritual refreshment and, moreover, because the labor of
the gospel was “spread in a manner which human language cannot describe.”'%°

The circuit-riders recorded that people also unpredictably wept (a more intense form

of crying) and exhibited “weeping eyes, and indeed there was a shower of tears amongst

11 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 21-22. While religious enthusiasm was discussed in Chapter 3 of this
study, because this matter plays a great role in the circuit-rider ministry, it is extensively investigated in Chapter
7, as well.
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[them].”*!® At times, weeping was followed by mourning as Garretson observed that there
was “a great weeping and mourning among poor sinners.”*!” Sometimes, the Spirit was
poured out, and the entire meeting’s “floor was pretty well covered with weeping
mourners.”'!8 Indeed, in the circuit-rider meetings, there were often “weeping multitudes.”*
Methodist altars became full with “old and young, parents and children, weeping together and
praying.”*?° There were other occasions in which the Methodist “preachers and people wept”
together; the circuit-riders themselves, at times, “mourned and wept” that they might see
God’s power demonstrated in their lives and meetings.'?! In other words, it can be concluded
that the cause of individual and collective outbursts of cries, tears, weeping, and mourning
was a touch by “the divine power [that] was glorious among the people”?2 and that these
forms of expression served as spiritual nourishment that also gave birth to conversions.?®

In the circuit-rider ministry, it was also common for the circuit-riders, and particularly
for their audiences, to express their spiritual experiences with spontaneous joy.?* The
manifestation of joy, according to Galatians 5:22-23, was considered to be one of the primary
fruits of the Spirit of God, given to all believers as a “God-imparted emotion.”*?® It seems
that joy, at times, was a byproduct of individuals being “filled with [spiritual] amazement”;2®
further, the feelings of joy were directly bestowed by God and, as a result, individuals often
spontaneously shouted “aloud for joy.”*?" Largely as a result of the Spirit’s touch, especially

in experiences of salvation, people “rejoice[ed] with a joy unspeakable [that was] full of
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glory,” and they often became “refreshed in [their] spirit.” In other words, in the circuit-rider
ministry, the language of joy was very closely connected to happiness, especially for new
converts; because of this fact, at times, tremendous “joy [came] from happy converts.”
According to the circuit-riders, the new converts were transformed from “a dark and heavy
cloud” to a “a glorious [spiritual] light.... [where the] distress left... and the anguish of... [the]
heart was turned into joy.”*?® Moreover, in circuit-rider meetings, people occasionally
witnessed the appearance of God as a “divine light” that “flashed all round” and brought to
people’s hearts a vivid and “unspeakable joy.” In addition to joy being a pivotal part of
conversion, believers experienced this joy, as well, sometimes directly imparted by God and
sometimes in witnessing the conversions of others and beholding their “great... joy.”*?°
Audiences commonly expressed their spiritual experiences through shouts;*° when
the supernatural power of God descended on people there was “such a shout [that they] never
heard.” The observers of these events thought that sometimes “there were upward of two
hundred people who shouted at one time.”**! During various meetings, there were occasions
when “every few minutes [people would rise] in shouts of triumph.”**? At times, nonbelievers
were touched by the Spirit of God so intensely that they “screamed™;!3 at other times, their
shouts were “shouts of victory over the powers of darkness.”*** Regardless, people typically
“shouted aloud”*® as a result of their supernatural experiences, especially conversion
experiences, which often produced shouts that were mixed with joy and actively “prais[ed]

the Most High for his abounding grace.”**® Hence, people shouted “aloud the praise of
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God”*¥" with “shrieks and shouts... [that] rent the very heavens'® and originated “from
hundreds.”1%

During circuit-rider meetings, people frequently sang songs.*° Similar to the act of
shouting, people sang out of a (somewhat involuntary) need to burst into song upon
encountering a spiritual manifestation;*! they also incorporated prayers and praise into song
form.1#2 At times, it appears that this form of singing was supernatural as people sang
harmoniously “not from the mouth or nose, but entirely in the breast, the sounds issuing
thence.” The noise was apparently captivating and “most heavenly; none could ever be tired
of hearing it.”1*3 There were also many encounters in which “the songs of joy [flowed] from
happy converts.”144

Further, when individuals witnessed and experienced God’s Spirit, this often led to
individual and corporate “dancing”'*® while “professing religion.”**® Dow observed that this
form of “dancing” was “a strange exercise” because, while it was considered to be
“involuntary,” it also “require[d] the consent of the will.” If people resisted the overpowering
urge to dance, it brought “deadness and barrenness over the mind.” However, if people
“yield[ed]” to this urge, they felt “happy” and exhibited “a great cross [between] a heavenly
smile and solemnity on the countenance.” This form of dancing also reportedly caused
“conviction” and produced a child-like mentality in that those who danced and “fixed [their
eyes] upwards” on God disregarded behavioral propriety “below.”**” Furthermore, to

spectators, religious dancing was viewed as “heavenly... The smile of Heaven shone on the
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countenance of the subject, and assimilated to angels appeared the whole person’!# as they
danced and shouted “aloud for joy.”%4°

There were times when people in circuit-rider meetings engaged in the controversial
“exercises known as jerks” or “jerking.”*>® While, as noted above, dancing was considered to
be a cooperation between an involuntary urge and the human will, in general, jerking was
described as an intense and fully “involuntary”*®! physical jerk (comparable to a seizure) and,
as a result, it was little connected to emotions; however, the reason why it is incorporated in
this emotional expressions section is because, in the circuit-rider ministry, physical jerking
was traditionally considered to be a part of “emotions”®? or religious enthusiasm (which was
often seen as “emotional wildness”).?>3

For Cartwright, jerking was occasionally considered to be a “judgment” from God,
“first, to bring sinners to repentance,” and second, to demonstrate to people that the Lord
could “work with or without means, and that He could work over and above means.” Further,
Cartwright believed that, despite the controversy surrounding them, if it “seemeth [to] Him
good,” God would use the jerks to further his purpose of “the salvation of the world” and the
demonstration of “the glory of His grace.”*>* Similar to Cartwright, Dow perceived “the jerks
[to be] a sign of the times”; he believed that God sent the jerks for two main reasons—as a
“judgment for the people’s unbelief” and “as a mercy to convict people of divine realities.”**

While some during that time attempted to explain the jerks through natural means,
circuit-riders expressed that one could “not account for it on natural principles” as the source

of this phenomenon was divine.™® Finley described this supernatural manifestation,
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explaining that sometimes hundreds at a time jerked back and forth with “great rapidity and
violence.” This jerking was so intense that people’s “bodies would bend so as to bring their
heads near to the floor.” Often, when women experienced this phenomenon, their hair would
“crack like the lash of a driver’s whip.” There were also those who jerked “from side to side,
so quickly that the features of the face could not be distinguished”*®” or would make “a kind
of grunt or groan.”**® Occasionally, audience members would stop, “rise up, and dance” in
order “to obtain relief” from the involuntary exercise.'>® While, to an observer, jerking could
have appeared to be a painful experience, those who encountered it reported to have had “no
bodily pain.”

It was described that, at times, “about one hundred and fifty appeared to have the
jerking exercise.”'®9 At other times, circuit-riders witnessed occasions wherein they had
“seen more than five hundred persons jerking at one time.” It seems that the phenomenon of
jerking was more prevalent in larger meetings and less so in smaller meetings; nonetheless, in
circuit-rider meetings, the “jerks were very prevalent.”6!

Also, as further investigated in Chapter 7, this form of expression played a large part
in the public’s increasing criticism of Methodism.®? It became common for “some wicked
persons [to mock] the jerks.” However, those who mocked these expressions were many
times touched by the Spirit so that they themselves “were thrown to the earth with
violence.”%® Indeed, Finley noted that the jerks were not restricted to any specific class or

type within the audience, but rather, “saint, seeker, and sinner were alike subject to these
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wonderful phenomena.”*®* Dow confirmed this by declaring that, in his ministry, “black and
white, the aged and the youth, rich and poor, without exception” were subject to the jerks.'%

In addition, audience members occasionally exhibited animal roaring and barking.
This was also a controversial manifestation in those days; however, circuit-riders generally
considered this exercise to be divinely inspired and believed that it functioned as a means of
enabling conversions or furthering knowledge of God. In this exercise, individuals engaged in
“roaring out in the disquietude of their spirits,” which caused a noise that sounded as “though
heaven had come into their souls.”*® In a similar fashion, there was the animal “barking
exercise” in which people would “make a grunt or a bark™ as a result of a spiritual
encounter.*®’

When the Spirit of the Lord was poured out, it was common for people to experience
holy laugher, a kind of “loud, hearty laughter... [that] was truly indescribable.” However,
while this phenomenon was identified as laughter, at times “it excited laughter in none that
heard it.” Rather, it “excited solemnity” in those present, both “saints and sinners.”'®® There
were times in which holy laughter lasted for long periods of time; indeed, new converts
would often spontaneously begin to “laugh, and would continue doing so for [hours].” There
was a recorded case in Kentucky in which a woman “laughed all day and all night.”%° Also,

it seems that this phenomenon was more commonly experienced in larger meetings and was

predominately considered to be divine—a sign of overpowering and uncontrollable joy.
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However, it should be noted that some scholars (including modern scholars) have disputed
the fact that holy laughter was divinely inspired.”

In addition to the above emotional expressions, individuals occasionally expressed
their spiritual encounters through emotional melting: “The melting power of God was felt and
[through it, many] were blessed.!”* Indeed, in some meetings, there was such a great display
of the power of God that it reportedly caused a “great melting” within the audience.’? While
this term was not explicitly defined by the circuit-riders, it was largely understood to
represent a heart being softened as a result of spiritual influence. This can be contrasted with
the instance within the biblical text in which God caused Pharaoh’s heart to be hardened.”
Thus, within these circuit-rider meetings, it appears that God emotionally melted the hearts of
those present.

Within circuit-rider meetings, there were other forms of emotional expression that
occurred less frequently. For example, when “the power of the Highest was manifestly upon
the audience,” it occasionally caused people to be “attested by sobs and groans from every
part.”™ In meetings, there were “cries for mercy [that] seemed as though they would rend
the heavens”; at times, the cries were considered to be very loud—so loud that in meetings
“little could be heard, except... strong cries to God for mercy.”*’®> Sometimes, people
expressed the touch of God by “wringing their hands, smiting their breasts, and begging all to
pray for them.”!’® There were also cases in which the power of the Spirit descended, causing

many to feel as if they had been “impaled.””’
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Thus, from this section, it can be concluded that audience members in the circuit-rider
ministry expressed their supernatural encounters through various emotions (also known as
“religious enthusiasm™). Spiritual experiences were expressed sometimes with crying,
weeping, shouting, singing, dancing, jerking, roaring, laughing, sobbing, and groaning. As
Ware observed, because the “great power [of God] attended the word; many wept aloud,
some for joy, and some for grief; many, [were] filled with amazement.”*’® One of the main
functions of these supernatural phenomena was to serve as a source of spiritual refreshment.
Most importantly, however, the phenomena served as a means of producing new converts
(which, in turn, caused growth in American Methodism). Thus, as Cartwright summarized, in
the circuit-rider ministry, “sinners wept, quaked, and trembled, and saints shouted aloud for

joy” resulting in many individuals being “born into the kingdom of God.”"

6.5 The Phenomena of Divine Dreams, Visions, and Trances

Although dreams, visions, and trances were mentioned in previous chapters, this
section details the meaning of dreams, visions, and trances from a spiritual perspective; it is
followed by an examination of their significance within circuit-rider audiences.

Dreams (found in the New Testament text as dvap or évomviov)® are understood to
be a common byproduct of sleep and can “be reflections of reality, sources of divination,
curative experiences, or evidence of unconscious activity.”® Visions (found in the New
Testament text as dpapo)'®? are largely understood to hold more clarity than dreams and are

largely known to originate as a result of a spiritual or “religious experience”; further, they can
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be seen as a form of “a dream,”'® a “trance, or as a supernatural apparition.”84 Lastly,
trances (found in the New Testament text as ékotacic,) ® often involve a form of “spiritual
ecstasy”; 18 trances can also be understood as “a mental state between sleeping and waking”
in which an individual “does not move but can hear and understand what is being said.”8’
Occasionally, those who experience a trance feel as if they are “out of”*® their physical
bodies; the condition is also “characterized by an absence of response to external stimuli.”8
Further, a trance can be understood as “a preternatural, absorbed state of mind preparing for
the reception of the [spiritual] vision.”**

The circuit-riders believed that many of their dreams, visions, and trances were
divinely orchestrated and “were sent by God, in his mercy, for [the] good [of believers].””1%
According to the circuit-riders, divine dreams, visions, and trances were another way in
which God communicated with the circuit-riders and their audiences; these divine dreams,
visions, and trances also typically served as a form of spiritual encouragement.®? For
example, in his journal, Gatch copied down the following text from Joel 2:28 because he felt
that it applied to his ministry, as well: “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons

and your daughters shall prophesy... your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall
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see visions.”'% These divine phenomena were encountered in various places, such as
evangelistic meetings, ministerial circuits, and people’s private homes.

Indeed, just as the circuit-riders encountered divine dreams, visions, and trances in
their private lives, their audiences also encountered such phenomena. It appears that some
divine dreams, visions, and trances in circuit-rider audiences were experienced for the
purpose of conversion. For instance, Garretson recorded a story that happened during a
Methodist meeting in which a man who was known for “wickedness came cursing and
swearing” and was then supernaturally touched by God and became a believer. This man
relayed that, during his short period of conversion, he experienced a vision or trance of hell
wherein he “thought every minute [he would] fall,” apparently, into hell. In that moment, he
decided to trust in Christ, for he “saw a beauty in him.”%

Cartwright recalled a story of a woman who was touched by the power of God but
was not willing to acknowledge Jesus Christ’s divine nature. The reason for this was because
an Arian demon or devil'®® “still claimed a residence in this woman’s heart.” So, Cartwright,
the lady, and a few others prayed and it appeared that “the bending heavens came near.” This
caused the lady to lose “her assumed good feelings, and [she] sunk down into sullen, dumb
silence.” The woman continued in this condition for weeks until, one night, she experienced a
divine “dream or vision” in which Jesus appeared to her “in all His supreme glory.” In her
dream or vision, Jesus “told her she was wrong... [and] forgave her” of her errors and
unbelief. After this experience, she became a firm believer in Christ’s divinity and joined the

MEC.1%
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Sometimes it seems that divine dreams, visions, and trances appeared in order to elicit
an immediate response from the dreamer. For example, Asbury, who was a believer in divine
dreams and visions, recorded an incident of a woman who “dreamed three times that the
Indians had surprised and killed them all.” After she had these divine dreams, “she urged her
husband to entreat the people to set a guard.” When the people heard the news from her
husband’s description of the dreams and his request for a guard, not only did they not believe
him, but they also “abused him, and cursed him.” Seeing that the people would not respond to
the warnings that came from the divine dream, the woman and her “husband sprung away,
one east, the other west, and escaped”; the dream came true, and American Indians attacked
the residence.®” Further, Young once recorded a prophetic “dream or vision” of an American
Indian woman who, upon having a dream, urged the chief of her tribe not to harm a certain
preacher who was attempting to minister to the American Indians.'%

Likewise, Travis recalled a female who dreamed of attending a ball. In this dream, she
died and was taken into heaven but did not enjoy the “the company of saints and angels”;
thus, she “was hurled down to flames and burnings.” When a minister heard this dream, he
discerned it was a divine dream and warned the female “not to go” to the ball. However, the
woman disregarded the warning and attended; then “all the particulars of her dream relating
to this world came to pass.”®

Some of the divine dreams, visions, and trances were prophetic foretellings. For
instance, Bangs recorded Garrettson’s story of Mrs. Basset who “had been praying for her
husband’s conversion.” She then saw a prophetic dream in which “God had converted [her
husband’s] soul.” Later, when her husband returned to his home, he told all his family what

the Lord had done for him as, apparently, he experienced a conversion. Mrs. Basset, who

197 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 74. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev.
Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 169.

1% Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 368.

199 Travis, Autobiography of the Rev. Joseph Travis, 232-233.



219

divinely foreknew this event, confessed to her husband: “I know it... [because] the blessed
God told me s0.”2%®

Coke recorded an account of a certain dream by a “poor [Caribbean] man.” In this
man’s dream, “two Ministers came to [his home on the] Island.” The dream made such an
impression on the man that he remembered it vividly; thus, “as soon as he saw Mr. Baxter
and [Coke] enter the Church,” he knew them “immediately to be the very same persons who
had been represented to him in his dream.”?°* Also, during Shadford’s ministerial work, one
of his audience members, who had never met him before that day, told him: “I saw you in a
dream last night.””?%

To summarize this section, it can be concluded that divine dreams, visions, and
trances were common supernatural manifestations in the circuit-rider ministry.?® It appears
that the main role of these phenomena was to serve as a form of divine communication
between an individual and God. For instance, Boehm argued that, through supernatural
dreams, the spiritual realm communicated with humanity; moreover, for Boehm, these
phenomena (such as divine dreams) derived either from “an evil source [the demonic spirits]
... or from a good source [God].” According to Boehm, one could discern the source of a
spiritual dream by its fruit; one usually knew when dreams issued from God as they exhibited
“some good purpose.”?%

It appears that divine dreams, visions, and trances were a crucial part of the circuit-

rider ministry because, through them, conversions took place,?* people obtained spiritual
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empowerment, 2°® and divine messages were received.?’” Some of these messages required
immediate responses from the seers and others were prophetic messages that disclosed
specific future events.?®® Horton and D. Young recorded incidents in which God used these
phenomena to enable readers of the Bible to “understand passage[s]” that had previously
puzzled them.?%® Also, Asbury recorded occasions wherein these phenomena served as a
catalyst in people becoming more “sanctified.”?%

Moreover, not only did the circuit-riders believe that dreams, visions, and trances
were largely divine, but they demonstrated “great reliance”?!! on them as valuable sources of
divine communication that “greatly strengthened [their] blessed work,”?? just as in the
Apostolic Age.? Indeed, these phenomena were perceived as a means of divine revelatory
guidance, and they “intend to see the result” of them.?** For instance, Garrettson was aware
that “some suppose[d] that [they] ought not to put any dependence in dreams and visions”;
however, he introduced the theology and understanding that people should depend on them
because even the “wise and good men ha[d] done [so] in all ages... [such as the apostles]
Peter, Paul.”?'> Horton echoed this viewpoint by arguing that “some say there is nothing

[divine] in” these phenomena, but he thought “otherwise” because, through them, individuals
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“received many signal manifestations of the divine goodness in the course of [their]
pilgrimage.”?1¢

It also should be noted that early Methodists were aware that some dreams, visions,
and trances were the product of mere “self-induced manifestations?! that, at times, “misled
[people], by pride and a warm imagination.”?'® They also believed that dreams and trances
could originate from angels and from various “demonic activity.”?'° Thus, it seems that
circuit-riders could spiritually discern (and actively endeavored to discern) the origins of
these phenomena, and they identified many of them as direct God-messages.??° Thus, in the
circuit-rider ministry, people “dreamed dreams, saw visions” and experienced trances that
they perceived to be biblical; furthermore, the circuit-riders recommended that individuals

rely on these divine phenomena as the early apostles did.?*

6.6 The Phenomena of Spiritual Warfare and Exorcism

As discussed in Chapter 5, while personal, experiential lessons in spiritual warfare
taught the circuit-riders how to recognize and thwart the works of the devil in their own lives,
they also reportedly instructed the circuit-riders on setting others free (via exorcism) from

various demonic oppressions and even, at times, possessions of the entire human will.?2? As
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Scudder observed, in general, the circuit riders’ “work often appear[ed] semi-miraculous, and
[it was] as if Christ were [physically] again present, casting out demons, and clothing the
delivered ones with a right mind.”??3

Asbury recorded a story of a woman named Achsah Borden who, upon facing severe
temptation, chose to participate in sinful activities. These sinful acts brought her to a place of
“deep distress.” Borden’s family members, in an effort to protect her, locked her in a room
and removed all knives from her house because they were afraid that she would harm herself.
Soon after, Borden lost her ability to speak. Asbury described her by saying that in “silence,
she would not work at all, nor do the smallest thing.” However, she heard about the
Methodists who purportedly engaged in productive spiritual prayers. As a result, Borden
wanted the Methodists to pray for her with the hope of being healed. She was later directed to
a place “where a number [of Methodists] met for prayer.” Asbury explained that when the
“brethren saw into her case,” they immediately supernaturally discerned that “a dumb spirit”
was living in her. Whether from her sinful acts, distress, or the trauma of being locked away,
the dumb evil spirit took advantage of her weaknesses and afflicted her with a speechless life.
Asbury also stated that the Methodists were sure that “God would cast [the evil spirit] out.”
So, they joined together in prayer and prayed for “part of three days” consecutively; on “the
third day at evening she cried for mercy, soon spoke and praised God, from a sense of
comforting, pardoning love.” The dumb evil spirit was cast out of Borden, and because of this
exorcism, she was set free from the burden of her speechless life. Her relationship with God
was also restored, and she sensed his pardoning love.?*

Garrettson recorded a similar story of a girl who was a believer; however, at one point

in her life, she wandered away from the Lord, and the devil tortured her severely by making
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her appear as a societal outcast. During this time, as a result of all of these difficulties, she
reportedly became “dumb for two years.” After she heard about the Methodists and their
spiritual reputation, she desired to attend their meetings, and upon doing so, she heard the
sermon and a call for experiential prayer. She passionately began to pray and then “went into
a private room, [and] kneeled down to prayer” where she remained in a state of persistent
prayer “till the Lord blessed her soul.” In that moment, the girl was delivered and “her tongue
was loosened, and she could speak forth the praises of Israel’s God.” After this experience,
Garrettson took her back to her home. When her family saw her restored and with a healthy
appearance, they marveled and “some thought [that] the Methodists could work miracles.”
For the rest of her life, the girl was “able to speak and work as well as usual.”?%

Garrettson recorded the exorcism of a man “who was troubled with an evil spirit.”
This man recalled that “for a long time the devil had followed him, and that he had frequently
seen him with his bodily eyes.” This man was seemingly “under [Christian] conviction” but
did not have knowledge regarding how to deal with evil spirits. Hence, Garrettson, being
experienced in spiritual warfare, “gave him good directions” to overcome this spiritual battle.
Following their conversation, they prayed together, and the man “was troubled no more...
and he became one of [Garrettson’s] quiet hearers.””?2

Garrettson also described an incident in which he became lost on his way to a circuit.
He then stopped at the nearest house and there encountered a woman who had previously
worshiped the devil. She confessed to Garrettson that she had “sold [her] three little children
to the devil” and was convinced that the devil would soon come to claim their souls. As a
result, “she had carried a razor in her bosom for three weeks with an intention, first, to take

the lives of her children before the day came that she thought the devil was to come for them,

225 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 137-139.
226 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 183.
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and then to take her own life.” Garrettson, however, insisted that her children “belong[ed] to
God” and not the devil. Further, he preached to her, prayed for her, and read the Bible. At
first, due to the strong demonic influence on the family, it seemed that whatever Garrettson
said was “all in vain.” However, Garrettson persisted in his efforts as he believed “it pleased
the Lord to visit her soul in mercy.” Finally, the mother was filled with “rapture of joy” and
began to bless and praise God as she experienced her personal conversion.??’

Finley recalled an exorcism of a young man who appeared to “have been possessed of
the devil.” Due to demonic influence, the man was considered to be full of “ravings and
blasphemy,” which “shocked all who heard him.” He “boastingly” criticized divine
manifestations and even “defied the power of God.” Regarding those who were slain in the
Spirit, the young man argued that they were simply “overcome by the influence of fear, or
nervous weakness.” However, to his amazement, the young man was “suddenly” slain in the
Spirit himself, and down he “fell on the floor lifeless to all appearance.” He remained in this
state for eight hours and, during this time, was intermittently “seized with convulsions of
such an intense and powerful character, that [it seemed] he must die from the agony.” After
the experience, he rose to his normal state and began “praising God for his salvation.”
Further, not only was this man spiritually converted, but he also began to urge “all his friends
to seek an interest in the Savior. His conversion [and spiritual deliverance] was a matter of
astonishment to all.” Finley considered this account to be a “demonstration of the power of
God, [as well as an] irresistible conviction.”??

Finley described another story of a Catholic woman who appeared to have been kept
under condemnation of the devil and harbored many fears. She also believed that a child she

had lost was a punishment from God for her wickedness. Finally, she prayed wholeheartedly,

227 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 180-182. Horton recorded a similar
story of Satanists (from Africa) sacrificing animals and newborn children to the devil; for more information, see:
Horton, A Narrative of the Early Life, 183-188.

228 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 232.
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and “a dark and heavy cloud, which had rested upon her, pass[ed] away, and she was
surrounded with a glorious light.” From this supernatural encounter, she felt that “all her
distress left her, and the anguish of her heart was turned into joy.”” Unfortunately, this peace
did not last long because the devil “tempted her and darkness again surrounded her.”
However, as the woman had become familiar with the concept of spiritual warfare and was
confident in her past spiritual breakthroughs, even “in this state of mind,” she pursued the
Lord in prayer. Again, the Lord visited the woman, and she “was happily delivered from the
snare of the devil.” After her demonic deliverance, she became a dedicated Methodist.?%°

Pilmore was known to have experienced spiritual battles with demonic beings;
through them, he became familiar with seeking the Lord and rebuking the devil. Pilmore
recorded a severe case of exorcism performed on a lady who was known to be “possessed by
the devil”; after much prayer, she was fully delivered.?*

Among these spiritual struggles, the circuit-riders recorded unusual cases in which
people allegedly experienced such profound spiritual enslavement by the devil that they
became mentally unstable and, consequently, refused deliverance; thus, they remained in
these conditions, and often their cases eventually ended in death. For instance, Cartwright
recalled a story revolving around the devil’s work in tormenting a new, impressionable
Christian to death. A woman was slain in the Spirit by the power of God and was thriving
spiritually; however, she had not yet reached a state of Christian maturity. Satan took
advantage of this state and “tempted her to believe that she was a reprobate, and that there
was no mercy for her.” Arising from these temptations, the woman came to the belief that
“she was Jesus Christ,” and as such, she “took it upon her... to bless and curse [all who]

came to see her.” Things worsened as she “refused to eat, or drink, or sleep.” The woman

229 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 255-256.
230 Pjlmore, The Journal of Joseph Pilmore, 16, 73.
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remained in this poor condition of demonic delusion and captivity for thirteen days and,
ultimately, died because she refused to get well or receive deliverance.?®

Abbott recorded another unusual case during one of his meetings in which one “very
wicked” woman was touched “by the mighty power of God” and, after returning home,
“shook to that degree, that the bed on which she lay trembled under her.” When people heard
of her condition, they went to visit her, along with Abbott; whenever the woman became
capable of speech, she warned the people to not sin as she had because they would end up
worse than her. Abbott assured everyone that these shakings were from God, and after a few
days, the woman became happily converted and lived a devout life of faith. However, six
months after her conversion, her husband had a dispute with a Methodist society member,
and being much affected by it, the woman renounced her faith and returned to her old
practices, wherein she became a “worse child of hell than at the beginning.” Eighteen months
later, it became apparent that the woman was dying; thus, Abbott and his daughter Rebecca
went to visit her, imploring her to repent again, but she would not. Finally, in a moment of
terror, she cried: “Do not you see the devils there ready to seize my soul and drag it to hell...
| feel as much of the torturing torments of the damned as a mortal can feel in the body.”
Those present assured the woman that she was “out of her senses,” but after these words, in
front of all present, “her flesh rotted on her bones, and fell from one of her sides, so that her
entrails might be seen. In this awful, terrible situation, she left this stage of action [died].”
Abbott then warned that this is what would happen to those who backslid in their faith and

denounced God in their words and actions.?*?

231 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 43.

232 Apbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 74-76. An individual
who was formerly a biblical Christian but no longer claimed to be a Christian or did not live a life compatible
with biblical principles was identified by the circuit-riders as a backslider. For more information regarding the
term, see: Richard Baxter, A Christian Directory, or, A Body of Practical Divinity and Cases of Conscience:
Christian Ecclesiastics, (or Church Duties) (London: Printed for Richard Edwards, 1825), 351-356.
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At times, Methodists recorded stories wherein the devil was the main influence in
prompting people to murder. For instance, Jea, who encountered various experiences of
spiritual warfare, recorded the tragic story of his wife who, largely because of “the
temptations of Satan,” mistreated and then killed their own baby. She also threatened to Kill
her husband Jea because she was convinced in her heart by demonic beings that she was
destined “to go to eternal misery; and therefore, she was determined to do all the mischief she
could.” His wife was then sent to a court and was punished and “suffered according to the
law.” Despite this tragedy, Jea found power and healing in God who “gave [him] grace to
withstand the temptations of the Devil.””?%3

As demonstrated, the circuit-riders recorded various incidents of spiritual warfare or
individual exorcisms performed directly by them or other Methodists of the day. Cartwright
summarized these experiences, saying: “Satan was in many who cried so lamentably for him
to be cast out. And out of many he was cast, by the power of the Holy Ghost, through faith in
Jesus Christ. They were first torn by Satan, then healed by Christ.”?*

Thus, as noted in Chapter 5, it is evident that the supernatural activities of spiritual
warfare and exorcism were frequently experienced within the circuit-rider ministry. This
battle was fought in faith, with prayer, and through God’s Spirit by expelling demons from
people’s lives. Indeed, circuit-riders displayed a ministry in which they frequently engaged in
and performed spiritual deliverances (i.e. exorcisms) over their audiences.?* In doing so,
Newell testified that the power and presence of God descended, and “lovely children and
youth were brought from the power of Satan unto God.”?*® However, regarding unbelievers,

the circuit-riders expressed that all unbelievers were unprotected subjects of

233 Jea, The Life, History, and Unparalleled Sufferings of John Jea, 46-47.
234 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 89.

235 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 89.

236 Newell, Life and Observations of E.F. Newell, 131.



228

“stimulat[ion]”?*" and captivity “from the powers of Satan”?*® and were in need of spiritual
conversion by being rescued “from the bondage of Satan to the liberty of the children of
God.”?*® Further, the circuit-riders believed (echoing 2 Corinthians 4:4) that the devil or “the
god of this world blind[ed] the minds of mankind”?4° so that they would not receive the
salvation that is presented in the gospel.?*

Lastly, O’Byrne noted that, in other denominations, “supernaturalism was not nearly
as common as it would be in early Methodist narratives.”?*?> Expanding on this observation,
the circuit-riders themselves believed that one of the main reasons why so many ministers of
other denominations did not experience the supernatural of “the day of Pentecost” was
because the Holy Spirit was “so destructive to Satan’s kingdom that [Satan would] stir up all
his powers against it, and those ministers” who endeavored to walk in the same power as seen
on the day of Pentecost; as a result, such ministers were hunted by the enemy “as lambs
among wolves.” Thus, works of the devil were considered by circuit-riders to be largely
responsible for the lack of supernatural activity in the church (specifically, some non-

Methodist denominations) of their day.?*3

6.7 The Phenomena of Divine Healings
Modern scholar Hiatt explained that, within the circuit-rider ministry, a “divine

healing [was considered to be a] healing by the direct intervention of God.”?** Before

237 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 109.

238 |_ee, A Short History of the Methodists, 271.

239 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 270.
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241 This concept is present in the biblical text as, at one point, Jesus pointed out that because of sin, people
willingly or unwillingly join the devil and demonic powers. This is also seen in John 8:44: “You are of your
father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not
stand the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar
and the father of lies.”
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examining the supernatural instances of divine healings witnessed within the circuit-riders’
audiences, it should be noted that the circuit-riders also recorded numerous occasions in
which they themselves were physically sick or in pain. For instance, Asbury recorded times
when he had “a violent pain in [his] head. After service, [he] went to bed, and was very ill.”
In another instance, he also recorded that when he “laid down on the floor upon [his]
nightgown; [he] slept in pain.””?*® These physical sicknesses and pains came about as a result
of the circuit-riders’ lack of rest and tremendous physical strain, sparked by their continuous
horseback riding through various harsh weather conditions. It is natural, when exposed to
such damaging circumstances, for one’s physical immune system to be rendered defenseless
against many germs or viruses.4

Nevertheless, due to the power and presence of God, the circuit-riders witnessed
various displays of divine (and often immediate) physical (and even emotional) healings; it
appears that, in God’s compassion and mercy, circuit-riders occasionally observed that “the
power of the Lord was present... to heal.”**” For instance, Asbury once “went to bed with a
fever on [him]; and the morning felt so much pain that [he] thought of not going to the Court-
house [to preach].” However, he reported that the Lord healed him and “rewarded [his] weak
[endeavors] with liberty, power, and consolation.” Because of this supernatural healing,
Asbury could preach “the next day.” Similarly, during one of Asbury’s circuit travels, he was
under severe “affliction of body.” However, God intervened supernaturally, and through his

“perfect love, [there was] peace within [him],” and Asbury witnessed a “harmony” in which

245 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 8, 296. See also: Thomas Morrell, The Journals
of the Reverend Thomas Morrell Methodist Patriot and Preacher 1747 1838, ed. Michael J. McKay (New
Jersey: Historical Society, Northern New Jersey Conference, United Methodist Church, 1984), 25-27.

246 For more information on this matter, see also: Harvard Health Publishing, Out in the Cold, (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University, 2010), https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/out-in-the-cold.

247 \Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 115. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev.
Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 312.
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“every [part of his] malady” was healed. The next day, Asbury was able to continue with his
regular circuit schedule.?*®

Furthermore, it should be noted that divine healings were occasionally associated with
the level of faith of the circuit-riders or the audience members.?*° Indeed, the circuit-riders
observed that God’s power and presence was always there to heal people (physically or
emotionally), but faith was required to actually receive spiritual or physical healing. Hence,
faith was the bridge that brought supernatural healings from the Spirit of God into people.
Regarding this matter, Gatch recalled an important spiritual revelation wherein he “felt the
power of God... affect [his] body and soul.” During this time, according to Gatch, God spoke
to him saying that his “power [was] present to heal... if [Gatch would] believe.” Afterword,
he “instantly submitted to the operation of the Spirit of God, and [his] poor soul was set at
liberty. [He] felt as if [he] had got into a new world.”?*°

Similarly, when Horton had “severe pain in [his] right side” to the degree that he was
unable to do anything, the Lord “spoke unto [him],” saying that if he would “believe, [his]
side [would] be healed.” Horton accepted this and in faith responded that God was “able to
heal.” After this faith declaration, Horton testified that “in that very moment™ he felt “the
power” of God entering him “as sensible as [he] ever felt the hand of a person upon any part
of [his] body,” and his “cure was instantaneous and perfect.””?!

Regarding another instance of faith-associated healing, Lakin once described a
woman “who was afflicted with a disease pronounced by her physicians incurable.” After
Lakin prayed for her, he recommended that she have faith in receiving supernatural healing

because “the Lord, in His own good time, [would] rebuke [this incurable] disease and restore
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her to health.” It appears that the woman put this faith recommendation into practice because
she recovered. Further, Lakin later witnessed that she was “still living, at an advanced age,
able to perform a considerable amount of labor.”?5?

Regarding additional supernatural healings, Lakin recorded a divine healing of a
young woman whose “speech was taken from her.” Her symptoms were so severe that,
although she had the ability to sit up, she was “entirely inclined to lay.” This woman
remained in this condition for nine days; she then began to zealously pray, and after much
prayer, “her speech was restored and she arose with her usual strength, and her body in no
ways emaciated, but in full flesh and [vigor].” Rejoicing in this miracle, Lakin declared that
“the Lord’s doings. .. [were] marvelous in [their] eyes.”?*

Newell recorded the divine healing of “a sick man who appeared near the gates of
death.” Apparently, this man had “returned from [a] sea [journey]” wherein he had
encountered “a tremendous gale”; he and others on the ship believed that they would die and,
thus, “wicked as [they] were, unitedly called on God for help.” God “delivered” them safely,
but the man later “forgot the vows” he made to God during his distress and had entirely
“broken the solemn promises of [his] heart.” Indeed, the man, admittedly, had continued to
live a life of “sins.” As a result, he thought that the root of this sickness, which brought him
“into the very jaws of death,” was his decision to turn his back on God and live a sinful
lifestyle (despite the fact that God had miraculously rescued him from the storm). As a result
of his physical condition, the man believed that he would die but was “unprepared to die.”
Thus, the man “requested [Newell] to pray for him.” Consequently, they “joined in prayer”

and felt that the spiritual “water of life flowed [and that] his disease was rebuked” in an act of
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divine healing. Newell also testified that soon after this experience, the man “raised up” and
declared to people “what great [a] thing the Lord had done for his soul.”2>*

Garrettson described an incident with “two of [his] friends” who, through his
ministry, had reportedly experienced spiritual conviction but were struggling in their process
of conversion, causing them to be “under deep distress” regarding their spiritual state. Thus,
they became “tempted of the devil” to believe that in order for them to become converted,
they had to burn all of their valued possessions, including their money. When Garrettson
heard this news, he was concerned and made his way to see his friends. Upon arriving, he
discovered that one of them had incurred burns; he found him in bed with a doctor tending to
him and applying “several blister-plasters” to his burns. First, Garrettson explained (through
biblical passages) that conversion was a gift from God and only required the application of
faith. Following this teaching and a prayer, Garrettson “sensibly felt that the Lord was
present” and about “to heal.” As such, Garrettson, believing that God had healed his friend,
instructed him to “take his blister-plasters off.” In accordance with Garrettson’s faith, God
had “restored [his friend] ... in a natural” sense, and his skin was instantly healed.
Additionally, Garrettson expressed that God poured out his Spirit and restored his friends in a
“spiritual” sense, as well, as they experienced spiritual conversion. When people heard of this
encounter, they began to gather there until they reached “about three hundred souls.”
Garrettson took advantage of this opportunity to preach, and “the Lord touched the hearts of
many,” causing a new Methodist “society” to be formed in the area.?®

Abbott recalled the divine healing of his wife. She “had been in a poor state of health
for about seven years.” Finally, she wholeheartedly “besought God to deliver her from her

affliction of body, which she had so long laboured under.” Abbott recorded that, as soon as

254 Newell, Life and Observations of E.F. Newell, 124-125.
255 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 177-179.



233

this petition was made, “in a moment she was restored to as perfect health as she had ever
enjoyed, and continued so until the day of her death.”?%

When Asbury was preaching “at Mr. R.’s, and at Mr. L.’s” congregation, he was
“informed that Mrs. P. was dangerously ill.” Upon hearing this news, Asbury immediately
“rode about twenty miles to see her.” While this is not recorded, knowing that Asbury
practiced a lifestyle of methodical prayer, it can be assumed that he was likely praying for a
divine intervention for Mrs. P. while he made his way to her home. When he “arrived at the
house about nine o’clock,” Asbury witnessed a supernatural healing and “a miracle of saving
grace” as the power of the Lord had made Mrs. P well and “happy in the love of God.” After
witnessing this supernatural act, Asbury declared that “the power and the glory of this and of
every other good work, belong[ed] unto the Lord.”%’

Also, while Asbury was once “returning after preaching,” he found Brother Bailey
“with all the symptoms of a severe bilious attack, and like a dead man in appearance.”
Apparently, Brother Bailey passed the first “night in great distress.” However, after much
“prayer... [was] made for him,” Asbury acknowledged that, “through [God’s] mercy,” much
of his “fit went off.”2%8

Young, who recorded many personal struggles with sicknesses and pains, also often
prayed for others to receive miraculous healings. For instance, Young recalled the story of a
man who was “dangerously ill.” After much prayer, “in the morning the sick man was
better.”?>*°

Some of the circuit-riders became famous for their supernatural phenomena. As such,
even though members of the public or “neighbors” often mocked Methodists because of their

experiential religion, when they were “sick,” these neighbors “began to send for” the
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Methodist preachers, such as Abbott, “to pray with and for them [for divine healing].”
Indeed, after many of them recovered, they often felt “ashamed” for previously having
“laughed” at Methodist spirituality.2°

To summarize this section, it can be concluded that the circuit-riders believed in,
practiced, and witnessed supernatural healings both in body and soul. It appears that divine
healings occurred because of God’s compassion combined with the faith of those who were
praying to encounter or receive divine healing. Divine healings were vital to the lives and

ministries of the circuit-riders, especially as they caused people to draw closer to God by

experiencing and witnessing God’s power, love, and care for those who were hurting.?®*

6.8 The Phenomena of Raising the Dead

The circuit-riders also recorded stories featuring the supernatural act of raising people
from the dead. These were intense incidents that required extraordinary faith, with constant
crying “unto the Lord with all [one’s] heart”?? and petitioning “as if speaking to God face to
face.”?5® Despite the fact that raising the dead was seen as an impossible act by the public, the
circuit-riders declared that there was nothing impossible or irreversible for God—not even
natural death itself.

No circuit-rider presented this matter in as much detail as Hibbard; he demonstrated
that the seemingly impossible act of raising an individual from the dead could, indeed, be
successful through persistent prayer and unwavering trust in God’s power. In one of his

testimonies, Hibbard recorded two supernatural events that occurred at the same time: one of
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a person who was raised from the dead (Rachel) and another of a person who was divinely
healed (Brother W.). Hibbard went to visit and attend a prayer meeting at the house of Sister
W. whose husband, Brother W., “lay sick with the lake-fever.” Her sister, Rachel, was
present, as well. While Hibbard was praying for unbelievers, a heavy storm came about, at
which point he prayed three times the same prayer: “O Lord, thunder conviction to the
sinner’s heart.” After each of these prayers, he witnessed that in an “instant the lightning, like
a sheet of fire, flashed, and an awful clap of thunder shook the house.” Immediately
afterward, Hibbard found that “the two sisters [Sister W. and Rachel] lay as dead upon the
floor.” On the other hand, Brother W. “was getting out of bed.” Suddenly, Brother W.
exclaimed: “Don’t be frightened, this is the power of God; glory to God, | am healed.”
Hence, Brother W. was miraculously healed. However, while Sister W. immediately rose
from the floor, Rachel did not get up. They checked her pulse “but found she had none.”
Hibbard “perceived” that Rachel had “no symptoms of life, her eyes and jaws were set, and
her head, neck, and arms, were cold.” She lay down for hours. Sister W. “said mournfully,
‘She is dead.”” Hibbard would not accept this; instead, despite her complete lack of pulse, he
declared in faith that Rachel was not dead. Hibbard vehemently prayed to “the Lord” to raise
her up. However, it seems that these attempts “failed. Sister W. [again] said, ‘It is in vain, she
is dead.”” Again, Hibbard chose not to believe these facts and did not let them discourage
him. Thus, he said to Sister W., “Don’t say so, but rub away, and pray to the Lord.” They
continued rubbing, inflated the lungs, and prayed for another two hours until, finally, Rachel
“gave the first symptom of returning life.” It appears that Rachel was not happy that she was
brought back to life because she complained: “O why have | come back again?” Soon after

this, Hibbard “ordered her [to] drink” and rejoiced that “Rachel was alive” and even saw that
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she “was happy.” Hence, Hibbard’s persistent faith was rewarded by God with both a divine
healing and a resurrection from the dead.?%

Garrettson recalled a testimony of his brother (by birth) John who was raised from the
dead, as well. John was “dangerously ill,” and many of his “relations and friends came to see
him expecting every minute that he would breathe his last.”” At one point, Garrettson feared
for his brother’s “soul, which seemed to be just launching into eternity,” suspecting that it
was unprepared. It seems that his brother’s soul left his body and “was summoned to appear
in the world of spirits, and that hell was his doom.” Troubled by all of this, Garrettson clung
to his faith, believing that God would raise his brother from the dead; hence, he began to pray
intensely for his brother’s soul. After he was “done praying,” the Lord gave John the power
to move “his lips.” The words that came out of his mouth were a plea for God to “have mercy
on [him] and raise [him] up, and give [him] a longer space, and [he would] serve [God].”
After further prayers, “the Lord answered [them], and granted him a longer space.”
Garrettson “immediately rose from [his] knees, and told the waiting company they need not
be uneasy, for the Lord would raise him again.” Later, Garrettson testified that his brother
“was able to walk about his room... and [received]... his recovery.” A few years after these
experiences, Garrettson recognized that his brother “was really changed in heart, he lived two

years and eight months happy in the service of God, and died a witness of perfect love.”?%°
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not dead but sleeping.” And they laughed at him, knowing that she was dead. [However, Jesus was determined
to not accept the reality that the girl was dead, thus] taking her by the hand he called, saying, ‘Child, arise.” And
her spirit returned, and she got up at once. And he directed that something should be given her to eat. And her
parents were amazed, but he charged them to tell no one what had happened.”

%65 Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 19-22.
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Asbury personally interviewed Dorcas Brown and recorded the testimony of her son.
The boy “had been captured by the Indians, and was returned Killed.” However, “in
contradiction to this account, and the general belief” of the population, Asbury recorded that
Dorcas was determined in her heart to pronounce in faith “that she should again see him
[alive and] in the flesh... contrary to the expectation of all but herself.” She remained in the
spirit of prayer and of this expectation for “three years and eight months.” After the eighth
month passed, Asbury recorded that her prayers and perseverance payed off: her son was
raised from the dead and “return[ed]” to her in the flesh. Asbury recalled this miracle as one
of the most marvelous “experience[s]... [of the] manifestations of the power of God, and of

the interposition of his providence in answer to prayer.”25%

6.9 The Phenomena of Divine and Extraordinary Weather Shifts

The circuit-riders recalled stories wherein, during some of their evangelistic meetings,
the weather conditions became harsh; thus, in faith, they prayed to God that the weather
conditions would shift. Indeed, according to their faith, they witnessed divine weather
changes. This was yet another supernatural phenomenon that, it seems, required a great
amount of faith in the impossible. Hence, similar to exorcisms, healings, and the raising of
the dead, in order for weather changes to occur, the circuit-riders petitioned God (via prayer)
to divinely alter the situation.

The circuit-riders believed that God valued the conversion of souls above all else and,
thus, was willing to divinely stop the “water[ing of] the earth”?®” or a hurricane in order to

bring about conversions.?®® Hence, if weather conditions were threatening an event that was

266 Ashury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 112.

257 Paine, Life and Times of William M ’Kendree: Vol. I, 54-57. See also: Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of
One Hundred Years, 159.

268 |_ockwood, The Western Pioneers, 170. These types of supernatural events are recorded in the Bible, as well.
For instance, in his ministry, Jesus once commanded the strong winds to cease. Mark 4:39 states: “He [Jesus]
got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, ‘Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was
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designed to convert souls, then the circuit-riders, in an attempt to align with God’s will, had a
great amount of boldness and faith in petitioning God (through prayer) to divinely intervene
and alter the weather conditions so that God’s will could be done.?®

This is best illustrated in the ministry of circuit-rider Easter (which was recorded by
M’Kendree, an eye-witness, and described in Atkinson’s writings, as well).?’® Easter was a
man known to possess “a powerful, conquering faith”’?’* that was considered “far more
surprising than any recorded of those days of the Son of Man.”?"? His ministry was known for
its frequent supernatural encounters since he and his audiences often experienced visitations
“of the displays of divine power.”?”® At one of Easter’s large open-air meetings, during “a
time of considerable drought, it began to thunder, and drops of rain fell.” Seeing this, Easter
prayed to the Lord to stop the rain and assured people that they “might keep [their] seats...
[stating in faith] that it would not rain to wet [them].”?’* Easter was fully confident that the
Lord would “withhold the rain until evening—[and instead] pour out his Spirit [and] convert
the people.” Despite these confident assurances and prayers, “the appearance of rain
increased—the people began to get uneasy—some moved to take off their saddles.” Thus,
Easter further prayed to the Lord, believing that there were “sinners there that must be
converted or be damned,” so he petitioned with urgency that God might “stop the bottles of
heaven until the evening.”?” After this demonstration of intense faith through prayer, the
clouds began to part, and there was “a fine rain on both sides of [the people but] there was

none where [they] were until night.” Thus, in this evangelistic meeting, instead of witnessing

completely calm.” For more information on divine weather shifts, see also 1 Kings 18:41-19:8 and Psalm
107:28-31.

269 \Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 159.

270 For more information regarding Easter and divine weather shifts, see: Paine, Life and Times of William
M’Kendree: Vol. I, 55-56; and Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under ... Asbury, 224-
225.

211 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under ... Asbury, 224.

272 |_ge, The Life and Times of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 206.

273 paine, Life and Times of William M ’Kendree: Vol. I, 57.

214 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under ... Asbury, 224.

275 Paine, Life and Times of William M ’Kendree: Vol. I, 55-56.
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the rain being poured out, as everyone expected, the unimaginable happened, which is what
Easter expected and prayed for: a divine shift in weather conditions so that the meeting could
continue. Furthermore, in this meeting, “the Lord’s Spirit was poured out in an uncommon
degree, [wherein] many were convicted... [on] that day.”?"

In the same manner, Boehm recorded a testimony of a supernatural weather change
performed through faith and prayer by circuit-rider Dr. Chandler.?”” This event occurred in a
meeting as “a dark, thick cloud gathered,” followed by a strong “prospect of a tremendous
shower.” When people witnessed these weather conditions, they “showed symptoms of
alarm, and began to disperse.” However, confident that God would divinely alter the weather
conditions and make it possible for the meeting to proceed so that people could receive
conversion, Chandler “requested [people] to be seated.” Then, he “prayed that God would
fold up the clouds, and that the rain might not descend upon the encampment.” Immediately
after this prayer, “the clouds parted when right over the camp, and it rained on either side, but
no sprinkling on the camp ground.” Boehm “was an eye-witness” of this event and testified
that “this rough expression [demonstrated God’s] power,” especially since it came in
combination with determined faith.?’®

Circuit-riders also encountered life-threatening weather conditions that, after faith
prayers, ended in God supernaturally saving lives without the incurring of any injuries. For
instance, at one point during a great hurricane in North Carolina, Pilmore testified that the

Lord supernaturally spared his life and that “not a hair of [his] head ha[d] been injured.”?"

218 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under ... Asbury, 225.

277 See also: Kirk Mariner, “William Penn Chandler and Revivalism in the East, 1797-1811,” Methodist History
- UM Archives & History 25, no. 3 (April 1987): 135-140, http://www.gcah.org/research/search-the-archives.
278 \Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 158-159.

279 pilmore, The Journal of Joseph Pilmore, 190. See also: Lockwood, The Western Pioneers, 170.
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6.10 Chapter Summary and Analysis

This chapter was dedicated to the detailed analysis of public supernaturalism in the
circuit-rider ministry. Specifically, this chapter focused on investigating the source(s) of
supernatural phenomena and researched the nature and role of some of the most common
phenomena experienced within the ministry. It was demonstrated that, in the circuit-rider
ministry, the outpouring of the Spirit birthed various supernatural acts. Further, as
demonstrated in this chapter and confirmed by Asbury, because there were such frequent and
“very uncommon circumstances [or occurrences] of a supernatural kind,” it is evident that the
supernatural was a regular part of the circuit-rider ministry.?® Even some newspapers of the
day, such as The National Gazette, publicly acknowledged this by reporting that Methodist
ministers operated in a “supernatural” realm, which sparked conversion experiences in many
individuals, such as Maffitt who witnessed a descending “light from heaven” through which
he “distinguished his Savior” and later became a circuit-rider.?8

There were times in the circuit-rider ministry when the Spirit of God visibly appeared
in supernatural forms. These appearances, although spiritual in nature, were often identified
as resembling natural or physical phenomena, such as: fire, wind, cloud, energy/force,
electric shock, radiant light, and rain. Whether the Spirit’s appearances were visible or not,
when the Spirit was poured out, various other phenomena were also produced. Some of the
most common phenomena experienced in the circuit-rider ministry (derived from God’s
Spirit) were reportedly the acts of being slain in the Spirit, various enthusiastic emotional
expressions, divine dreams and visions and trances, spiritual warfare, healings, the raising of

the dead, and divine weather shifts.

280 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 58.
281 John N. Maffit, “Life of John N. Maffit: The Second Whitefield,” The National Gazette, October 17, 1821, 2.
See also: The Publisher, “New-Jersey (Announcements),” Vermont Statesman, May 17, 1826, 1.
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It was also demonstrated that many phenomena, such as the visible appearances of the
Spirit, being slain in the Spirit, various emotional expressions (such as the jerks), and dreams,
visions, and trances, generally were received involuntarily and were caused by a direct touch
of the Spirit’s power and presence. Other phenomena (i.e. spiritual warfare, miraculous
healings, the raising of the dead, and divine weather shifts) were also performed by the power
and presence of God but were in cooperation with personal faith and petition via prayer.

Each investigated supernatural manifestation was orchestrated for a divine purpose:
principally, to cause empirical demonstration of the existence of God and, ultimately, to make
it possible for people to experience conversion through the work of the circuit-riders. For
instance, when the power of God was poured out, causing people to be involuntarily slain in
the Spirit, they rose from this state and experienced conversion. Thus, in general, the
significance of all of the above phenomena, such as the raising of the dead or the changing of
weather conditions, was that it gave an opportunity for all gathered to not only be convinced
and believe but also to personally experience God and receive conversion, therein becoming
children of God. Additionally, these phenomena many times served as a means of spiritually
refreshing, empowering, and encouraging those who were already converted (such as those
who belonged to Methodist societies).

Moreover, people began to view the circuit-riders with awe because what they
preached, they also frequently demonstrated via visible acts; through them, people were slain
in the Spirit, healed emotionally and physically, delivered from demonic oppression, and
raised from the dead, among other extraordinary things. Thus, they exhibited preaching with

direct “demonstration of the power of God.”?8?

282 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 232. See also: Peck, Early Methodism Within the Bounds of
the Old Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, 465; Maffitt, Memorial of Philip Embury, 35; Asbury, The
Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1815, 161; Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-
1815, 114; Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 86; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 239; Finley,
Sketches of Western Methodism, 26; Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 302; Paine, Life and Times of William
M’Kendree: Vol. I, 92; Smith and Dailey, Experience and Ministerial Labors of Rev. Thomas Smith, 77;
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Consequently, the supernatural, aside from filling the circuit-riders “afresh with the
Holy Ghost and fire,” became an effective instrument in engaging the public.?®® Indeed, as
noted in Chapter 5, because Americans were partial to pragmatism, supernatural experience
became a religious form through which members of the public thrived. Thus, manifestations
made Methodism very attractive among Americans; especially because of these
manifestations, people experienced conversions as the gospel was spiritually transmitted into
“hearts. .. with power.” 22 Also, while the circuit-riders were responsible for preaching (and
preparing) their sermons, they acknowledged that the supernatural was the component that
made their sermons influential to the public. In other words, the supernatural in the circuit-
rider ministry was a “resistless influence”?® that enabled the public to be immediately “filled
with faith and the Holy Ghost.”28¢

Additionally, as further delineated in Chapter 8 of this study, it appears that the more
bizarre the supernatural displays, the easier the conversions. Also, the more massive the
outpourings of the Spirit, the more numerous the conversions. Hence, the supernatural made
the work of the circuit-riders easier and more extensive in that, when it appeared, the circuit-
riders generally did not need to convince people of the truth of the gospel as the displays
greatly contributed to their work of convicting and converting.?’

Further, the circuit-rider ministry was “successful”” because it introduced the Early
Republic to an intimate Christianity, one in which the “agency of the Divine Spirit of God”

was personal and relational.?®® This God was not passive and did not perform signs and

Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9, 104; Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 126;
O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 239; and Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of
the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 67.

283 Marsden, “Of the Methodist Doctrines,” 211.

284 Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Vol. 1, 389.

285 prentice and Fisk, Wilbur Fisk, 123.

286 Apbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 209.

287 For more information regarding the correlation between the supernatural and Methodist revivals, please see
Chapter 8 of this study.

288 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 118.
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wonders only in the past; instead, he was active and continued in his signs and wonders. In
addition, the God of the circuit-riders was willing to live, through his Spirit, inside of
believers and daily interact in all areas of their lives.

In other words, the early Methodists, through “supernatural powers,” introduced a
Christianity that resembled an intimate relationship between a father and a child.?®® More
specifically, it resembled the biblical relationship between God (the Father) and Jesus (the
Son). Jesus performed a ministry that featured continuous loving fellowship with God; Jesus
spoke to God, and God spoke back to Jesus. Circuit-riders imitated this kind of relationship in
their ministry wherein they spoke to God, and God supernaturally spoke back to them.
Further, the circuit-riders demonstrated that this same relationship with God was available to
their audiences. Thus, Methodists revolutionized the idea of a personal God who could be
tangibly experienced through supernatural acts, as in the early church. Indeed, this form of
intimate Christianity, experienced through “the unction or baptismal fire of the Holy Ghost,”
became so striking and desirable to people that it caused Methodism to further grow.?® In
fact, as further discussed in Chapter 8, the promotion of relational and experiential
Christianity served as a primary catalyst in America encountering the Second Great
Awakening.

Moreover, while perhaps, up until this point, supernatural acts were something new to
eighteenth and nineteenth-century America, they were long-established within the history of
Christianity. Indeed, these acts flowed from the same God; thus, the circuit-riders, who were
performing these phenomena in “power,” encountered incidents that paralleled biblical

accounts (especially those present in the books of Exodus and Acts) and the early Christian

289 R, Garrettson, “An Account of the Revival of the Work of God at Petersburg, in Virginia,” The Arminian
Magazine, for the Year 1790: Consisting Chiefly of Extracts and Original Treatises on Universal Redemption.
Volume XII1, February 1788, 307.

290 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 118.
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church.?! Because their ministry resembled biblical accounts, especially accounts of the first
apostles, manifestations in the circuit-rider ministry were largely considered to be scripturally
supported. Thus, the circuit-riders made it possible for America to experience the same God,
with the same supernatural acts, of biblical times; consequently, biblical supernaturalism was
reactivated.

Indeed, the ministry of the circuit-riders can also be compared, in addition to the
ministries of Jesus and the early apostles, to the ministry of Moses. In the Old Testament,
Moses served as an intermediary between God and Israel; during this time, Israel witnessed
numerous supernatural manifestations.? In the same way, the circuit-riders, who (like
Moses) were “full of love and [beamed] radiant with glory” from God’s Spirit, became
intermediaries of the power of the gospel and of many diverse supernatural manifestations.?*
Also, as Israel looked to Moses for guidance and deliverance, so the circuit-riders became the
public’s Moses from whom they expected and received their guidance and deliverance.

Despite the fact that the supernatural served as the main attraction for the public, there
was a portion of the public that attended circuit-rider meetings and did not personally
experience the supernatural; within this portion, early Methodist supernaturalism was
strongly criticized; criticism was mostly a result of the ministry’s controversial religious
enthusiasm (or various emotional expressions). Thus, the following chapter is devoted to
exclusively investigating both the public criticism of and the circuit-riders’ reaction to the

controversial religious enthusiasm that was heavily experienced in the circuit-rider ministry.

291 Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Vol. 1, 389.

292 For more information regarding supernatural phenomena and the ministry of Moses, see the book of Exodus,
especially chapters 3-11, 16-17, 19-20, and 33-34.

293 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 150.
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CHAPTER 7

RELIGIOUS ENTHUSIASM: CRITICISM AND CONTROVERSY

While the term religious enthusiasm (and the controversy surrounding it) in Wesley’s
ministry was examined in Chapter 3, and the description of common religious enthusiastic
displays in the circuit-rider ministry was discussed in Chapter 6, criticism by the American
public and the circuit-riders’ views (and defenses) regarding religious enthusiasm’s
controversial nature have not yet been examined. Thus, in order to better understand the
function of the supernatural within the American circuit-rider ministry, these varied
perspectives are examined in detail within this chapter.®

Indeed, similar to the situation with Wesley in England, due to the many “strange”
and uncommon supernatural manifestations that occurred in America, early Methodism was,
at times, severely criticized by the public and, in a derogatory way, labeled religiously
“enthusiastic.”? The majority of criticism was in response to the various wild emotional
expressions (such as physical jerking, barking, roaring, shrieking, and dancing) and, to a
lesser degree, dreams, visions, and trances along with prophecies and being slain in the
Spirit.2 Further, while the majority of the circuit-riders were actively supportive of religious
enthusiasm, a small number of circuit-riders were uncomfortable with the “wild” enthusiastic
displays present within specific meetings.* In brief, this chapter is separated into three major

sections: the criticism from the American public toward Methodist religious enthusiasm, the

! For more information regarding the meaning of religious enthusiasm in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, see Chapter 3 of this study.

2 Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 16. Similarly, the Bible indicates that the public,
especially the religious leaders of the day, accused Jesus by attributing the source of his supernatural acts to the
devil. For instance, in Matthew 12:24, the religious leaders said of Jesus that “[i]t is only by Beelzebub, the
prince of demons, that this man casts out demons.” At one point, even Jesus’ mother and siblings accused him
of being insane, as described in Mark 3:21: “When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of him,
for they said, ‘He is out of his mind.””

3 For more information regarding the criticism of religious enthusiasm, see: Trapp, “The Nature, Folly, Sin, and
Danger of Being Righteous Over-Much,” 39-40; and Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 21-22.

* Wigger, American Saint, 83.
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general circuit-rider support and defense of religious enthusiastic experiences, and the
uneasiness and disapproval of a small number of circuit-riders who considered aspects of

religious enthusiasm to be too controversial.

7.1 Brief Description of Enthusiastic Experiences and Spiritual Ecstasy

To begin, in considering those who exhibited religious enthusiasm or emotional
expressions (as also described in Chapter 6 of this study), when these individuals experienced
supernatural encounters or spiritual ecstasies, it seems that they, in varying degrees, lost
control of their bodies, which led to socially indecent “enthusiastic” displays.® Moreover,
others experienced the intensity of the gospel through various feelings, such as joy, which
made them cry, clap their hands, shout, and even dance.® Hence, one can argue that these
spiritual experiences were so profound in people that they surpassed the need for maintaining
a sense of propriety.” Indeed, it appears that those who experienced them suddenly became
like little children, dismissing ordinary social norms and enjoying their spiritual experiences
(especially in conversions) that produced freedom in a form of spiritual ecstasy.®

This Christian spiritual ecstasy was traditionally compared to wine.® The apostle Paul
noted this relationship in Ephesians 5:18-19: “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is
debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and
spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart.”* In the book of
Acts, when the first apostles were enthusiastically filled with the power of the Spirit on the

Day of Pentecost, the public around them observed their enthusiastic expressions and

5 Cartwright and Hooper, Fifty Years as a Presiding Elder, 85; and Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 26.
6 Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 94; and Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev.
Benjamin Abbott, 195, 209.

" Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 231.

8 See also: Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 26.

9 Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, ed. Daniel J. Harrington (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 2000), 318.

10 See also: Photina Rech, Wine and Bread (Eugene, Oreg: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), 58-59.
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declared that the apostles were drunk with wine when, in fact, they were in their “spiritual
ecstasy”; following this, those who did not experience or understand the supernatural source
of these enthusiastic expressions mocked and criticized the religious enthusiasm of the first
apostles.!! It seems that, in a similar fashion, people mocked and accused the circuit-rider
ministry.2 However, according to the first apostles and the circuit-riders (along with most of
their audience members), both groups were simply filled with the supernatural phenomenon
of spiritual ecstasy. Indeed, Finley replied to those who accused him of being drunk with
wine (and crazy) by saying that, like the first apostles, he was simply “filled with the

Spirit.”*3

7.2 Public Criticism of Religious Enthusiasm in the Circuit-Rider Ministry

Clearly, the circuit-riders faced tension from the public as a result of the enthusiastic
expressions displayed in their meetings. This is unsurprising. To put this in perspective, many
members of the public decided to attend these meetings (for a number of personal reasons); in
doing so, they typically beheld, before their eyes, a visible and mysterious spiritual power
and presence manifested as burning fire* or mist!® covering the entire meeting, followed by

hundreds of people falling down (as if shot in battle)® along with some crying loudly and

1 william M. Ramsay, The Westminster Guide to the Books of the Bible (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2003), 375. For more information regarding the Day of Pentecost, see: C. K. Robertson,
Conversations with Scripture: The Acts of the Apostles (New York: Morehouse Pub, 2010), 18-23.

12 See also: Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under ... Asbury, 237.

13 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 180.

14 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1786-1800, 356.

15 Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 5, 191.

16 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 161; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley,
167; Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9; Hyde, The Story of Methodism, 160; and Atkinson, Centennial
History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 219-220.
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others shouting praises!’ and proclaiming healings® and prophetic dreams and visions® at the
top of their lungs while others danced,? jerked (as if touched by an electric shock),? barked
like dogs or “hallooed [howled]” like wolves,?? “roar[ed]” like lions, and “scream[ed]”
loudly.?® Thus, overall, the natural reaction of the Early American Republic was to
experience thoughts and feelings of wonder and/or shock. According to the circuit-riders, a
typical visitor responded to these displays by bowing down and declaring that these
supernatural acts were, indeed, of God; this was followed by repentance and conversion.?*
However, the circuit-riders also recorded responses of those who witnessed these
phenomena and reacted with insults and accusations, though this appears to be less typical.?®
For instance, Cartwright observed this reaction during one of his circuit-rider meetings
wherein “the power of God [was poured out and] arrested many careless sinners, and waked
up many old formal professors of religion”; thus, many in this meeting were converted by the
display of the power of God. Conversely, in this same meeting, there was a company “who
came to look on and mock; and so ignorant were they.”?® In other words, there were those

who were converted, and in the same meeting, there were also those who witnessed the

17 Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 46-47. See also: Cooper, Beams of Light on Early
Methodism in America, 87; and Travis, Autobiography of the Rev. Joseph Travis, 24.

18 Gatch, Sketch of Rev. Philip Gatch, 13. See also: Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815,
179.

19 Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 6, 166. Within the biblical text, dreams and visions
were common occurrences. For more information, see: Genesis 15:1, 1 Samuel 28:6, Judges 7:12-15, 1 Kings
3:5, Daniel 2-3, Matthew 1:20, and Acts 9:10; 10:9-15; 18:9-11.

20 Paine, Life and Times of William M’Kendree: Vol. I, 153.

21 Stone, The Biography of Eld. Barton Warren Stone, 40.

22 Horton, A Narrative of the Early Life, 25-26; and Sandford, Memoirs of Mr. Wesley’s Missionaries to
America, 371.

23 Jesse Lee and John Lee, A Short Account of the Life and Death of the Rev. J. Lee: A Methodist Minister, Etc
(Baltimore: John West Butler, 1805), 22.

24 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 96. See also: Cooper,
Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 87.

25 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 237.

% Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 231.
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power of God but criticized circuit-riders because of their “insane”?’ enthusiasm or their
“‘Methodist fits,” as they called the [enthusiastic] exercises that were going on.”?®

Atkinson described the critics of enthusiasm as individuals who were “violently
offended” and stated that some “were wicked enough” to call these acts “the work of the
devil—madness, disorder, and delusion.”?® Others labeled Methodist religious enthusiasm as
enchanted, witchcraft, or having derived from the demonic realm.*° Hence, these responses to
the ministry’s spirituality caused some to step back and disassociate themselves from it.

Cooper expressed that “a general query passed to and from among the citizens”
regarding religious enthusiasm in early Methodism. It seems that the public was mostly
concerned about the emotional outbursts in Methodist meetings because they “were very
noisy, with penitential cries and shouts of praise.” Also, since the critics, admittedly, had not
personally experienced supernatural religious expressions, they could not comprehend them,
and consequently, “many could not bear this, but reprobated it as insufferable madness in
places of worship.”! Moreover, the circuit-riders, such as Abbott, believed that just as “the
miracle of speaking with tongues, at the day of Pentecost” was “explained away by infidels,”
so these supernatural phenomena experienced in the circuit-rider ministry were being
explained away through the criticism of those who had not experienced them.32

For example, even during the earliest days of Methodist presence in America, there
were newspapers, such as the Virginia Gazette, that criticized Methodists harshly for their

religious enthusiasm and dismissed their spirituality.® The Vermont newspaper Universalist

27 Lyles, Methodism Mocked, 35-37.

28 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 231.

29 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 237.

30 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 109-110, 122.

31 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 87.

32 Abbott, The Life and Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 180.

33 The Virginia Gazette, “The Virginia Gazette from Williamsburg, Virginia on January 22, 1767 - Page 2,”
Newspapers.com, accessed November 16, 2017, https://www.newspapers.com/newspage/40443540/. See also:
Wigger, American Saint, 154; Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 87; Richey, American
Methodism, 42; Michael K. Turner, “Revivalism and Preaching,” in The Cambridge Companion to American
Methodism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 128-130; and Sylvanus Urban and The
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Watchman labeled the Methodists as “religious fanatics” who were operating under their
“enthusiastic imagination.”® The N. Carolina Chronicle published an article that painted
Methodist enthusiasm in a negative light, particularly in regard to Dow whom the paper
referred to as an “imposter.”3

As discussed in Chapter 3, criticism of religious enthusiasm was influenced and
reinforced by Enlightenment thinking.*® Such thinking considered enthusiastic phenomena to
be a product of irrational behavior and emotional instability or disorder.®” Indeed, according
to the psychological perspectives of those days, religious enthusiastic experiences (which
were especially prevalent in revivals) were viewed, “in the name of science,” as “hysterical”
disorders, “convulsive seizures,” or “abnormal manifestations of emotional” communication
that stemmed from some form of “mental malady” and, as such, were considered to be in no
way divine.®

However, while the enlightened approach and psychological perspectives validated
and empowered public criticism, what seems to have puzzled the public was the fact that
those who attended circuit-rider meetings and, consequently, experienced and participated in
religious enthusiastic expressions were reportedly sound of mind prior to attending the
meetings. Therefore, it appeared to the public that something extraordinary had seized the

participants, thus causing them to exhibit a variety of enthusiastic expressions.3®

Gentleman’s Magazine, The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle: Volume 36 (London: D. Henry
and E. Cave, 1766), 335.
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Furthermore, these kinds of emotional enthusiastic expressions were rarely
experienced within other mainline denominations, likely because, as Noll noted, “religious
thinkers gradually accommodated theology to the demands of science, reason, and law.”*°
Unfortunately, this further puzzled the public. As aforementioned, the majority of the
American public at that time was familiar or affiliated with such denominations; thus, they
were aware that typical church services in those days practiced preaching and worship in a
structured, premediated fashion that was compatible with social norms and behaviors.
Yelling, shouting, crying, jerking, and barking were not present in their services.** Hence, not
only were these critics unaccustomed to experiencing religion through any of these
expressions, they also had never been encouraged to experience such things in their religious
settings and, in many cases, they had never even previously heard of these expressions.*?
With this in mind, public criticism of religious enthusiasm (in addition to stemming from

spiritual inexperience) can also be seen as a product of theological confusion.

7.3 Circuit-Rider Responses to Public Criticism

The responses of the circuit-riders to criticism varied; generally, they either responded
by logically defending Methodist religious enthusiasm, or they responded by praying that
their critics would personally experience these phenomena themselves and become witnesses
to the fact that religious enthusiasm was inspired by God.
7.3.1 Logically Defending Methodist Religious Enthusiasm

Cartwright defended Methodist enthusiasm by saying that if sinners, who were being

saved, reflected their conversion experiences through forms of religious enthusiasm, then this
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was acceptable as “the Almighty chooses” these various acts, including enthusiastic displays,
for “the further manifestation of His work.” In other words, the reason that God employs
these means is because he wants “His power to be known,” thus he “awakens the attention of
a drowsy world.”*3

Dow viewed the critics of religious enthusiasm as “awful [and] delusive because
they hindered people from personally experiencing the power of religion. He insisted that, in
rejecting the gospel’s enthusiastic component, these critics (who were often leaders of other
denominations) had “taken the shell for the kernel” and led the church toward becoming a
social “union [that is only a] form of ceremony [and] is not religion.” Indeed, according to
Dow, Christianity consisted of experiencing a “union of heart in the Spirit of the gospel of
Christ,” which, at times, resulted in enthusiastic displays.*

Bangs acknowledged that there were meetings in which “some disorder” occurred as,
within these meetings, there were instances of “words and gesticulations not in accordance
with strict religious decorum.” However, Bangs defended these enthusiastic instances,
claiming that they were in accordance with “the book of God” and that they were also
common in the “church at different periods.” He further stated that when the human “mind
and body” was supernaturally touched by sensations “unknown to sensual minds,” it was
normal for these sensations to elicit “sudden flashes” of enthusiastic expression. At the same
time, Bangs assured critics that the individuals experiencing these phenomena were
reportedly living “peaceable lives, in all godliness and honesty.”*

Cooper argued that the main reason why early Methodists allowed (and encouraged)
these religious expressions was because these phenomena were produced as a result of God

working in an “extraordinary manner” since spiritual “power [was] attending” the circuit-
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rider ministry. Cooper further argued that it was not the noise from enthusiastic expressions
that produced the supernatural effects; conversely, it was the supernatural “effects of the
power which produced” the enthusiastic noise. Thus, these various religious expressions were
“principally the effect of God’s power among the people.” While, to the critics, they likely
appeared as madness, to those who were experiencing these phenomena, they were
considered “a great blessing.” Cooper delighted in the exhibits of religious enthusiasm
because they were not “for evil doing” but, rather, “for righteousness’ sake”; indeed, Cooper
felt that if the circuit-riders suffered because of them, they should “be glad with exceeding
joy” as they originated from God. Moreover, Cooper was “awfully” afraid that many would
“lose their souls” by rejecting religious enthusiasm out of fear of “reproach” or for a “good
name among men.”*

As noted above, the circuit-riders also understood that the reason why people labeled
these supernatural phenomena using the derogatory term religious enthusiasm was because
their critics “ha[d] not experienced anything of the sort.”*” Furthermore, Cooper referred to
those who criticized the circuit-rider ministry’s religious enthusiasm as “poor creatures”
because “they knew not what they said,” as they knew anything about the real “power of
God.” Thus, if these people were not operating through the Spirit of God, then Cooper
questioned “what manner of spirit [they] were of.”*

Finley asserted that those who criticized Methodist “enthusiasm ought to tell what
they understand by the spirit of Christianity.” He declared it was evident that the enthusiastic
move of the Spirit in Methodist gatherings “was the most extraordinary that ever visited the
Church of Christ.” Further, he argued that these enthusiastic gatherings were even “peculiarly

adapted” to the needs of the country.*® Watters justified Methodist enthusiasm with the
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argument that, during people’s conversions, “the heavens” were opened over them, resulting
in mass conversions, and those present were “happy, day and night, in God [their] Savior.”*
Thus, circuit-riders believed that their critics were filled with “prejudice or obstinacy” that
prevented them from acknowledging that these manifestations were “a display of God’s glory
and power among men” and that, as a result of them, many experienced spiritual
conversion.®!

In a particular incident, when Brother C. witnessed the nature of wild religious
enthusiasm, he asked Abbott why he did not command those affected “to be silent.” Abbott
answered that this work was “the power of God.” As such, he maintained that “if every cry
was as loud as ever [he] had heard a clap of thunder, [he] would not forbid them.”>
Moreover, it should be noted that the circuit-riders became familiar with these enthusiastic
phenomena because they often experienced them within their private lives; this resulted in the
circuit-riders remaining largely unaffected and unshaken by the criticism of religious
enthusiasm.>® Indeed, Atkinson declared that these public opinions, in the end, did not deter
the Methodists “from pursuing the best of causes—to wit, that of sinners’ conversion to
God.”>*

Finally, the circuit-riders’ advice regarding those who took offense to religious
enthusiasm was that if individuals “could not be reconciled to these shootings and powerful
conversions, to let them alone, lest they should be found fighting against God.” Moreover,
they held that if these enthusiastic expressions were “of man,” then it would come to nothing,

“put if of God, [one] could not overthrow it.”>® Therefore, they continued to logically and

S0 Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, 17.

51 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 92.

52 Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 82, 177, 201-202, 206.
53 Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Vol. 6, 154; Watters, A Short Account of the Christian
Experience, 17; Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott, 16-18, 87-
90; Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson, 24-26; Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse
Lee, 10; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 232; and Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 137.

% Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 237.

55 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 92.



255

biblically defend, encourage, and welcome enthusiastic expressions because they were
believed to be from God. Further, for the circuit-riders, the frequent conversions that
followed these expressions served as proof of their divine origin.

7.3.2 Praying for Critics to Personally Experience These Phenomena

As noted above, in the circuit-rider ministry, when words did not affect their critics,
then the other main response from the circuit-riders was to pray for the power and presence of
God to touch the critics so that they might be personally exposed to supernatural phenomena
and, thus, become convinced that religious enthusiasm was God’s doing, as opposed to a
human’s or the devil’s. There are numerous records of this form of response. For example,
Methodist preacher Bennett observed that in “many instances the manifestations of Divine
power struck terror into the hearts of [scoffers] who sought fun and frolic at the meetings”;>®
hence, the following section is dedicated to presenting some of these accounts.

Abbott was known to rely on God’s displays of power as a sort of verification that his
message, along with its supernatural component, originated from God. At one point, Abbott
was frequently followed by a Presbyterian opponent who accused his ministry of being from
the devil. During one of his circuit-rider meetings, the Presbyterian opponent was in
attendance; when Abbott saw him, he prayed to God that if anyone were to be slain in the
Spirit, it would be that man. Then, as Abbott was preaching, he “heard several cry-out, ‘water
water—the man is fainting!””” Abbott looked around and saw his “old opponent trembling like
Belshazzar.” As a result, the audience became anxious, but Abbott recommended that they
leave the opponent “alone, and to look to themselves, for that it was the power of God that
had arrested him.” With this, the people let Abbott proceed, and “down [the man] fell on the
floor, struggled a while, and then lay as one dead.” Further, when the meeting concluded,

Abbott instructed some of his friends to move the man aside “as he was in [their] way,” and
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they needed to attend a Methodist class-meeting. After the class, Abbott went back to see his
old opponent and asked him: “Is this the work of the devil, or not?”” However, the man said
“nothing to him.” Abbott was rhetorically implying that it was God who had done the work
and not the devil.>’

Abbott also recorded stories in which the Lord displayed his power in such a manner
that “many fell to the floor; their cries were very great.” In witnessing these incidents, some
“sprang to the doors and windows, and fell one over another in getting out.” One woman in
the meeting accused Abbott by saying, “You are a devil!” Others gathered around her and
rebuked her by saying that this was the true work of God. Later, another woman accused
Abbott, also claiming that his work was not from God; however, she was touched by the
power of God and ““fell to the floor, and cried out, ‘Lord, have | called [your] servant an
enchanter?’”” After she personally experienced the supernatural, she proclaimed that these
works were “of the Lord,” and she continued to praise God as she lay on the floor. Again, it
was God who was verifying that Abbott’s sermons and the signs that followed him were,
indeed, divine.%®

Travis recalled an unusual story of a young man, reputed to be of talent, birth, and
education, who was “a professed infidel.” This young man attended a circuit-rider meeting,
deliberately “defying any power, human or divine.” However, it was recorded that ten
minutes later, to the man’s surprise, the power of God touched him, causing him to fall
“prostrated on the floor at his full length... [where] breathless and pulseless he lay for an
hour or more.” He then awoke and, reportedly, “of all the loud shouting and incessant
shouting” that Travis had ever heard, this young man “took the lead.” Not only was he

converted, but also, the man later became a minister.>®
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Dow recorded an instance of “a young man from N. Carolina” who mocked and
“mimicked” those who experienced the jerks; while doing this, he “was seized with them
himself” to such a degree that he was visibly “ashamed” while he was “attempting to mount
his horse.” Seeing this, others assisted him, and when he was finally able to mount his horse,
he could “not sit alone” because of the jerks. Dow approached the young man, and he
repented of his attitude and asked Dow to pray for him because he believed that “God sent
[the jerks] on [him] for [his] wickedness, and [for] making so light of [the jerks] in others.”®°

Cartwright recorded a story of another young man who was known to mock the
enthusiastic work of God within Methodism. However, during a circuit-rider meeting,
Cartwright witnessed that “the glory of the stupendous grace of God” was poured out, and the
young man was “overtaken” by this power and “awfully shaken as it were over hell.” After
this supernatural experience, the man fell down prostrate before all those he had “so much
disturbed and persecuted” and begged God “for mercy as from the verge of damnation” until
he felt that God had fully “reclaimed him.”®*

Another incident occurred with two brothers and two sisters, “finely dressed,” who
attended one of Cartwright’s meetings. At one point, the brothers left while the young sisters
“took the jerks, and they were greatly mortified about it.” When their brothers heard of this,
they swore they would “horsewhip” Cartwright for giving their sisters “the jerks.” However,
as they approached Cartwright with the intent to harm him, Cartwright exclaimed: “Yes; if |
gave your sisters the jerks, I’ll give them to you.” This statement alarmed the brothers, and
they ran away, causing Cartwright to laugh. Later, it was confirmed that Cartwright had the

pleasure of seeing “all four soundly converted to God, and [he] took them into the Church.”%?

80 Dow, History of Cosmopolite, 184-185.
61 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 223.
82 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 20.



258

In one of Finley’s meetings, in which the Spirit’s power was displayed and many
were converted (including one young man who was reputed to be wicked and demonized),
another man, identified as the “gainsayer,” publicly opposed the manifestations and labeled
Methodist enthusiasm as “the work of the devil.” In response, like many circuit-riders of his
day, Finley argued that God, in demonstrating his power, was justifying the divine works of
the circuit-riders. Thus, Finley challenged the people by stating that if Methodist religious
enthusiasm was, indeed, the work of the devil, then when the “wicked” young man recovered
from being slain in the Spirit, he would “curse and swear as formerly; but if it be a work of
God, his oaths and curses [would] be turned into prayers and praises.” Since, upon waking,
the young man praised God, the gainsayer was without further comment (Finley did not
record whether the gainsayer was later converted himself).®3

Cartwright described an unusual incident within a circuit-rider meeting in which two
young men, “ringleaders in wickedness,” mocked the audience’s enthusiastic exercises. After
the men departed without receiving forgiveness, one of them was dashed against a tree by his
horse, which rendered him instantly breathless and permanently unable to speak.®*

Like the above incident that ended tragically, Cartwright described another unusual
story that occurred during a large religious meeting in which enthusiastic expressions
(specifically, the jerks) were prevalent. There was a “company of drunken rowdies” with
bottles of whisky who came to disturb the meeting. A man from this company “cursed the
jerks” (which had been occurring) and even “all religion.” Nevertheless, shortly afterward,
God poured out his Spirit on this man, and when he took the jerks himself, he began to run
but “jerked so powerfully he could not get away.” Regardless, the man would not repent and

instead “swore he would drink the damned jerks to death”; however, while he tried, he could
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“not get the bottle to his mouth” because he was jerking to such a great degree. This
continued until, finally, with a sudden jerk, the bottle was thrust from his arm and shattered
on a tree. The man was livid, swearing profusely, though the jerks continued to increase.
Cartwright recorded that, ultimately, he experienced a “very violent jerk” that broke his neck,
and the man died “with his mouth full of cursing and bitterness.” Thus, it appears that the
jerks provided the man with an opportunity to experience God and repent as others did in the
meeting; however, as he remained unrepentant, in this case, Cartwright recorded that the
jerking became, for him, “a judgment sent from God.”®®

As noted in Chapter 6, and as seen in some instances above, those who were in “much
opposition to what was sometimes called ‘the Methodist power’” became frightened at times
and began to run away from circuit-rider meetings upon witnessing the magnitude of the
power of God.%® Moreover, in larger meetings, people sometimes experienced the so-called
running exercise.%” As Stone described, this was “nothing more than that persons feeling
something of these bodily agitations, through fear, [and] attempt[ing] to run away and thus
escape from them.” These people often did not run far “before they fell, where they became
so agitated they could not proceed any farther.” For instance, there was a young physician
from a renowned family who came some distance to a religious meeting and then felt the
need to run for his life. He “did not proceed far until he fell down, and there lay until he
submitted to the Lord.” After this divine experience, he “became a zealous” Christian.

Thus, to summarize this section, the circuit-riders responded to their critics mainly
through logical defenses and through relying on the practical and evident power of God to

demonstrate that their ministry was from the Lord and not from humans or the devil. The
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circuit-riders’ other main response to their critics was to pray to God that their critics would
enthusiastically experience his Spirit. When this happened, critics personally witnessed and
understood that Methodist experience, as Cooper insisted, was not an “enthusiastical
madness”®® and did not originate from the devil; rather, it was a form of spiritual ecstasy that

flowed directly from the Spirit of God.”

7.4 Methodist Contention Surrounding Religious Enthusiasm

While the majority of the circuit-riders strongly supported religious enthusiasm in
their meetings and encouraged people to be open-minded regarding the idea of enthusiasm,
there was a small group of circuit-riders who generally supported and practiced the milder
forms of religious enthusiasm in their meetings but rejected the wilder forms and even
condemned those who practiced them (due, it seems, to the cultural controversy they sparked
and the negative light they shed on the Methodist movement).”

One Methodist work, Methodist Error, or, Friendly, Christian Advice, published
anonymously (in 1819) but inscribed by John Watson, was written exclusively about the
controversial nature of religious enthusiasm;’? more specifically, it was a theological book
purportedly written for the Methodists’ “benefit” in order to both expose the “enthusiasm and
error that crept” into Methodism and argue that Methodism was generally like any other
nineteenth-century mainline denomination. Contrary to testimonies documented by the
circuit-riders themselves, Watson declared that “the major part” of Methodism ran a

“decen[t]” church whereas, he asserted, “the minor part [was] very zealous for the literal
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practice of shouting, leaping and jumping and other outward signs of the most heedless
emotion.” He further urged individuals to distrust other religious books that promoted these
phenomena, labeling them as propaganda. Watson claimed that, in his conversion, he
experienced the divine power of “the Holy Ghost,” but because he had not “lost the sense of
decency” and had never personally experienced the need for enthusiastic expressions, he
concluded that these expressions were neither divine nor scriptural and that they painted
Methodism in a negative light; further, he asserted that these expressions might be “the
devices of Satan.” Watson endeavored to support these convictions through the writings of
John and Charles Wesley as well as the Methodist Discipline. Moreover, most of Watson’s
book contained unusual interpretations of particular biblical passages and maintained that
God’s aim for the church was to have it act in “order.” Watson argued that “the unstable and
irregular” acts of religious enthusiasm opposed the biblical text and needed to be abandoned
entirely within Methodism. Further, Watson labeled some acts of enthusiasm as “evils,”
especially those that came from the ministry of the enthusiastic circuit-rider Dow, whom he
considered to be the “prey of imagination, dreams and impressions.””

Aside from Watson, who was a Methodist lay leader, there were a small number of
circuit-riders who were displeased with wild enthusiastic expressions, especially as they
became a point of contention with the public.”® For instance, Rankin criticized the ministry’s
practices when he witnessed the wild emotional expressions of Methodist revivals, especially
in the southern states.” Although various forms of supernatural phenomena were often

witnessed in Rankin’s ministry (including milder religious enthusiasm),’® in order to protect
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Methodist reputation from further public embarrassment, he insisted that a “stop must
absolutely be put to the prevailing [religious enthusiastic] wild-fire.” In fact, Ware perceived
that Rankin “was ashamed to say that some of his brethren, the preachers, were infected
with” this controversial wildness.”’

However, when Asbury heard of Rankin’s criticism of the enthusiastic circuit-rider
revivals, he “became alarmed at these imprudent remarks.” Ware witnessed that Asbury then
“interposed to put a stop” to the remarks in a way that was satisfying to the circuit-rider
“preachers generally, and mortifying to”” Rankin. Ware also explained that Asbury proudly
allowed and advocated these controversial expressions of religious enthusiasm to be practiced
by the circuit-riders and their audiences. Indeed, according to Asbury, any contention such
enthusiasm generated needed to be put aside as he felt it was perfectly acceptable for the
circuit-riders to experience religious enthusiasm and for the preachers and the “saints [to
emotionally]... cry out and shout.”’® As Asbury argued regarding a Methodist meeting: “If
[people] will shout, why let [the people] shout.””® Asbury added that it was fitting for the
“quilty mortals [to emotionally] tremble at God’s word, for to such the Lord will look.””®

Regarding the arguments that Rankin and Asbury had over religious enthusiasm,
Ware expressed that they were so severe that if the American Revolutionary War had not
occurred, there might have been a split in American Methodism.8! On one side of this
hypothetical split would have been the non-enthusiasts (the minority), and on the other side
would have been the pro-enthusiasts (the majority).

That being said, this study disagrees with the modern scholar Thacker who argued

that Asbury “believed that everything should be done decently and in order and
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communicated this constantly to his preachers.”®? While it is true that Asbury believed the
Methodist apparatus (i.e. the circuits) should be run in a methodical and orderly fashion, he
did not believe that the meetings themselves or the religious expressions found within them
should be run in such a fashion. Rather, Asbury believed (and frequently communicated to
the circuit-riders) that it was more important to be “moved by... [the Spirit of] God” so that
the circuit-riders and their audiences could experience the fullness of the gospel, which
included wild enthusiastic displays.®® Furthermore, Asbury occasionally shouted disorderly,
spontaneous praises during his meetings, proclaiming things such as: “Oh, my God! Display
thy power.”84

Aside from the argument with Rankin, Asbury recorded a letter written by a circuit-
rider (D.J.) who referred to religious enthusiasm in a derogatory way. In his letter, D.J.
acknowledged that the meetings “where the greatest number of souls... [were] converted to
God” were the meetings in which there occurred “the most outcries, tremblings, convulsions,
and all sorts of external signs.” However, D.J. feared that these external signs, while
beneficial to the individual, would damage the reputation of the ministry; thus, he attempted
to keep emotional expressions “within bounds” so that Methodist “good might not be evil
spoken of.” Indeed, D.J. feared that intense forms of religious expression could further
embarrass Methodism and even create “a great tendency to hinder the work of God.” Thus,
he recommended that “hot-brained enthusiasts” exercise restraint.%®

It seems that Lee was on the fence regarding religious enthusiasm (especially in its
wild form). Although Lee regularly experienced enthusiastic expressions within his ministry,

because the expressions were outside of the ecclesiastical standards of other denominations
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(especially in New England, where he mostly ministered) and because he perceived that parts
of his audiences were offended by them, he was skeptical about recommending the
expressions and viewing them as divinely inspired. For instance, Lee recorded an incident in
which “wild enthusias[tic]”” expressions were present in a particular Methodist meeting. This
was a story of a “certain female” who, during the meeting, “exhibited at sometimes the
jerking exercise,” at other times “the dancing exercise, and not unfrequently the basking
exercise.” Lee described these expressions as a “ridiculous... set of exercises” that the
woman used to draw the attention “of the multitude” to her and away from the sermon; thus,
he opposed them.®

During other revival meetings, there were “some things which might be called
imprudent” that Lee considered to be on the questionably wild side of enthusiasm, and he
feared that these activities might tarnish the Methodist reputation. However, Lee also
acknowledged that since “there were so many souls brought to God,” attempting to appease
the offended public by stopping these imprudent activities “was thought to be dangerous”
because, in doing so, it could hinder the “gracious work which the Lord was so strangely
carrying on.” Regarding all other “milder” forms of enthusiastic expressions that were not
considered too controversial, such as crying, shouting, and even falling as if dead, Lee
welcomed and practiced these in his life and ministry. In other words, it seems that Lee (like
Wesley and Rankin) was concerned about Methodism’s image within society and, thus, took
precautions to preserve it while still trying to ensure that the Holy Spirit’s work was
unhindered. Further, in certain contexts (such as the above incident with the woman), it

appears that what largely bothered Lee was the attention that wild religious enthusiasm
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claimed from other audience members; Lee desired the people to give their undivided
attention to the Lord and opposed other distractions and interruptions.®’

As aforementioned, Cartwright was actively supportive of religious enthusiasm;%®
however, in Cartwright’s journals, he recorded a particular meeting in which he was agitated
by “strange and wild exercises,” such as running, jumping, and barking. However, it seems
that what disturbed Cartwright was the fact that, from these exercises, a “great evil arose
from the heated and wild imaginations.” Some members of the audience declared that they
had “seen heaven and hell” and even communicated with “spirits of the dead in heaven and
hell”; they also prophesied under the pretense of divine inspiration, predicting “the time of
the end of the world, and the ushering in of the great millennium.” This caused great concern
in Cartwright because he did not believe that the visions and prophecies that followed the
exercises were scriptural. Indeed, Cartwright explained that this presented “the most
troublesome delusion” that was an “appeal to the ignorance, superstition, and credulity” of
the public. These “visionar[ies],” however, insisted that if people opposed them, God would
send “fire down from heaven and consume” them. Apparently, Cartwright “never saw [such a
case] before,” and he even declared that “the Methodist preachers generally preached against
[such] extravagant wildness.”®

Further, it appears these acts were a sizable distraction within the revival. Hence,
Cartwright decided to oppose their faulty theology publicly and “proclaimed open war
against these delusions.” He made arrangements and “drew multitudes together” in order to
biblically demonstrate that their delusions were false. As a result, some of the “visionary men

and women” predicted that God would kill Cartwright. Although these phenomena seemed

87 Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 53-55, 205-206, 270, 313. See also: Lee, A Short History of the
Methodists, 313.

8 For instance, see: Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 223-263.

8 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 21-22.
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supernatural, since they resulted in division and did not conform to the biblical text,
Cartwright declared that they were the product of “self-deluded [and] false prophets.”®

It should, again, be noted that Cartwright experienced diverse supernatural encounters
in his own life. In fact, Cartwright defended Methodist enthusiasm, identifying it as
“wonderful [emotional] excitement following or preceding conversions.”®* However,
Cartwright was known to be a devout student of the Bible, and if he discerned that a
supernatural thought or expression opposed the biblical text, it perturbed him; consequently,
he attempted to stop that unbiblical message.®? This approach is evident in one of his books
(featuring an aggressive title), A Letter Purporting to be from His Satanic Majesty, the Devil,
which was written against the doctrine of predestination (and, specifically, against
Presbyterians).” The book ardently defended the concept of free will, which Methodism
supported and believed to be biblically-based.%*

Aside from the above enthusiastic incident that he considered to be unscriptural,
Cartwright, like Lee, criticized “enthusiastic persons” who seemed to be “supremely wrapped
up in self... [and simply wanted] to be seen of men.” In fact, at one point, Cartwright went so
far as to state that those who participated in enthusiasm for the benefit of self were destined
for “hell” and causing “the ignorant and gaping crowds” to go to hell with them, as well.
Hence, while religious enthusiastic expressions were, ordinarily, a celebrated part of
Cartwright’s life and ministry, there were two occasions in which Cartwright identified
religious enthusiastic exercises as both destructive and a serious impediment to successful

ministry.

% Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 22.

9 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 79, 315.

92 Philip Melancthon Watters, Peter Cartwright (New York: Eaton & Mains, 1910), 26-27; and Cartwright, The
Backwoods Preacher, 22.

9 The reference for this work is as follows: Cartwright, Peter. A Letter Purporting to Be from His Satanic
Majesty, the Devil: With an Answer Annexed. Cincinnati: Printed for the Author, 1859.

% See: Peter Cartwright, Autobiography of Peter Cartwright: The Backwoods Preacher, ed. W. P. Strickland
(New York: Carlton & Porter, 1856), 219.

% Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 21, 159, 231, 315.
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There was an incident connected to religious enthusiasm in which the circuit-rider
Snethen (who was serving as a settled pastor at that time) wrote a letter to the British
Methodists in order to prevent Dow from effectively ministering during one of his trips to
England. Apparently, Snethen did not approve of Dow’s excessive interest in and practice of
enthusiastic expressions and even wrote that Dow “succeeded so well in deceiving or duping”
circuit-riders and audience members alike with this “rhapsody.” However, in carefully
considering this letter, it seems that Snethen’s greatest issue was not with Dow’s religious
enthusiasm but, rather, with his “filthy” outward appearance and his uneducated preaching
that was “clownish in the extreme... [and] an insult to the gospel.” Interestingly, it was later
reported that Snethen “had mostly lost his congregation” as a “consequence” of this letter and
the Methodists’ disapproval of his actions against Dow.%

There was another incident involving Dow and a certain Methodist local pastor
Hardy. This case was reported in The Carolina Federal Republican and explained that, as a
result of Dow’s enthusiasm and “clownish manners,” Hardy (who was based in Richmond)
refused to allow Dow to preach in a chapel.%’ It appears that Hardy made this decision in
order to appease some of Dow’s critics in the area. However, four days later, the same
newspaper reported that Hardy publicly apologized to Dow for having “mistaken [his]
character.”®

During this time period, there were no other negative opinions or criticisms made by

the circuit-riders and/or Methodists, in general (although, it appears that Pilmore was not a

% Dow, Lorenzo, and Peggy Dow. The Dealings of God, Man and the Devil: As Exemplified in the Life,
Experience, and Travels of Lorenzo Dow, in a Period of Over Half a Century. Together with His Polemic and
Miscellaneous Writings, Complete. To Which Is Added: The Vicissitudes of Life, by Peggy Dow... With an
Introductory Essay by the Rev. John Dowling. New York: Nafis & Cornish, 1850, 126, 163. See also: Richard
N. Price, Holston Methodism: From Its Origin to the Present Time. Volume 2 (Nashville, TN: Publishing House
of the M.E. Church, South; Smith & Lamar, 1912), 72-73.

" Henry Hardy, “Lorenzo Dow,” The Carolina Federal Republican, January 17, 1818, 2.

% Henry Hardy, “Henry Hardy, Stationed Minister of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Richmond,” Natchez
Gazette, February 21, 1818, 3.
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great supporter of extreme religious enthusiasm, either).*® Indeed, Lyerly explained that
“most [of the circuit-riders] defended religious enthusiasm... many [of them] felt that it was

better to allow some excess [in enthusiastic expressions] than to dampen the spirit.””*%

7.5 Chapter Summary and Analysis

While religious enthusiasm was discussed in previous chapters (i.e. its definition,
detailed description, and relationship to Wesley and his ministry), this chapter exclusively
investigated the controversy surrounding religious enthusiasm in the circuit-rider ministry.
Specifically, it investigated three things: the offended public’s opinion concerning religious
enthusiasm, the general defenses of the circuit-riders in response to their critics, and the
objection of a small number of circuit-riders toward wild enthusiastic activity. It was
demonstrated that the clear majority of circuit-riders were supportive and appreciative of the
religious enthusiasm present in Methodism; as observed by Finley, this enthusiasm was
“believed... [to be a direct] work of God’s Spirit on the hearts of the people, and... [as a result
of it] thousands were genuinely converted to God.”*®* Indeed, while the circuit-riders were, at
times, surprised by an enthusiastic “outpouring of the Spirit,” they were not so much shocked
by it as they were, seemingly, thankful for it.1%2

Asbury was such a serious advocate of religious enthusiasm that he considered it to be
the heart of the ministry’s growth.'% He stated that the circuit-rider ministry should

experience the entire gospel, including the “wild-fire” of religious enthusiasm.* In addition,

9 Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 112,

100') yerly, Methodism and the Southern Mind, 1770-1810, 38.

101 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 363.

102 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1815, 161.

108 wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 112,

104 As noted earlier in the chapter, this word was used by Rankin in criticizing American Methodism’s religious
enthusiasm. For more information, see: Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 253.
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Asbury warned that “to be hasty in plucking up the tares, [was] to endanger the wheat.”% In
other words, if God poured out his Spirit in an enthusiastic manner, humans should not
attempt to cease or manipulate his outpouring because, in doing so, conversions could be
hindered. Asbury held that by choosing to cooperate with only selected parts of God’s
outpouring, people might also interrupt and endanger the revivals.%® Thus, for Asbury and
the majority of the circuit-riders, religious enthusiasm was a part of biblical Christianity with
its supernatural acts originating from God. %

However, it seems that in observing the ministry from the outside, the public was often
genuinely shocked. When the public witnessed the atmosphere and acts produced in the
American circuit-rider meetings (such as shouting, physical jerking, barking, dancing, crying,
prophesying, and being slain in the Spirit), it was beyond their understanding.'°® They could
not comprehend that environment because, as demonstrated in this study, the source of these
experiences was spiritual and, thus, beyond ordinary natural experiences. Regarding the
matter of the natural encountering the supernatural, even Wesley concluded that the natural
mind has “no inlets for the knowledge of spiritual things.”'% Since the public was not capable
of understanding these expressions naturally, it seems that, while most chose to respond with
conversion, others responded with fear, which bred criticism and insult.

Indeed, Cooper explained that many of those who criticized and insulted religious
enthusiasm attended Methodist religious meetings in protest; however, as illustrated, the
presence of the Holy Spirit often touched them, causing the former critics to join in the

emotional religious outcries of those whom they had previously insulted. Furthermore, it

105 Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 254. See also: Joseph Robert Conlin, The
American Past: A Survey of American History, Volume I: To 1877, Volume 1 (Boston, MA: Wadsworth,
Cengage Learning, 2013), 294.

196 For more information, see: Ware, Sketches of the life and travels of Rev. Thomas Ware, 254.

107 See also: Marilyn J. Westerkamp, Women in Early American Religion, 1600-1850 (London: Routledge,
2005), 120.

108 Arminian Methodists, “Review of Bogue & Bennett’s History of the Dissenters,” The Wesleyan-Methodist
Magazine, Volume 35, November 26, 1811, 340.

109 Wesley, Sermons, 78-79.
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appears that when individuals experienced the touch of the Holy Spirit, to them it was
deemed more valuable and meaningful to continue in that experience and endure the insults
of outsiders.11

The circuit-riders understood that this kind of public criticism was also common in
England during the days of Wesley as his Journals featured “instances of wonderful
excitement... [and] opponents of religion, who, ridiculing these [enthusiastic] scenes, [were
suddenly] brought to their knees, and compelled to cry to God for mercy.” Thus, in the same
way that negative public opinions did not hinder Wesley from progressing in his ministry, it
was also demonstrated that public criticism did not hinder the American circuit-riders from
further progressing in their ministry.!

At the same time, it was demonstrated that a small number of circuit-riders (such as
the prominent circuit-rider Lee) expressed some confusion and wariness concerning wild
religious enthusiasm in their meetings. On one hand, they supported and practiced forms of
enthusiastic expression in their ministry (even some wild forms, such as jerking and being
slain in the Spirit). On the other hand, however, they disputed the divine origins of particular
enthusiastic incidents in order to placate the offended public and better align Methodism with
the ecclesiastical standards of those days. Unlike Asbury and most other circuit-riders who
were entirely supportive of religious enthusiasm in all contexts, these circuit-riders exercised
caution so that, echoing circuit-rider D.J., God’s work might not be publicly criticized as a
result of unnecessary emotional outcries (particularly those that they considered to be both
wild and voluntary, such as shrieking and howling).''? Thus, in their own way, these circuit-
riders endeavored to protect early Methodism and its supernatural component from

purportedly needless controversial activities and the accusations they generated.

110 Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 87-91.
111 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 315.
112 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 122.
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That being said, this study disagrees with Turner who argued that the circuit-riders
practiced religious enthusiasm in “moderation” or milder forms, as opposed to wilder
forms.!'3 In fact, this study has demonstrated that only a small number of circuit-riders
restricted themselves to milder forms of enthusiasm whereas most circuit-riders (including
Asbury) promoted and included wilder forms of enthusiasm in their lives and ministries.*'*

In fact, despite the confusion and criticism surrounding American Methodism and its
religious exercises, the historian Holmes observed in 1823 that “the Methodists in America
[were] more [religiously] enthusiastic than those in England.” Further, Holmes concluded
that they moved on by the Spirit of God as a countercultural ministry in which they seemed
“determined to take heaven by storm.” For example, each morning was often begun by
“singing, praying, and telling ‘their [spiritual] experience.’” Following this, there were
numerous sermons, resulting in the whole day being gladly “taken up in religious
exercises.”*™® In other words, the supernatural components of Methodism, which were
sometimes identified as “religious enthusiasm” or “Methodist fits,” were welcome and
frequently manifested in circuit-rider meetings; in many cases, these “extraordinary”
expressions were “almost-beyond belief.”!1® Hence, as demonstrated, these controversial
phenomena generally served, together with other forms of supernaturalism, as a means of
bringing fame to the circuit-rider ministry and expanding its labors through convictions,

conversions, and nation-wide revivals (as examined in Chapter 8).1’

113 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 95.

114 For a list of the circuit-riders who were skeptical of the wilder forms of religious enthusiasm, see Appendices
A and B of this study.

115 Isaac Holmes, An Account of the United States of America, derived from actual observation, during a
residence of four years in that Republic; including Original communications (London: The Caxton Press, 1823),
388.

118 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 231, 315.

117 Hibbard, Memoirs of the Life and Travels of B. Hibbard, 209. See also: Watters, A Short Account of the
Christian Experience, 17; Abbott and Ffirth, The Experience and Gospel Labours of the Rev. Benjamin Abbott,
81-82; Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 270; Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 137; Finley, Autobiography
of Rev. James B. Finley, 232; and Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 87.
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Indeed, the upcoming chapter describes Methodist revivals and camp-meetings (large
religious meetings). As determined in previous chapters, various supernatural phenomena
were commonly present in circuit-rider meetings. Furthermore, as noted in previous chapters,
by the early 1830s, “Methodism grew”! to the degree that it become the largest American
denomination.''® Thus, Chapter 8 investigates whether the supernatural in the circuit-rider
ministry was responsible for Methodist growth (and whether the circuit-riders acknowledged
such a correlation). This is explored through the analysis of supernatural incidents within

Methodist revivals and camp-meetings.

118 Robert T. Handy, “American Methodism and Its Historical Frontier: Interpreting Methodism on the Western
Frontier: Between Romanticism and Realism,” Methodist History 23, no. 1 (October 1984): 46,
http://hdl.handle.net/10516/5274.

119 Garnett and Matthew, Revival and Religion Since 1700, 127; and Kirby, Richey, and Rowe, The Methodists,
177.
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CHAPTER 8

THE SUPERNATURAL AND METHODIST EXPANSION

This chapter studies the circuit-riders’ application of supernatural phenomena
(discussed at length in Chapter 6) in their evangelistic revivals in an attempt to unearth the
role of the supernatural in their ministry, at large, as well as its effect on the ministry’s
growth. A portion of this chapter investigates Methodist camp-meetings as they were one of
the circuit-riders’ primary evangelistic tools, often producing nationwide revivals; the general
characteristics of revivals are also discussed as well as additional revival information by
American state.! Following this is a section on the criticism of Methodist revivals by leaders
and members of other denominations as well as portions of the American public. Finally, the
chapter concludes by juxtaposing this study’s findings with the findings of other
contemporary historians and scholars regarding early Methodist growth. Indeed, while it was
demonstrated in previous chapters that (private and public) supernatural phenomena were a
regular part of the circuit-rider ministry, this chapter heavily researches and ultimately
demonstrates (via circuit-rider writings) the correlation between the supernatural and the

growth of American Methodism (from the 1770s through the 1830s).

8.1 Introduction to Revivals in the Circuit-Rider Ministry
Early Methodist revivals were understood to occur, as Cartwright stated, when “the
mighty power [and presence] of God” descended on various circuit-rider meetings and

touched multitudes of people by the tens or “hundreds”; at times, even “between one and two

! Prior to 1840, the twenty-six American states were as follows: Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia,
Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maryland, South Carolina, New Hampshire, Virginia, New York, North Carolina,
Rhode Island, Vermont, Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, Louisiana, Indiana, Mississippi, Illinois, Alabama, Maine,
Missouri, Arkansas, and Michigan. See also: Roger L. Geiger, ed., Perspectives History Higher Education:
Volume 25, 2006 (Rutgers, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2005), 43-44.
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thousand souls [were] ... happily and powerfully converted to God.”? While the majority of
Methodist revivals occurred in prearranged camp-meetings (discussed in the next section),’
revivals also commonly occurred spontaneously in smaller Methodist religious meetings,*
held in: barns,® houses,® churches,’” schools,® neighborhoods,® town-centers,'® quarterly-
meetings,'! open-air meetings,*? and other “impromptu settings.”*® The mid-nineteenth-
century Methodist preacher H. Turner stated that revivals also occurred in “prayer-meetings,
love-feasts, and the administration of the holy sacraments. Revivals... frequently [grew] out
of them and always should.”**

Goss asserted that “Methodism originated with revivals; its life-power [was] drawn
from them, [and] it can only exist by their continued use.”*® Scudder confirmed that it was the
revivals that drew the “attention of the people to [Methodism], and proved its claim to the
divine approval” as these revivals were produced by the Holy Spirit; thus, the spiritual
“energy” present in Methodist revivals originated from “the unction of the Holy One,” or

God’s Spirit, which was “quickening and impelling the body, and producing what [the

2 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9. Since Methodist revivals were produced through the power and
presence of the Holy Spirit, then these revivals can also be called spiritual revivals as they aimed to introduce
experiential Christianity and generate conversions.

3 Dow and Dow, The Dealings of God, Man and the Devil, 267.
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Western Methodism, 37, 48, 84.

5 For instance, see: Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 220.
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Methodists] call revivals.”® This was openly confirmed by The Vermont Journal, which
declared that it was the “the Holy Spirit” who was at work in Methodist “revivals” to
“convince [and convert]” people through the “displays of Divine Sovereignty.”’

The circuit-riders recorded so many local and nationwide revivals that one can write
volumes on them; further, the circuit-riders recorded abundant conversions that occurred
through these local and nationwide revivals.'® It was through these frequent spiritual revivals
or awakenings (the main ones stemming from camp-meetings) that Methodism expanded
throughout America to the point that, by the early 1830s, the MEC had become the largest
denomination in America.'® During this time, as discussed further in the chapter, revivals
became so substantial that historians have identified this period as America’s Second Great

Awakening.?

8.2 Camp-Meetings in the Circuit-Rider Ministry

Since Methodist camp-meetings were considered to be one of the primary
components of Methodist revivals, this section is designated to describing camp-meetings and
determining the role of the supernatural in this form of evangelistic enterprise. As the general
population of the Early American Republic was in a state of continuous growth (in 1800, the

recorded population was 5,305,937; by 1830, the recorded population was 12,866,020), there

16 Scudder and Cummings, American Methodism, 252, 289. See also: Boehm, Reminiscences, Historical and
Biographical, 32.

17 Samuel Godard, “Religious Intelligence: Revivals of Religion,” The Vermont Journal, July 14, 1817, 1.

18 For instance, see also: Cooper, Beams of Light on Early Methodism in America, 247.

19 David Edwin Harrell et al., Unto a Good Land: A History of the American People, Volume 1 (Grand Rapids,
Mich: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2007), 202; Kirby, Richey, and Rowe, The Methodists, 177; Alvin L. Reid,
Evangelism Handbook (Nashville, Tenn: B & H Academic, 2009), 103; and Cartwright, The Backwoods
Preacher, 64. Some historians, such as Hudson, concluded that the MEC became the largest denomination
during the 1820s. However, this argument is questionable because, during this time, the Baptists increased in
number and they, at times, could be considered the largest denomination (especially during the early 1820s).
Thus, most prominent historians have supported the argument that the MEC became the largest denomination
during the early 1830s. See: Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America (London, England: Routledge, 2016),
116-117.

20 Revivals were also common in other mainline American denominations, such as the Baptists and
Presbyterians. For more information regarding the Second Great Awakening, see: Hankins, The Second Great
Awakening, 1-5.
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was a need to implement fresh ways to minister on American soil.?! Especially at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, due to population increase, Methodist open-air style
preaching became more and more prominent, which ultimately led to the need for
incorporating camp-meetings.?
8.2.1 Defining Camp-Meetings

In brief, Finley defined Methodist camp-meetings as outdoor meetings that were held
for the “practical exhibition of religion... [and] unfeigned and fervent spirituality.”? They
were considered to be special religious events that were generally advertised (sometimes
through newspapers)?* and prearranged in a certain location and place, much like a modern-
day rock concert.® “Thousands™? came from great distances to attend camp-meetings so that
people could receive “salvation for their souls?’ or experience spiritual refreshment.?® These
religious camp-meetings became so renowned that individuals and families “often pitched
tents to stay for the entire event”?® so that they could practically experience religion, hear
worship music, and take communion.*

Furthermore, in the circuit-rider ministry, it was Asbury who directed and promoted

this new strategy of ministering to the American population through massive camp-

21 Goss, Statistical History of the First Century of American Methodism, 154.
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meetings.®! Indeed, Asbury tremendously enjoyed being part of these events, stating that the
camp-meetings had “been blest to [his] mind” because he enjoyed “preaching [during them]
every day.”3? Asbury also urged the circuit-riders to participate in the camp-meetings,
declaring that circuit-riders “must attend to camp-meetings, [because] they [made their]
harvest times.”%?
8.2.2 Brief History of Camp-Meetings

Although it is not exactly known when the first American camp-meeting occurred,
there are two common beliefs regarding the origin of the camp-meeting. According to some
scholars, the first camp-meeting was held in the summer of 1799 in Kentucky through the
leadership of the McGee brothers, William (a Presbyterian) and John (a Methodist).3*
According to other scholars, camp-meetings began in July of 1800 in Kentucky through the
primary leadership of McGready, a Presbyterian.® In any case, in Tennessee on October 21,
1800, Asbury participated in one of the first camp-meetings in the country. Regarding this
experience, he stated that “[t]he ministers of God, Methodists and Presbyterians, united their
labours, and mingled with the childlike simplicity of primitive times [the Apostolic Age]” to
proclaim the gospel.*®

In 1801, the concept of the camp-meeting received nationwide and international fame

after the successful multi-denominational meeting held in Cane Ridge, Kentucky (which was
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briefly mentioned in Chapter 6).3” This camp-meeting was considered to be organized and
hosted by the Presbyterian minister Stone, although Methodists, such as circuit-riders Page
and Burke, participated and preached, as well .

Indeed, circuit-rider interest in camp-meetings rapidly spread. Especially after
discovering that the MEC had only grown 12.6 percent from 1790-1800 (whereas, in the
previous decade, 1780-1790, the growth was estimated to be 571.92 percent), concerns began
to surface that the circuit approach was growing stale.® The influence of the Age of
Enlightenment was also increasing at this time (especially in urban settings), which brought
forth skepticism of supernatural phenomena; this was especially problematic because the
circuit-riders relied on such phenomena to maintain a vibrant and dynamic ministry. Thus, in
search of an innovative approach that addressed the mindset of the newest American
generation as well as the accelerated population growth, the circuit-riders began to
orchestrate camp-meetings, which accommodated significantly larger crowds. In turn, these
large-scale venues (which often became the talk of the town) drove up local interest in
Methodism and, consequently, Methodist supernaturalism.

Upon further witnessing their future potential, Methodists began to incorporate camp-
meetings as one of their primary tools of mass evangelism and expansion.*® Asbury was a
passionate supporter of this; he identified the camp-meeting as a “great instrument” and

declared that the “Methodists [were] all for camp-meetings.” This fact is also clearly
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Mark Galli, “Issue 45: Revival at Cane Ridge,” Christianity Today, 1995,
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the gospel in America. For more information, see: Armenius, “Introductory Remarks to Short Sketches of
Revivals of Religion, Among the Methodists in the Western Country,” 223; and M Ferrin, History of Methodism
in Tennessee: Vol. 1, 351-353.

38 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 166; and Franklin R. McGuire, “Cane Ridge Meetinghouse,”
in The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Pub, 2008), 164.

39 For more information on Methodist growth statistics (1770s—1830s), see Appendix B of this study.

40 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004),
437; and Richey, American Methodism, 42.
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demonstrated in Asbury’s journals; while prior to 1802, camp-meetings were very
infrequently mentioned, after 1802, Asbury described (at times, extensively) at least fifty-four
camp-meetings.*! Johnson, an expert in the study of nineteenth-century camp-meetings,
observed that, in time, camp-meetings of other denominations were considered “relatively
insignificant when measured against Methodist utilization of the forest revival [or camp-
meeting].”*? Thus, while Methodists were not the only ones who led and participated in
camp-meetings (there were also Baptists and Presbyterians), camp-meetings eventually
became mostly associated with Methodism.*®

Further, when Methodism was still predominately led by Asbury (until 1816), it was
recorded that more than four hundred camp-meetings occurred annually.** Even following
Asbury’s death in 1816, by the year 1820, it was estimated that there was an increase of
Methodist camp-meetings as around five hundred occurred annually.*® It was customary for
camp-meetings to be held during the month of September, after the harvest season.*® The
typical duration of these camp-meetings was between four to seven days and, at times, up to
eight days and nights.*’

However, after the 1830s, especially beginning in the 1840s and culminating in the
1860s, revivalist camp-meetings started to drastically fade away in the Methodist church, and

it was observed that the “effectiveness of Camp-Meetings [was] lessened”*® in Methodism

41 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1800-1815, 121, 289, 340.

42 Johnson, The Frontier Camp Meeting, 80.

43 Julie Ingersoll, Baptist and Methodist Faiths in America (New York: Facts On File, 2003), 25.
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Stock Publishers, 2015), 101.

% Danielson, “Methodist Camp Meetings and Revival,” 160. See also: Keneth O. Brown, “Camp Meeting
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but continued elsewhere.*® Indeed, the effectiveness of post-1860s camp-meetings was
diminished because the Methodists experienced a decline in the supernatural and evangelistic
zeal (and an increase in “wealth and education™) at that time in their ministry.> As a result,
Johnson observed that the Methodists began to approach camp-meetings as not “necessary”
for their ministry, and they felt that their ministerial importance had “passed away.”>!

Thus, this study disagrees with modern scholar Brown who argued that, still today,
“hundreds of ‘old time’ [Methodist] camp meetings are held each year” and serve as a source
of “spiritual renewal.” While modern Methodist denominations (such as the UMC) hold
camp-meetings that outwardly resemble the “old time” meetings by including a stage, music,
and preachers, the overall goals and practices of these meetings greatly differ from the
circuit-rider camp-meetings. Indeed, the goal of these modern camp-meetings is a “renewal”
of current Christians’ spirituality as opposed to the circuit-riders’ primary goal of reaching
the unchurched with the gospel. Furthermore, while supernatural displays were welcome and
even expected in circuit-rider camp-meetings, these displays are not evident in modern
Methodist camp-meetings.>?

8.2.3 Circuit-Rider Camp-Meetings and the Supernatural

From the time that camp-meetings were first introduced, circuit-riders perceived that
they were largely appealing to the Early American Republic because of their supernatural
displays;>® Johnson noted that this was because “supernatural forces were personalized in

persuasive fashion.”* In fact, all of the supernatural phenomena discussed in Chapters 6 and

7 were prevalent in camp-meetings.® Circuit-riders indicated through their journals that

49 Finke and Stark, The Churching of America, 1776-2005, 168.
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camp-meetings were highly marked by the outpourings of the Spirit of God, which especially
resulted in the act of being slain in the Spirit and in various forms of religious enthusiasm
(i.e. shouting, weeping, running, jumping, barking, etc.).*® Gorham, who wrote a manual on
how to conduct nineteenth-century camp-meetings, witnessed that camp-meetings were “not
dry, dogmatic theorizing; not metaphysical hair splitting”; instead, they were “plain, clear,
evangelical, Bible truth” that featured “the Holy Ghost sent down from heaven.”” Indeed,
due to their popularity and renown for experiential religious conversions, Cartwright
observed that “people in those days thought no hardship of going many miles to a camp-
meeting”>® for the purpose of a tangible divine experience.>® Examples of such divine
experiences and supernatural manifestations are described below.

Asbury declared that Methodist camp-meetings often contained divine “fires blazing
here and there” that illuminated the spiritual darkness; as a result, the cries of the “redeemed
captives” and the exclamations of souls “struggling into life” broke “the silence of
midnight.”® Asbury even prayed that there might be “twenty camp-meetings in a week” and
that the Lord’s power and presence would be poured out “in every direction.”®

Cartwright described a camp-meeting and its supernatural activity, stating that the
meeting continued “by night and day.” Arriving on foot or horseback, in carriages or wagons,
thousands had the opportunity to hear of “the mighty work.” As the power of God was
poured out, hundreds were slain in the Spirit “under the mighty power of God, as men slain in
battle.” From this encounter alone, “between one and two thousand souls” experienced

conversion. Moreover, the “heavenly [spiritual] fire”” blazed in almost every direction, and

%6 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 41; Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 167; Ingersoll,
Baptist and Methodist Faiths in America, 25; Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 13, 136; and Finley,
Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 350. For more information regarding circuit-rider religious enthusiasm,
see Chapter 7 of this study.
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more than “one thousand persons broke out into loud shouting all at once,” producing a sound
that could be heard from miles away. Cartwright recounted another camp-meeting that lasted
eight days; while the circuit-riders preached, “the power of God attended, sinners by the score
fell; the altar, though very large, was filled to overflowing.”?

Finley described a certain camp-meeting in which the public “experienced religion,”
and the manifestations of the Holy Spirit were so extensive that “multitudes were converted”
and hundreds left the meeting feeling “deeply and powerfully” touched by the power of God.
At another camp-meeting, Finley described how the presence of the “supernatural” was
evident and brought forth conversions.®?

Lee witnessed that during various camp-meetings, he was “greatly honored” to watch
the work of the power and presence convert “precious souls.” He recalled that, frequently, he
heard of “fifty or a hundred souls” receiving conversion, and he believed that a “revival of
religion” was extending, as a result.®* Likewise, Young witnessed that, often in circuit-rider
camp-meetings, a “display of Divine power followed... [and caused people] to fall upon the
floor like trees thrown down by a whirlwind.”®

It should also be noted that, while all camp-meetings were designed to incite revivals
in the form of massive spiritual awakenings or conversions (which the majority of them
succeeded in doing), not all camp-meetings actually sparked spiritual revivals.®® For instance,
Young recalled a camp-meeting (even while Dow was present) in which there were no signs
of achieved revival as, of that meeting, it was said that “nothing special took place.” Indeed,

the circuit-riders felt that a small number of camp-meetings did “not succeed” in reaching

82 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 9, 104.
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their intended evangelistic goals; this was largely because, for some reason, there were not
enough supernatural displays present.®” However, as demonstrated below, the camp-meetings
that were associated with the outpouring of the “tremendous power [of the Spirit]” (which

were the clear majority) brought forth Methodist revivals.5®

8.3 Analyzing the Correlation between the Supernatural in Circuit-Rider Revivals and
Methodist Growth

As noted throughout this study, the circuit-riders believed that “the Church was
enlarged”®® exclusively through the “Divine Presence.”” Indeed, in early Methodism, both
small and great revivals (especially camp-meetings) were derived from, as Peck witnessed,
“wonderful outpourings of the Holy Spirit,” which caused numerous small and large-scale
conversions and, consequently, resulted in “the multiplication of circuits and stations” (i.e.
Methodist expansion).” For instance, Atkinson recorded Boehm’s opinions about Asbury’s
dependence on the Holy Spirit in revival meetings; Boehm believed that, like the first
apostles, Asbury’s sermons “depended much on the divine influence.” Further, Asbury was
confident (echoing Zechariah 4:6) that “it was not by might, nor by power, but by the Spirit
of the Lord” that revivals and, ultimately, Methodism would expand.”

In the circuit-rider ministry, when the power and presence of God was manifested,

consequently sparking revivals, there was a direct response in numeric growth (beginning

67 'Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 191, 235. Circuit-riders identified the devil’s spiritual strongholds as
more substantial in particular people groups and territories; as a result, circuit-riders further believed that this
could negatively affect the success in their revivals. For more information on this matter, please see Chapter 6 of
this study.
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0 Maffitt, Memorial of Philip Embury, 35. For more information regarding this matter, see also Chapters 5 and
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with conversions and measured, ultimately, by Methodist membership).”® For example, in
Asbury’s journals, he recorded an incident in which God poured out “his Spirit on men,
women, and children.” From this outpouring of the Spirit, a revival broke out that was
considered so powerful that people had “never” seen such things “with [their] eyes,” which
led to numerous conversions. At another time, it was recorded that the Spirit’s power and
presence was poured out for “more than forty days.” As a result of these outpourings, the
labor became “more deep than ever, extended wider, and was swifter in its operations”;
throughout many circuits and counties, the supernatural power “came down,” causing
massive conversions.’

Finley witnessed that, because the Lord visited the circuit-rider ministry “with a great
and powerful revival,” numerous souls embraced spiritual conversion and began “to rejoice
with a joy unspeakable and full of glory.” From this outpouring of the Spirit, masses were
also “added to the Church, and the people of God were greatly refreshed in spirit.” Indeed,
Finley noted that “the revival flame spread” throughout circuit appointments, and there were
evident “displays of Divine power in awakening and conversion.”’

Lee witnessed “a very great display of the power and love of God” that resulted in
“many souls” becoming converted and, ultimately, “added to the [Methodist] Society.”
Moreover, displays of the divine in another revival caused “shaking among the dry bones”
that was amplified “from week to week.” This revival reportedly impacted all ages; the “old
and grey headed,” the middle-aged, the youth, and even the “little children were the subjects

of this work.”’® Burke witnessed a time in which “a powerful and extensive revival”

73 See also: Henkle, The Life of Henry Bidleman Bascom, 56.

" Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1815, 161, 172, 218.
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developed. From this revival, “hundreds” were added to the Methodist societies, and Burke
categorized it as “among the greatest revivals that was ever known.”"”’

Boehm testified that, after numerous prayers for growth, the Holy Spirit “filled” their
house. From this point onward, the labor of “revival commenced” with many “cries of
distress [and] the prayers for mercy heard.” Boehm exclusively connected the circuit-rider
ministry’s growth with the display of “the power of God” among the people through which
“the work of revival continued; sinners were crying for mercy, and many obtained
pardons.”’® Further, Cartwright recalled how God’s Spirit had blessed him, causing revivals
to spread “almost through the entire country, and great additions” were made to the MEC.
Thus, it was because of the outpouring of “the Holy Spirit” upon audiences, coupled with the
determination of the circuit-riders, that many “glorious” revivals were born. Indeed, the
circuit-riders acknowledged that their revivals “broke out” through God’s hand as “young
[and old] ... were converted.”’®

An interesting pattern evident in the circuit-rider ministry is that, even during the
height of revivals, circuit-riders continued to pray that the Holy Spirit would be poured out
and supernaturally fall on Methodist meetings so that they might repeatedly, and in new
ways, “feel it as well as see it.”®° For instance, as recorded in Asbury’s journal, at one point
in Virginia, despite the fact that the circuit-riders had been experiencing revivals in their
midst, the circuit-riders “earnestly recommended” the Methodist societies to pray even more
for “the prosperity” of the ministry and ““a larger out-pouring of the Spirit of God. They did
so; and not in vain.” What followed was a “refreshing” revival that lasted for two years and

was “as great [a revival] as perhaps ever was known.” Moreover, after those two years, the

7 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 66.

8 Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 32, 46.
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Spirit of God was poured out again in a supernatural way that they “had not seen before.”
This then extended itself as in “almost every assembly... [there were] signal instances of
divine power... Here many old stout-hearted sinners, felt the force of truth, and their eyes
were open to discover their guilt and danger.”8!

Furthermore, circuit-riders claimed that the various displays of the supernatural
prompted spiritual breakthroughs in specific people groups or areas that, in the past, exhibited
no interest in religion and rejected the gospel. This notion was described by Finley who
recorded a revival that “contributed greatly to increase the interest” in experiential
Christianity including among masses who “previously paid no attention to the subject of
religion.” Finley (echoing 1 Kings 19:11-12) noted that divine supernatural acts were behind
this transformation because the power of God was demonstrated “not only in the earthquake
and the fire, but in the still small yet powerful voice.” Hence, from the Spirit’s outpourings,
the number of those spiritually converted “was great, and the work extended almost every-
where.”82

Cartwright further illustrated this notion by describing a circuit in which a significant
number of citizens were “very wicked” and continuously “resisted and rejected” the gospel
despite hearing numerous sermons. However, God then poured forth his Spirit and their
“wicked” town was “awfully shaken” by the power and presence as many began to “quail”
and tremble under God’s Spirit. Moreover, Cartwright witnessed that the Spirit’s influence
was so poignant that whatever wickedness controlled the town was transformed into
godliness as “deism gave way, Universalism caved in, skepticism, with its coat of many
colors, stood aghast, hell trembled, devils fled, drunkards awoke to soberness.” In other

words, supernatural manifestations caused “all ranks and grades of sinners” to repent and

81 Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1815, 159-160.
8 Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley, 239.
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receive conversion. From the outpouring, there later came a revival in that area in which
more than one hundred individuals “were converted, and joined the Church.”® Thus, many
times in the circuit-rider ministry, the supernatural seems to have served as an impetus in
causing religious interest (and, ultimately, church growth) in people and areas that were
previously not attracted or welcoming to the Christian gospel.

Consequently, as noted in Chapter 6, circuit-rider revivals also became agents in
transforming social morals in the locations where revivals occurred. Even in places
“notorious for wickedness, and, especially, for drunkenness,” through various supernatural
displays, many became “happy converts” and began lifestyles that pursued Christian
holiness.3* Hence, circuit-riders believed that revivals not only produced membership growth
through supernatural displays, they also believed that revivals became a catalyst in changing
the social norms (from wickedness to godliness) in those affected areas.®® In other words,
circuit-riders identified the “many signal manifestations of the power and grace of God”®® as
the means by which people were first internally and then externally “affected in an
extraordinary manner,” and soon after, “great” revivals took “place in [their] settlement, and
a considerable number [of people were] converted” on a daily basis.®’

Furthermore, in addition to the conversions sparked by various supernatural
phenomena, these revivals also became popular because of their poignant salvation messages.
As discussed in Chapter 5, it was common in Methodist circles for the core message
presented in these revivals to be of God’s love and salvation that was offered to everyone,
regardless of race, gender, or socioeconomic class. This message, directed toward conversion,

seems to have especially gained popularity, as Asbury noted, among “the poor and lower

8 Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 229.
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classes.”® Hence, the membership of early American Methodism largely consisted of what
was considered to be the lower classes of the nation.%

Often, Methodist revivals, with their characteristic supernatural displays and their
unprejudiced supplications for conversion and social change, also made a way for new
Methodist societies and congregations to be formed. Asbury illustrated this when, during a
circuit sermon at Brother Connelly’s, he acknowledged that there was a “revival of religion.”
Due to this revival, there was a formation of “a large” Methodist society there. Also, during
one of his visits to Mr. S.’s society, Asbury witnessed another “appearance of a revival” that
he anticipated would cause that society to grow in numbers.® Hence, the circuit-riders
demonstrated that, through these spiritual revivals, “many professed to obtain regenerating
grace, and [many] joined the [Methodist] Church.”

At the same time, as Cooper illustrated, revivals were also an opportunity for many
“backsliders” to be reclaimed and “old believers” to develop more passion for “the glory of
God and the salvation of souls” and join the Methodist movement.®? In addition to church
membership growth, circuit-riders reported that revivals “also produced a great increase” in
the number of circuit-riders themselves.*® For instance, during various revivals, some of the
prominent circuit-riders felt called to ministry, such as Cartwright® and Finley.%

Thus, in the circuit-rider ministry, “the demonstration of the Spirit and power” was
the key factor in the popularity and success of the circuit-riders’ evangelistic revivals.®

Further, it appears that significant growth occurred only during times when God allegedly
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289

poured out his Spirit through “Pentecost[al]” or supernatural effects, enabling audiences to
experience God directly.®” Indeed, in these revivals (including camp-meetings), while people
“heard... Methodist” sermons, growth in revivals was achieved through the Spirit’s “power,
[through which] hundreds were awakened and happily converted to God.”% According to the
circuit-riders, in these “glorious”®® Methodist revivals, while sermons played a great role, it is
evident that a far greater role was played by the Spirit of God as, essentially, the circuit-riders
spread the experiential gospel in various circuits not only with “words”'® but also with
“demonstration[s]1° of “much power.”2%2 They continuously labored and prayed that
revivals might “spread in power, and cover these” American lands.'®® Clearly, the circuit-
riders understood that, through the hand of the “Holy Ghost,” Methodism would “grow and
multiply with greater rapidity... [working] to break down every barrier, to overcome sin,
[and] to defeat the common foe of God and man... [by extending] light and truth and religion
through the world.”%*

Thus, in general, this was the pattern of early Methodist growth in America (through
the work of the circuit-rider ministry): numerous souls became “awakened and converted,”%

not naturally or through mere human intellectual persuasion but, rather, through the

supernatural displays of the “power [and presence] of God.”'% Indeed, Cartwright confirmed
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the distinct correlation between the supernatural and Methodist expansion and specified that
the circuit-riders could not, by their own abilities, cause Methodism to grow.'%” He stated the
following:
It is true we could not, many of us, conjugate a verb or parse a sentence, and
murdered the king’s English almost every lick. But there was a Divine unction
attended the word preached, and thousands fell under the mighty power of God, and

thus the Methodist Episcopal Church was planted firmly in this Western wilderness,
and many glorious signs have followed, and will follow, to the end of time.*%®

8.4 Methodist Laity Participation in Evangelism

The zeal of the circuit-riders to evangelize America was passed on to the lay
Methodists, as well; indeed, many members of the Methodist laity also began to share the
gospel anywhere they could.® For instance, Finley recorded a testimony of a Methodist
lawyer who used an opportunity in court to proclaim the gospel. Finley expressed that this
lawyer was talking about his case and then preaching to those present “so much so that the
judges and jury alike began to shed tears.” The lawyer even rose from his seat and cried out
to God to visit the courtroom and “send more power to these sinners’ hearts.” It appears that
this Methodist lawyer anticipated that God would use his preaching so that people in that
court might be “awakened... and that they would soon all be at the mourner’s bench crying
for mercy.”%
Thus, in general, “every member” of the MEC became a laboring member who

contributed to “the growth of the denomination... [as] in a special sense, [Methodist growth

could] be attributed to its efficient system of lay operations.”*'! Hence, even many of the

107 For more information regarding Methodist membership growth from the years 1773-1839, see Appendix B
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Methodist laymen felt spiritually drawn to imitate the circuit-riders in sharing the experiential
gospel with whomever they could. In this way, the early Methodists as a whole “spread” the

spiritual “flame” of the gospel “through their respective neighborhoods.”*?

8.5 Characteristics of Circuit-Rider Revivals

In order to provide a further understanding of Methodist revivals, the following
section is dedicated to the analysis of the appearance and duration of revivals as well as the
distance covered within them and their participant and conversion statistics. As noted
previously, such revivals were often held “in the open air [i.e. camp-meetings], [tents], in the
chapel[s], and the barn[s].”**3

The customary length of circuit-rider revivals varied; according to Asbury, their
duration was directly connected to the duration of the “outpouring of the Spirit of God.”*!4
Thus, if the Spirit was sensed in revivals, then those revivals were considered continuous or
ongoing; however, if the Spirit was no longer sensed, then those revivals generally began to
wane and soon came to a close.!*> However, when the Spirit’s presence in some meetings
was no longer sensed with the intensity it was before, then the circuit-riders, in faith and
prayer, typically petitioned to God for “the Spirit of the Lord” to continue being present
within those revivals. In this case, then, the duration of revivals often persisted for longer
periods.!1®

That being said, some revivals in the circuit-rider ministry lasted for days and some

“for weeks.”'” Some revivals were experienced continuously for many nights, or they
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“continued all day and most of the night.”!8 Other revivals lasted for several seasons; some
occurred during the fall season and still others occurred during (or for the full duration of)
“spring... [or] summer.”'° Further, there were many “marvelous” and significant revivals that
lasted for a year; as Smith witnessed, sometimes they continued for up to or even more than
“two years with very little intermission.”%

As far as it pertains to the distance from which the impact of revivals was felt, this
varied, as well. Sometimes revivals were localized, occurring only in one particular place.
Most often, however, revivals spread. For example, Asbury noted in his journal that one
revival “extended itself in some places, for fifty or sixty miles [a]round [and] it increased still
more in the following year.”*?! Revivals sometimes began in a certain place and then spread
over a county or two; such was the case, as Finley recorded, when a revival spread “at EIk
Garden, head of Clinch river, at Bickley’s Station, and at several other preaching-places.”*?
Often, the effect of revivals “extended to other Churches” and circuits, as well.'?® Indeed, the
outpouring of the Spirit in revivals occasionally “extended itself, more or less, through most
of the circuits, which takes in a circumference of between four and five hundred miles.”*?* At
other times, revivals spilled over from one state to another state, such as in “Virginia and
North Carolina” where the circuit-rider ministry “had a great revival,” or as in another
significant revival that spread “through Delaware state, to Pennsylvania.”*?

As it pertains to the typical number of audience members in these revivals, this also

greatly varied. Numbers were tied to the population density of certain geographical areas in

118 Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 32. See also: Young, Autobiography of a
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which revivals occurred.*?® That being said, the number of participants sometimes consisted
of tens but typically “hundreds, and sometimes thousands.” For example, during one revival,
Atkinson recorded that the audience contained “no less than 5,000 the first day; and the
second day of twice that number.””*?’

As it pertains to the usual number of participants who actually received conversion,
this varied, as well, and was tied to the number of participants, duration, and geographical
distance of the Spirit’s influence within particular revivals. At times, as Lee expressed, “it
was quite common to hear of fifty or a hundred souls being converted.”?® At other times,
“above a hundred whites, besides as many negroes, found peace with God.” Sometimes, there
were around “four hundred,”*?® “sixteen hundred... eight hundred,”** “twelve hundred,”**! or
“not less than fourteen hundred... ha[d] been converted”*3? and then added to the MEC.

It should also be noted that there were times when the circuit-riders recorded the exact
number of conversions, such as “one thousand eight hundred and three” converts.1%
However, generally, convert numbers per revival were closely approximated when described

by the circuit-riders. Thus, it is common to read of how “hundreds were brought to God.”*%*

8.6 Circuit-Rider Ministry Revivals by American State
As demonstrated above, due to both the “wonderful display[s] of the power and

presence of God in the conversion of souls” and the circuit-riders’ ministerial labors,

126 For more information regarding the historical demographics of America, see: Haines, Michael R. A
Population History of North America. New York, N.Y.: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2000.
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128 |_ee, A Short History of the Methodists, 309.

129 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under-... Asbury, 219, 224.
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Methodist revivals spread throughout all parts of America.’®® The following section outlines
Methodist revivals by state.

Circuit-riders and historians of those days recorded revivals in Virginia that began
from their “fourteen counties.”**® One of the most influential revivals began in 1776, and by
1823, Virginia had fifty-four circuits, attended by at least ninety-seven ministers.*¥” During
this time, Atkinson described “the wonderful scenes” of this divine “drama” as “in the
powerful awakening... the revival swept like flames through a dry forest.”**® In general, as
described by the eyewitness and nineteenth-century historian Bennet, revival work in
Virginia was known to have included “the power of God... manifested in a most
extraordinary manner.”**

Methodist circuit-riders, eye-witnesses, and historians recorded revivals that spread
throughout the state of Maryland, especially in 1789.1%° Cooper referred to this as a “little
Pentecost” because the sermons were “so accompanied by the energy of the Holy Ghost™ that
people felt the “mighty” presence as they “tremble[d] and we[pt],” resulting in numerous

conversions.”'** Asbury also reported that God’s work was “glorious through the continent”

and that, specifically in Baltimore, the labor went on “rapidly.” There, Asbury anticipated

135 |_ee, A Short History of the Methodists, 356. See also: Melvin E. Dieter, “Revivals and Revivalism,” in
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(Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2005), 255-257; and Religious and Missionary Intelligence, “Short Sketches of
Revivals of Religion Among the Methodists in the Western Country,” The Methodist Magazine: For the Year of
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1772 to the Year 1829 (Richmond: by the Author, 1870), 698.

138 Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 218.

139 Bennett, Memorials of Methodism in Virginia, 149. See also: Lee, A Short History of the Methodists, 44.

140 |_ee, A Short History of the Methodists, 74, 140, 279; Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-
1815, 172; James Edward Armstrong, History of the Old Baltimore Conference from the Planting of Methodism
in 1773 to the Division of the Conference in 1857 (Baltimore: Printed for the author by King Bros., Printers,
1907), xi, 12, 24, 196; and Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years, 48, 69.

141 Cooper, “An Account of the Work of God at Baltimore, in a Letter to [Mr. Wesley],” 410. See also: James
Porter, A Comprehensive History of Methodism: In One Volume, Embracing Origin, Progress, and Present
Spiritual, Educational, and Benevolent Status in All Lands (Cincinnati: Hitchcock & Walden, 1876), 272; and
Atkinson, Centennial History of American Methodism: Under... Asbury, 236.



295

that “an earthquake” of divine power would reach from “north to south, and from east to
west,”142

There were also revivals in New Jersey, especially during and after 1782, in which
Asbury witnessed the display of supernatural manifestations as “preachers and people wept.”
He further stated that New “Jersey flames with religion; some hundreds [were] converted”
and circuit-riders “labored for a manifestation of the Lord’s power.”** For example, the
newspaper The Post-Boy reported in 1805 that a “revival of religion” occurred in Trenton,
New Jersey, and at least “500 souls were brought to God during [a] meeting.”4*

There were revivals “through[out] Kentucky”;*> one of the most recognized was the
great revival of 1799.14¢ As described by the eighteenth-century historian Redford, in
Kentucky, a “great... display of Divine power” descended with such intensity that there was
“almost a visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit.” As a result of this phenomenon, even “the
most reckless sinners turned pale and trembled while they felt its awful presence.”**

There are records of Methodist revivals in North Carolina, especially in 1802,
Nineteenth-century Methodist historian Moore expressed that, during these revivals, the

Spirit was present, gathering numerous “poor sinners” who supernaturally “felt” his power

142 The Wesley Center Online, “Francis Asbury: The Letters - Vol. 2 Chapter 3,” The Wesley Center Online:
Home, accessed July 26, 2017, http://wesley.nnu.edu/other-theologians/francis-asbury/the-journal-and-letters-
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Messenger, March 4, 1818, 2.
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134 A Professor of Christianity, “Miscellany: From the Trenton Federalists,” The Post-Boy, October 15, 1805, 1.
145 Young, Autobiography of a Pioneer, 108.

146 Smith, The History of Methodism in Georgia and Florida, 497.

147 A. H. Redford, The History of Methodism in Kentucky: Volume 2 (Nashville, Tenn.: Southern Methodist
Publishing House, 1869), 188-189. See also: Paine, Life and Times of William M Kendree: Vol. I, 153; and
Sweet, Circuit-Rider Days in Indiana, 49.

148 Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Vol. 1, 186.
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causing them to “testify” that their sins were forgiven.*® Some newspapers, such as the
Weekly Raleigh Register, reported a few of these revivals and publicly acknowledged that the
“display of [God’s] power... [through] the outpouring of his Spirit was visible” to the
public.*® By 1802, the MEC in North Carolina reached 200 circuits and 358 circuit-riders
were appointed to minister to 86,734 members. !

There were also revivals in South Carolina.'® Nineteenth-century Methodist minister
Shipp described how, during these revivals, the Spirit of God supernaturally descended and
“one universal cry for mercy was heard all through the vast concourse of people.” In this
meeting, many were slain in the Spirit while “others, rising to fly from the scene, fell by the
way.” From these outpourings, “hundreds” rejoiced because they became spiritual converts,
or “heaven-born souls,” and their cries of “victory over the powers of darkness” were heard
throughout the area.™?

From the time that the circuit-riders began to minister in Tennessee, especially during
1787, the state experienced Methodist revivals;*>* indeed, nineteenth-century Methodist
minister M’Ferrin reported that “many thousands” of individuals joined circuit-rider meetings
and that, during them, “the mighty power and mercy of God” was displayed. Audience
members were slain in the Spirit “like corn before a storm of wind” and, upon returning to
their senses, were filled “with divine glory” that caused their faces to shine. These displays

were so startling that they reportedly caused even the “stubborn sinners” to “tremble.” Also,
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there were times when, during these revivals in Tennessee, “thousands of souls” were
converted, and numerous Methodist “societies were organized.”*>

Eighteenth (and even nineteenth) century New England®®® was known to
predominately consist of Congregationalist churches that practiced a theology containing
Calvinist doctrines (of predestination) derived from the early Puritans and Pilgrims.®’
However, as Methodist work began there (from 1789), there was an increase of various
Methodist revivals, most notably in Vermont.*® These revivals started especially after 1797
and often caused many to be slain in the Spirit or “struck helpless to the floor.”*>®

In Indiana, as investigated by Methodist historian Sweet, by 1832, Methodist
membership had expanded to approximately twenty thousand. Throughout the 1820s, there
were several “remarkable revivals” in various locations throughout the state. Through them,
“converts were won... [and] the greatest religious revivals were conducted out in the open
air.” In these Methodist revivals, it was reported that often “strange and seemingly
supernatural things happened.”1°

There were also various recorded revivals in other states, such as New York,
especially in 1790;%* indeed, as Atkinson witnessed, at one point, approximately four
hundred were converted in around eight weeks. Moreover, there were “two hundred

accessions” throughout the revival, and afterward, numerous “others joined” the church.'®? In
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1796, Wyoming encountered one of its first revivals of religion.'®® By the year 1800,
nineteenth-century historian Smith observed that “the great revival tide which swept over
America came in blessing to Georgia”; thenceforth, there were various Methodist revivals
there.’84 Further, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, there were Methodist
(and Baptist) “great religious revivals”*% in the state of Mississippi, which originated from
and “depended” on various spiritual gatherings, specifically camp-meetings.*%® Additionally,
in 1803, there were revivals in Ohio that circuit-riders believed to have been some of “the
most powerful revivals” of the labor of God, which caused the “awakening and the
conversion of sinners”;*®” indeed, the Buffalo Emporium and General Advertiser reported in
1824 that there was an “extensive revival of religion” in Ohio that successfully spread to
other parts of the country, as well.*®® Beginning in 1804, there were various revivals in
Illinois, especially one in 1820 in which, due to the power of God, it was recorded that many
were slain in the Spirit, resembling dead people “in battle.”%® Additionally, by 1828, there

were recorded revivals in the state of Florida.1"®
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8.7 Criticism Surrounding Methodist Revivals

It appears that the majority of Americans from other denominations approved of
Methodist revivals and the strategies and practices surrounding them. Unity and peace were
prevalent because many leaders “among the different denominations” of those days worked
together and formed “great union[s]” for the purpose of seeking revivals, especially in inter-
denominational camp-meetings.*’* For example, the well-known Presbyterian revivalist
Finney praised the Methodists and their revival strategies, stating the following: “Look at the
Methodists. Many of their ministers are unlearned, in the common sense of the term... and
yet they have gathered congregations, and pushed their way, and won souls everywhere...
Few Presbyterian ministers have gathered so large assemblies, or won so many souls.”"2
Hence, their mutual desire for revival caused them to set aside their ecclesiastical and
theological differences and focus on converting souls and empowering believers.1’3

However, there were instances in which “religious leaders”'™* and loyal members of
other denominations were unhappy with Methodist revivals and strove to stop them.
According to Hutch, some of “the learned and orthodox distained early Methodism’s new
revival measures.”'’® For example, The Universalist Watchman reported that a number of
Presbyterian leaders in New England and Pennsylvania had “condemned”” Methodist

“revivals” for their “scenes of moral misuse and desolation.”*’® It appears that these
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individuals were content with religious life within the Early Republic (largely because most
of America at that time was considered to be church-friendly), thus they leaned toward the
notion that laboring for revival was unnecessary and potentially harmful, especially coming
from the uneducated and “overly emotional” Methodists and their “shallow and unorthodox™
theology.’’

Further, one of the main reasons why other denominations were against Methodist
revivals was because Methodism absorbed members of these denominations. Indeed, circuit-
rider revivals were attended by people “of all denominations, sects, and conditions... [who
would] come out to [listen to their] preaching”;'"® as a result of the divine encounters within
the circuit-rider revivals, a number of these people then “joined... [a Methodist] society” or
church.r® When other denominational leaders witnessed the decline of their church
membership, some became “much alarmed at [Methodist] success.” As a result of this, there
were instances in which these leaders would “oppose [the circuit-riders] openly”® and
“persecution began to be waged against™*8! circuit-rider labors.

Peck noted that, although it seemed “strange” for Christians to participate in these
schemes, leaders of other denominations created “union meeting[s]” for the purpose of
“straining every nerve to keep the Methodists down.” These meetings occurred before

Methodists met at their potential revival locations and, because of the fact that the other
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denominational leaders and members “had possession of [the desired] ground,” they
endeavored to prohibit any “Methodist revivals” from taking place on their land. These
leaders also met with the local public in order to paint the circuit-riders as “intruders” who
would create contention within the community; thus, the goal of these leaders was to prevent
ministerial success in the local circuit-rider revivals.8

Methodist growth also contributed to the spread of Arminian doctrine, which as
historian Smith explained, featured “free-will and universal salvation.””3 Previously,
American religion was known for holding “most rigidly to the doctrines of unconditional
election and reprobation” in which only a select number, or the “predestined,” could receive
salvation. In other words, predestination or Calvinist doctrines “filled the whole country.”
Because Methodists introduced and practiced a vastly different salvation theology, tension
grew within the American church (most notably among the Presbyterians and
Congregationalists). According to Finley, no other denomination (except Methodism) was
“sufficiently fearless and independent to call [predestination] in question.”*8* Thus, because
the Methodists believed that their salvation theology was closer to the biblical teachings, they
openly preached against doctrines of Calvinism (while other denominational leaders preached
against Methodist Armenism).1® This further contributed to the criticism of Methodism and

the deterrence of Methodist revivals.
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The expansion of Methodism with its “experimental religion and practical piety”8®
also specifically discouraged “drinking” alcohol, which, consequently, incited social
conflict.®®” Asbury desired the public to “lay aside the use of wine and strong drink in
general. [In doing so, he believed that] God would suddenly and certainly work.”*% As a
result of this Methodist stance, those who “refused to drink [liquor] were called, by way of
reproach, Methodist fanatics.” This stance not only upset much of the public, it also
especially seemed to anger the liquor (mostly whisky) manufacturers. Thus, this was another
reason why the circuit-riders became a target of “opposition,” and their revival meetings were
unwelcomed in certain places. Regardless, the circuit-riders continued to speak “out publicly
against this monster evil.”18

Largely due to the conflict surrounding Methodism, there were cases of new
Methodist followers who became targets of “persecution and the vilest reproach everywhere
followed them.” For example, there were instances in which youths were converted during
revival meetings and publicly announced that they desired to become Methodists; however,
this apparently displeased their parents (who were members of other denominations), and in
response, their “parents cruelly whipped [these] children till the blood ran down to the
ground.” Similarly, it became evident that revival meetings were attractive to females; in fact,
modern scholar Hempton argued that Methodism became “preponderantly a women’s

movement.”% As such, there were instances in which women expressed a desire to become
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Methodists; however, their husbands, who supported other mainline denominations,
persecuted them and “turned [them] out of doors in the darkness, [in] cold and storm.”*%!

While contention existed between the Methodists and some “other Protestants,” it
should be noted that there is no recorded contention within early American Methodism itself
regarding revivals, at least not in the existence of the revivals, the laboring toward them, or
the importance of them.% The only conflict that arose among the Methodists during their
revivals was in regard to religious enthusiastic exercises, although as noted in the previous
chapter, even opposition to these exercises was minor.%

To conclude this section, circuit-riders believed it was their divine duty to bring about
revivals throughout America.'®* As a result, though some non-Methodists pressured them in

their revival labors, the circuit-riders remained steadfast in their mission.®®

8.8 Dialoguing with Contemporary Scholars Regarding Methodist Growth

This historiographical section critically juxtaposes this work with various
contemporary historians and scholars who also investigated the growth of early Methodism
(1770s-1830s). Although these scholars presented their own perspectives regarding Methodist
expansion, their perspectives are separated into three distinct groups for the purpose of this
study. The first group contains the scholars Billman, Wigger, Hatch, O’Byrne, Hempton, and
Ruth who evidently recognized the existence of the supernatural in early Methodism by
including instances of phenomena found in circuit-rider writings; however, while it was

alluded to (in varying degrees), their impression of a correlation between the supernatural and

191 Young, Autobiography of Dan Young, 26-28.

192 Reeves, “Countering Revivalism and Revitalizing Protestantism.”

198 For more information regarding religious enthusiasm in the circuit-rider ministry, see Chapter 7 (and also
Chapter 6) of this study.

194 Coke and Asbury, MINUTES of the 1784 Conference, 4; Bangs and Garrettson, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn
Garrettson: Fifth Edition, 189; and Tigert, A Constitutional History of American Episcopal Methodism, 536.

195 peck, Early Methodism Within the Bounds of the Old Genesee Conference from 1788 to 1828, 197-198, 323;
Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 162; Atkinson, Centennial History of American
Methodism: Under... Asbury, 225; and Williams, The Garden of American Methodism, 29.
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Methodist expansion was never directly discussed. The second group contains the scholars
Richey and Turner who faintly recognized the supernatural in Methodism by very seldomly
including instances of phenomena in circuit-rider writings; however, there was no further
interpretation of the phenomena or mention of any sort of correlation between the
supernatural and Methodist growth. The third group contains the scholars Watson and
Sargent who did not include any supernatural phenomena in their writings and, therefore, did
not suggest in any way a correlation between the supernatural and Methodist growth.%

To begin the first group, the findings of this study come the closest to Billman’s
findings. Aside from having included various supernatural accounts in early Methodism, at
one point, Billman even declared that, through “Pentecostal-like” powers, the early
“Methodists began their successful growth.” However, although Billman made this brief
observation, he did not elaborate on how these powers (or which Pentecostal-like powers,
specifically) contributed to growth. Furthermore, Billman did not make any formal
declaration regarding the cause of early Methodist growth as the aim of his work was to focus
on the presence of supernatural acts throughout the entire history of Methodism (along with
church history, at large).**’

In his work, Wigger incorporated some supernatural accounts of early Methodism;
however, in interpreting early Methodist expansion, Wigger did not make the connection
between these accounts and growth. Instead, he asserted that Methodism expanded due to the
denomination’s “traveling” or evangelistic strategies, informal preaching style, ministerial

dedication, and “quarterly, class, and prayer meetings.” Since Wigger described various

196 Other research that somewhat discussed this matter can be found in the following: Williams, William

Henry. The Garden of American Methodism: The Delmarva Peninsula, 1769-1820. Wilmington, Del: Published
for the Peninsula Conference of the United Methodist Church by Scholarly Resources, 1984; Andrews, Dee

E. The Methodists and Revolutionary America, 1760-1800 The Shaping of an Evangelical Culture. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2010; and Owen, Christopher H. The Sacred Flame of Love: Methodism and Society
in Nineteenth-Century Georgia. Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1998.

197 Billman, The Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 43-44.
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instances of supernatural phenomena that were present in Methodist evangelistic meetings, he
likely understood that the supernatural played a part in Methodist expansion, but by not
clearly addressing the part that it played, it can be argued that Wigger indirectly downplayed
the apparent significance of the supernatural in early Methodist growth and, instead, looked
to the circuit-riders’ evangelistic strategies for answers concerning its growth.1%

In the same vein as Wigger, Hatch argued that “Methodist... expansion” was
achieved mainly through the circuit-riders’ dedication and their strategy to evangelize “every
corner of the country,” especially the frontier. Furthermore, like Wigger, Hatch included
supernatural accounts in his work and even, at one point, declared that “the supernatural [was
present] in everyday affairs.” However, like Billman, Hatch did not expound on this
statement by explaining what he considered the supernatural to be and how it specifically
impacted the everyday. Thus, by not identifying this admittedly common occurrence as a
major factor in Methodist development and growth, it can be argued that Hatch, like Wigger,
downplayed the supernatural and, instead, emphasized the evangelical strategies of the
circuit-riders.*®®

Although O’Byrne included some supernatural Methodist events (and brief
interpretations of a few of them) in his study, in considering Methodist expansion he focused
exclusively on Methodism’s “pragmatic, spontaneous, and democratic”” messages, instant and
“dramatic” conversions, and class-meetings, “love feasts, and quarterly meetings.” Since
O’Byrne included various supernatural incidents, especially in conversions and evangelistic
meetings, it can be argued that he attached some importance to the supernatural in Methodist
expansion; however, he did not directly state this importance and, like other contemporary

scholars, he instead focused on external aspects of the Methodist organization (evangelistic

198 Wigger, “Chapter 3: Fighting Bees,” 93-95, 105-107. See also: Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 4-20.
199 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 40, 89, 140.
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strategies, countercultural positions, and ministerial dedication). Thus, there is a disconnect in
O’Byrne’s work between indicating the importance of supernatural encounters and the lack of
identifying these encounters as a growth factor.?®

As Hempton’s work addressed the development of Methodism, he alluded to the
supernatural having some connection to Methodist growth, although Hempton mostly
attributed expansion to Methodism’s “countercultural movement,” “religious enthusiasm,”
and evangelistic strategies (which, he stated, paid particular attention to females and slaves).
Regarding religious enthusiasm, however, Hempton did not investigate any divine activity
behind these enthusiastic expressions, and of the many forms of religious enthusiasm, he only
described instances of shouting, dancing, and crying (disregarding the wilder expressions,
such as jerking, roaring, and barking). Furthermore, Hempton mentioned that Methodists
believed in “miracles,” but he did not go further in analyzing this concept; thus, there is
confusion regarding what the role of these miracles was and how they contributed to
Methodist growth. In short, while Hempton indicated that miracles and some supernatural
experiences (in the form of religious enthusiasm) were present in Methodism, he did not
connect this activity with any of the numerous factors he attributed to Methodist growth
(namely, those stemming from countercultural positions and evangelistic strategies).?*

Ruth wrote two books, both of which presented theories on Methodist expansion. In
his first book, A Little Heaven Below, Ruth argued that the circuit-rider “quarterly meetings”
and the worship that the circuit-riders experienced within them inspired the creation of camp-
meetings, and it was these camp-meetings that, in turn, generated Methodist growth.?°2 In his
second book, Early Methodist Life and Spirituality, Ruth argued that growth was a result of

the “religious life[style]” and “countercultural stance” of Methodism.?% In both of his books,

200 O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 8-11, 213-250.

201 Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 5, 30-33, 41-47, 140, 201.
202 Ruth, A Little Heaven Below, 186-188, 209-222.

203 Ruth, Early Methodist Life and Spirituality, 7, 161-189.
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Ruth included a few supernatural experiences that were reported within Methodist meetings.
Thus, Ruth presented yet another study that attributed Methodist growth to evangelistic
strategies, countercultural positions, and ministerial devotion while sidestepping the impact
of supernatural events (which he acknowledged to have existed) within Methodism.

Delving into the second group, Richey argued that early Methodism expanded
through its innovative organizational skills (referring mostly to camp-meeting revivals),
which functioned as “a natural accommodation” in America and, therefore, “drew huge
crowds” to join the MEC. Regarding these ministerial efforts, Richey added four quotations
to his work from circuit-riders who indicated that the “divine” that was present in their
meetings; however, Richey did not provide any further explanation as to what the circuit-
riders were conveying by using this term, nor did he indicate whether this presence
contributed to the “large crowds” in the Methodist meetings. Further, though there are many
events that occurred during the camp-meetings that were supernatural in nature (as
demonstrated in this chapter), it appears that Richey sidestepped these events in his research,
and instead, he focused on the success and growth of the camp-meetings (and, in turn,
Methodism, at large) as having been a product of organizational prowess.?%

Turner argued that the MEC ““exhibited national pride and an active interest in
becoming more fully incorporated into the American nation.” Thus, according to Turner,
early Methodism expanded due to its “mission organization [or evangelism], a large number
of colleges and schools, [and] a burgeoning publishing empire.” Although Turner
occasionally referred to the presence of “divine powers” in Methodism, in considering early

Methodist growth, he disregarded the impact of these divine powers. As a result, while

204 Richey, Methodism in the American Forest, 6-7, 26-27, 63-64.
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Turner’s research indicated that there were supernatural encounters in Methodism, their
purpose and role, especially in connection with Methodist expansion, remained a puzzle.?%
Entering the third group, Methodist scholar Watson indicated that interest in
Methodist class-meetings (or their societies) was responsible for generating massive
membership increase; this, however, is a misconception.? In reality, people were
supernaturally touched during various evangelistic meetings (especially camp-meetings) and
were then spiritually motivated to further grow in Christian spirituality, holiness, and
discipleship, thus eventually joining Methodists in their class-meetings (and societies).?%’
However, even though they occurred in class-meetings, Watson did not record any
supernatural incidents, and the word “divine” did not appear in his research (despite the fact
that this was a word commonly used in early Methodist writings). Therefore, while this work
presented a different angle regarding the matter of Methodist growth (albeit one related to
evangelistic strategies), it did not present the full picture as it excluded the prevalent
supernatural acts of the ministry.

Lastly, Sargent, a prominent psychiatrist and scholar, believed that Wesley’s

experiential ministry and Methodist “revivals” came about exclusively through natural

205 Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 148, 224-225. Furthermore, as aforementioned in this study, many circuit-
riders considered the rise of Methodist education to oppose spiritual growth; thus, this information contradicts
Turner’s argument. For more information, see: Cartwright, The Backwoods Preacher, 39-40, 236-238; Asbury,
The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 31, 261; Holmes, The Methodist Preacher: Containing
Twenty-Eight Sermons, 107; Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 237; Wakeley and Boehm, The Patriarch of One
Hundred Years, 492; Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee, 5; and Newell, Life and Observations of E.F. Newell,
273.

206 Fyrther, Watson stated that the main reason for early Methodist decline was because Methodism experienced
decline in class-meetings, implying that class-meetings were instrumental in generating early Methodist
expansion. However, his notion is challenged by this study as it is evident in circuit-rider writings that Spirit-led
revivals caused expansion, which carried over into class-meetings. Kevin Watson, The Class Meeting:
Reclaiming a Forgotten (and Essential) Small Group Experience (Franklin, TN: Seedbed, 2013), 19-31.

207 Although there were a few occasions in which individuals were spiritually converted solely through class-
meetings (some Methodists brought guests to the meetings), it should be noted that, aside from the teachings
presented in these meetings, the power of God was also poured out within them, which sparked the conversion
of some attendees. For more information, see also: Garrettson, The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn
Garrettson, 34-35; Asbury, The Journal of the Rev. Francis Asbury: 1771-1786, 124; Marsden, “Of the
Methodist Doctrines,” 211; and Jay Riley Case, An Unpredictable Gospel: American Evangelicals and World
Christianity, 1812-1920 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 133.



309

means. Moreover, Sargent argued that these revivals occurred through the use of “brain-
washing” and manipulation, specifically in regard to “hell fire doctrines” and the promise of
after-life paradise.?® Contrary to Sargent’s argument, this study argues that neither Wesley
nor the circuit-riders connected Methodism or its growth to natural means or forms of
manipulation; rather, they attributed Methodist success to “the power of God [that] came
down on the people.” Indeed, it was not fear but desire within the public to personally
experience God’s power that eventually produced membership growth.2%®

Furthermore, it should be noted that this study does not disregard the arguments
presented by most contemporary scholars (specifically, Billman, Hatch, Wigger, O’Byrne,
Hempton, and Ruth) concerning the reasons behind Methodist growth.?!? Indeed, this study
acknowledges that the selfless dedication and diligence of the circuit-riders played no small
part in Methodist growth. It also acknowledges the significance of the evangelistic strategies,
specifically the effective organization of camp-meetings and circuits (adapted to fit the needs
and circumstances of the Early American Republic, especially the frontier) and the Methodist
class-meetings and societies (which contributed to the moral strength of the movement and its
accountability to scriptural teaching).?!! Lastly, this study acknowledges the power of
Methodist countercultural convictions and how they increased the accessibility of the gospel
to those previously underrecognized in society, which was also key to interest in the
movement. However, as noted in Chapter 1, this study sets itself apart in that it presents the
sorely missed piece in the puzzle of Methodist expansion. Indeed, the supernatural aspect of
early Methodism (which originated from the work of the Holy Spirit) was the cornerstone of

their groundbreaking experiential gospel; it was this great longing to share such a gospel with

208 william Sargant, Battle for the Mind: A Physiology of Conversion and Brain-Washing (Revised) (Baltimore,
MD: Penguins Books, 1957), xx, 106-107, 220-221, 225.

209 Crowell, The Journal of Seth Crowell, 25.

210 On the other hand, this study somewhat disagrees with Richey and Turner while it fully disagrees with
Watson and, especially, Sargent concerning their Methodist growth interpretations.

211 See also: Handy, “American Methodism and Its Historical Frontier,” 46.
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the American people that led to the innovative organizational strategies and the overriding of
longstanding theological doctrines and cultural practices that so outwardly characterized the
circuit-rider ministry. Truly, it all began with the circuit-riders’ zeal for divine supernatural
encounters (stemming from their own personal conversions and ministerial callings) that led
to a total repackaging of the Christian gospel (as an experiential message accessible to all and

spread widely), which ultimately resulted in the success and growth of early Methodism.

8.9 Chapter Summary and Analysis

The aim of this chapter was to explore the importance and effect of supernatural
phenomena within circuit-rider revivals along with the correlation between such phenomena
and the expansion of early American Methodism. The chapter began by defining and
describing Methodist revivals and camp-meetings (including their general characteristics and
influence by state); it used these revivals as a model for assessing the role of the supernatural
in the circuit-rider ministry (which often revolved around such large Methodist meetings).
Ultimately, this study demonstrated that the supernatural generated numerical growth in
American Methodism.

Indeed, the circuit-riders presented a ministry wherein the constant outpourings of the
“divine”?'2 power and presence in their evangelistic meetings (particularly camp-meetings)
gave birth to “the phenomena of revivals?*3 that took place both locally and nationwide.?%*
The circuit-riders demonstrated that when “the power and grace of God”?*® was poured out, it

often came in an extraordinary form, such “as the sound of a mighty rushing wind.”?¢
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Further, it occasionally felt that “the foundations of the place would seem to be shaken, and
the people to be moved like the trees of the forest by a mighty tempest.””?*” From such
astounding incidents, revivals were sparked. In these revivals, the supernatural clearly played
a singular role in that, through displays within evangelistic meetings (especially camp-
meetings), spiritual conversions were produced by the power and presence of God, which
further generated public interest and amplified the movement’s growth.

Early Methodist camp-meetings were considered to be a rather new mission strategy
(having been introduced between 1799-1801);2'8 however, they rapidly became pivotal in
bringing about massive religious conversions and Methodist “expansion”?*® from the 1800s
to the 1830s.22% In fact, Richey labeled the camp-meeting as “a hugely successful engine of
[early] Methodist growth.”??! For the circuit-riders, the camp-meeting became one of their
strongest organizational tools because it enabled them to exercise their preaching strategies
(discussed in Chapter 5) among large crowds while also offering an immediate opportunity
for those crowds to experience the gospel supernaturally (discussed in Chapters 6 and 7). A
similar model of large-scale evangelism through camp-meetings was used in future American
ministries; for example, even in the twentieth century, camp-meetings were instrumental to
the ministry of the well-known evangelist Billy Graham.??2

There are no accounts in circuit-rider writings in which any form of revival occurred

solely based on evangelistic or preaching efforts. Although circuit-riders’ ardent labors were
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key in producing their revivals, the circuit-riders gave credit to God or “the Divine power”
for the “awakening and conversion of sinners.”?23 The circuit-riders acknowledged that,
“without God” and his evident works, the circuit-riders could “do nothing” as divine acts
endowed the circuit-riders with “miraculous power.”??* To them, without these heavenly
supernatural manifestations, “the greatest talents [were] rotten wood, and the most profound
learning [was] a broken reed.””?®

Moreover, it was inconsequential whether revivals occurred through prearranged
meetings (such as camp-meetings) or in smaller spontaneous meetings; what is evident is that
in order for any Methodist meeting to have been counted as a successful revival (one that
contributed to membership expansion), it had to be visited by the supernatural. The circuit-
riders made it clear that, in their revivals, it was “the Spirit [who] would apply the truth with
demonstrative power to the heart,” making it the chief factor in circuit-rider ministerial
achievements.?? Indeed, their labors were “direct results of the power of the Holy Spirit, and
manifest proofs of His presence and approval of the work.”?” Hence, the relationship
between the supernatural and Methodist growth was vital because circuit-riders depended on
supernatural displays as “a perpetual guarantee of their success” in causing Methodist

membership to expand nationwide.??
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With the frequent unusual and intense displays in these revivals, people began to
believe that the “days of [the apostolic] miracles [were] not past.”’??® The magnitude of these
supernatural manifestations was to such a degree that they produced sights that “eyes never
saw before, nor read of, either in Mr. Wesley’s Journals, or any other writings, except the
account in Scripture of the day of Pentecost.” Prior to attending these revivals, audience
members generally had not witnessed such displays but knew them, theoretically, to have
existed in the Apostolic Age and the early church.?® Indeed, it was the same Spirit who
“affected the disciples on the day of Pentecost 3! who also affected the circuit-rider ministry
and produced numeric growth.?*> Newell confirmed this matter when he concluded that the
circuit-rider ministry’s “success, like that of the Apostles, depended entirely on the presence
and power of God, and the riches of his grace.”?®* Methodists openly declared that their
expansion and revivalist “success resembled the revival of [the Day of] Pentecost” wherein
“converts were multiplied by scores, sometimes by hundreds.”#* In other words, as also
noted in previous chapters, the circuit-riders directly compared their ministry, not to the
denominations around them, but rather, to one of the most supernatural and pivotal incidents
in the New Testament: the descent of the Holy Spirit as tongues of fire upon the believers.
Thus, because of the supernatural, public reputation of Methodist revivals, as revitalizers of

the biblical signs and wonders, “spread all over” America;?® as a result, masses poured into
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their meetings and “felt [the] power of God in [their] souls,”?*® causing the “conversion of
thousands [at once].”?¥’

In the majority of recorded revivals, supernatural manifestations affected, in varying
degrees, all present: believers and nonbelievers, those who rejected the gospel, backsliders
and “people [who] had been accustomed to a dry, cold, life-less ministry, and a ‘form of
godliness’ without the power.”?® Their past understandings of religion were altered during
these revivals as circuit-rider “preaching”?*® had “power in it.”?*> As noted in Chapter 7, even
many who attended these revivals in order to ridicule Methodist religious experience became
spiritually converted;?** they mocked “till the power of the Lord laid hold of them, and then
they fell [down or were slain by the Spirit] themselves, and cried as loud as those they just
before persecuted.”*? Indeed, Finley stated that, through the power “of God, [and] through
the instrumentality of Methodism, a warm spiritual life was infused into these [theologically]
dead forms, and awakening power roused” those present.”4

Due to the attractiveness of supernatural presence, despite the opposition and criticism
that they received from some non-Methodists and the public, Methodist revivals were
“embraced [by] all classes—governor, judges, lawyers, and statesmen—old and young, rich
and poor—including many of the African race.”*** Hence, the supernatural was influential in
breaking down traditional barriers in gender, class, and race, joining audiences into one body

in which Christ (along with his Scripture) was the head. Consequently, as early Methodism
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expanded, the American “social structures” were somewhat transformed and further
embraced a lifestyle of scriptural holiness.?*®

Thus, as demonstrated, the “successful” rise of Methodism was a direct result of
supernatural phenomena or “the renewing and enlightening influence of the Holy Ghost.”?4¢
As the supernatural gave birth to various revivals, the MEC achieved such tremendous
expansion that it unexpectedly surpassed all other denominations. As noted in Chapter 4,
while a small portion of the booming expansion in the earliest stages of American Methodism
was considered to be the result of transference from Anglicanism during the Revolutionary
War, the circuit-riders quickly adopted their own unique ministry style, which largely
appealed to both the churched and the unchurched and was greatly fueled by their
supernatural revivals; this approach was so successful that many throughout the country took
notice. Even newspapers, such as the Hartford Courant, observed that Methodism had
quickly become “pretty numerous” throughout the country.?*” Similarly, the National
Standard reported that Methodism was growing and “hundreds and thousands [had] been
added to [the MEC].”>*® The Vermont Republican and American Journal recorded that
circuit-rider “gospel laboring” had ushered in such “great revival[s]” that, from only “1799-
1810,” the MEC had added “113,209” members.?*® The Torch Light And Public Advertiser
confirmed the fast growth of the MEC, reporting that it expanded by “31,256” new members

in 1821 alone.?*°
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Indeed, as noted in Appendix B, while there were “8,504 members”?®! in 1780, by the
end of the 1830s, Methodism had reached *“894,7532°2 members.?® Thus, through “the
presence of the Lord” in their religious meetings, though Methodists were once a “little
flock,” beginning with ten official preachers in 1773, they were “greatly increased,” and by
the early 1830s, they had become the largest denomination in America.?>* American
Methodism remained the largest American denomination up until the 1860s, at which point it
began to encounter numerical decline (largely due to the absence of supernatural phenomena
and evangelistic labors).?*®

Referencing these astonishing statistics, a recent article written by modern scholar
Beougher summarized Methodist expansion under Asbury’s leadership. Beougher explained
that “the number [of Methodists] had grown from 1 in 5,000 to 1 in 40 of the total population
of the country, largely because of camp meetings and circuit rider” evangelism, which often

featured “unusual physical manifestations.”?*® Wigger identified this rapid expansion as “a
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virtual miracle of growth.”?®” Echoing this, modern scholars Finke and Starke referred to the
substantial growth as “the Methodist ‘miracle’’?>® because, indeed, the circuit-riders “set the
world on [spiritual] fire.”?%® Thus, Methodism spread all over the land, with the presence of
the supernatural serving as its impetus.?®® This miraculous expansion of early Methodism
proved to the public and their critics (as seen above and in Chapter 7) that the Methodist
circuit-rider ministry was both divinely orchestrated and scriptural.?®*

Due to its numerical explosion, early Methodism (from the 1770s through the 1830s)
is commonly considered to have been a principle protagonist that “led” and fed America’s
Second Great Awakening (from roughly the 1790s to 1840s).%%? The Second Great
Awakening was a period in American history when Protestantism experienced dramatic
increase throughout the country.?®® This numerical surge, especially in frontier areas, directly
“relied on circuit-riders”?* as, during this time, “Methodists... became a critical link in the
Second Great Awakening.”?® Indeed, since Methodism played a vital role in fueling the
Second Great Awakening, and since divine powers played a vital role in fueling Methodism,
consequently, this Awakening was characterized by its many displays of various
“supernatural manifestations.”?®® The Second Great Awakening, which emphasized
supernatural phenomena, also served as a countermovement to the prevalent influence of

“rationalistic humanism and Deism,” a product of the Enlightenment (discussed in Chapter 3)
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that flowed from Europe to America.?®” Thus, as noted above, circuit-riders also became a
part of creating a new thought and cultural system within the Early American Republic that
was more sympathetic to biblical principles.?%®

Since, within this chapter and those previous, the significance of the supernatural in
the circuit-rider ministry was established as well as the impact of the supernatural on early

Methodist growth, the following Conclusion features a brief summary and final analysis

regarding the aim, methods, and relevance of this entire study.

%7 Donald G. Bloesch, The Christian Witness in a Secular Age: An Evaluation of Nine Contemporary
Theologians (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002), 21.

%68 Terry D. Bilhartz, Urban Religion and the Second Great Awakening: Church and Society in Early National
Baltimore (Rutherford (N.J.): Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1986), 83. See also: Gross, “The Romance
of American Methodism,” 16.



319

CONCLUSION

Below is a summary of the entire study along with an introduction to follow-up
research and a description of the relevance of this work within the academic and public
world. The purpose of this research was to investigate and determine the significance of the
supernatural in the Methodist circuit-rider ministry (regarding its impact on the circuit-riders,
their audiences, and their ministry’s growth) from the 1770s through the 1830s. The circuit-
riders, who were early Methodist traveling preachers, dedicated their lives to evangelizing
and ministering in America by engaging in an experiential gospel. In America, these circuit-
riders began their ministry (initially with ten official ministers) in the early 1770s and labored
intensely up until the end of the 1830s; during this time, they expanded dramatically and

became the largest American denomination.t

C.1 Summarizing This Study

While this study recognizes that the circuit-rider ministry prospered in no small part
due to the fact that the circuit-riders were fully devoted to their unconventional evangelistic
pursuits (while placing no value on personal comfort or gain), this is just part of the picture.
Consequently, while the zealous dedication, countercultural positions, and evangelistic
strategies of the circuit-riders have been noted and esteemed by scholars, such as Wigger,?

Hatch,® O’Byrne,* Hempton,® Ruth,® and Richey’ (who generally attributed these three

! Although the circuit-rider ministry continued to a lesser degree beyond the 1830s (especially in the western
frontier), this study focused on the height of the American circuit-rider ministry (which was from the 1770s—
1830s).

2 Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm, 3-9; and Wigger, “Chapter 3: Fighting Bees,” 94-95.

8 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 88-89, 139-140.

4 O’Byrne, “How Methodists Were Made,” 7-12.

> Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 5, 140, 201.

6 Ruth, Early Methodist Life and Spirituality, 161-189; and Ruth, A Little Heaven Below, 187-188, 208-221.
" Richey, Methodism in the American Forest, 5-8, 27, 63-64.



320

factors as the primary cause of early Methodist growth),® this study began with the fresh
notion of investigating the apparent significance of the supernatural in the development of the
circuit-rider ministry—a significance that, in general, has been overlooked throughout
countless scholarly works.® Indeed, it is evident that the circuit-riders (largely due to their
spiritual dedication) were blessed with the strong power and presence of the Spirit of God
that touched their personal lives, pervaded their ministry, and brought about conversions in
astounding numbers. Hence, | argue that this study has succeeded (historically and
theologically) in illuminating the role that the supernatural played in the circuit-rider
ministry, specifically in the lives of the circuit-riders themselves, their audiences, and,
ultimately, their ministry’s expansion. More specifically, the following has been argued
through this study:

For the circuit-riders, the meaning of the term supernatural (antithetical to the seen or
natural) was, in essence, understood to be an act, manifestation, or phenomenon that derived
from the (supreme) unseen or spiritual realm and was largely attributed to God (but also
included angelic or demonic beings); generally, circuit-riders believed that supernatural
phenomena originated from the power and presence of God’s Spirit. To further delineate the
concept of supernatural phenomena in the circuit-rider ministry, two classes were
constructed: private supernaturalism (containing spiritual experiences occurring within
circuit-riders’ personal lives) and public supernaturalism (containing spiritual experiences
occurring within circuit-riders’ audiences).

In order to understand the fundamental function of supernaturalism in the circuit-rider
ministry, this study presented a historical and theological exploration of the formation of

Methodism and the circuit-rider ministry. It was demonstrated that, from Wesley’s heart

8 For more information, see Chapter 8 of this study.
% See also: Watson, The Class Meeting, 21-31; Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit, 31-33; Billman, The
Supernatural Thread in Methodism, 33-34; and Turner, “Redeeming the Time,” 224-225.
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strangely warmed experience, the role and theology of the supernatural in Wesley’s life and
ministry (as the first and ongoing model of the American circuit-rider ministry) became
something that he believed in, practiced, and promoted in both his daily life and ministry.
Further, Wesley deeply relied on demonstrations of the supernatural for a productive ministry
and maintained that the power of the Spirit should be a part of Methodist ministerial
strategies, in England and then in America. This philosophy of supernatural ministry was
continued and further developed by the circuit-riders (especially Asbury) in America where it
was widely practiced by American circuit-riders.

Indeed, the supernatural served as spiritual fuel in the lives of the circuit-riders by
inciting their conversions, confirming their ministerial callings, and maintaining their biblical
sanctification. In general, the circuit-riders were initially introduced to supernatural
phenomena during their own conversions. The circuit-riders were touched by God’s Spirit,
which caused them to be spiritually reborn; in many cases, these conversions were
experienced in unusual and dramatic ways.

Even in their ministerial callings, the supernatural served as the main influence in
setting circuit-riders apart to preach the gospel. Indeed, the circuit-riders reported that they
were called directly by God through various confirmations, such as personal spiritual
impressions, the hearing of God’s audible voice, dreams, trances, and visions. In addition, the
circuit-riders testified that God’s Spirit was supernaturally present in their lives to equip them
with various spiritual blessings so that they might have successful ministries; these blessings
often included a sanctified lifestyle and the fruits and gifts of the Spirit.

Further, private supernatural experiences helped shape the pragmatic evangelistic
efforts and strategies of the circuit-riders. Even though (initially) the circuit-riders were
largely uneducated, they trusted in the power and presence of God to enable them to be

fruitful, preach effectively (through the power of the Spirit), and endure ministerial hardships.
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Their evangelistic zeal was inspired by their supernatural conversions and was a response to
their divine callings. In evangelism, the circuit-riders not only observed Wesley’s circuit
strategies but they further developed them according to the ministerial needs of Americans,
which largely revolved around the personal and practical applications of spirituality (as well
as the countercultural messages). Asbury was one of the main leaders who led the circuit-
riders in implementing this evangelistic strategy in which the sharing of the universally
accessible gospel relied on experiential or pragmatic methods.°

Thus, the circuit-riders organized in groups and circuits, recruiting people to go out
and preach everywhere and to everyone—to literally be spent in spreading the experiential
gospel. Hence, circuit-riders practiced, ministered, and presented a gospel that was spiritually
empirical; they evangelized and preached with the anticipation that their audiences would
encounter God. In their ministry, it was the supernatural, derived from the power and
presence of the Spirit, that served as the key to experiencing the gospel.

As it pertains to the nature and appearance of these supernatural occurrences in their
evangelistic meetings, it can be argued that the circuit-rider ministry looked, in essence,
similar to Jesus’ ministry, the Apostolic Age, and the early church wherein the gospel was
spread through the demonstration of supernatural phenomena, leading to both small and
large-scale conversions. It was demonstrated that, in the circuit-rider ministry, God’s power
and presence was frequently tangible and manifested in visible forms, such as a sacred fire, a
mighty wind, a heavy cloud/mist, spiritual energy, an electric shock, a radiant light, and rain.
Further, outpourings of the Spirit caused various supernatural incidents within circuit-rider
audiences. These incidents commonly featured the following: being slain in the Spirit, intense

(and often controversial) emotional expressions of religious enthusiasm, divine dreams and

10 Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity, 3-5.
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visions and trances, spiritual warfare, healings, the raising of the dead, and divine weather
shifts.

Largely due to the frequent visible demonstrations of the supernatural, the fame of the
circuit-rider ministry spread. Circuit-riders also became known for the fact that, when they
prayed for people, supernatural breakthrough often occurred, and members of the public
began to believe that, indeed, the Methodists could work miracles. Numerous records indicate
that the public often sought out the Methodists and their meetings, imploring them to pray for
those who needed healing or deliverance through exorcism. Stevens confirmed this matter by
declaring that the circuit-riders, such as Abbott, were frequently “pervaded by a certain
magnetic power that thrilled... discourses and radiated from [them], drawing, melting, and
frequently prostrating the stoutest opposers... [Further, they] seldom preached without visible
results, and [their] prayers were overwhelming.”!

On the other hand, as in the Apostolic Age (especially as described in Acts 2:1-41),
when some witnessed these spectacular and bizarre supernatural occurrences (especially
those relating to the intense emotional expressions of religious enthusiasm), they criticized
the circuit-rider ministry by mocking and insulting it. In these incidents, the critics had not
yet been personally affected by the supernatural phenomena surrounding them (by which
many others were affected) and, as a result, they could not understand them. Thus, critics
often viewed Methodist religious enthusiasm as irreverent, indecent, demonic, or maddening.
In short, they contested the divine origin of religious enthusiasm in the circuit-rider ministry.

The circuit-riders responded to criticism by either defending Methodist spiritual acts
through the use of logic (endeavoring to demonstrate that such acts were scripturally sound
and had derived from the Spirit of God), or they simply prayed that the Spirit would touch

these critics via some similar supernatural act (which often occurred) so as to demonstrate

11 Stevens, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Vol. 1, 196.
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that Methodist spirituality was truly from God. Regardless of criticism, it is evident that the
circuit-riders continued to evangelize with displays of the supernatural.

However, there were occasions in which a small number of circuit-riders opposed
certain wild enthusiastic exercises (such as shrieking and howling). Indeed, while these
circuit-riders supported and practiced a variety of supernatural activities within their
ministries (including some forms of religious enthusiasm), they feared that wild religious
enthusiasm would alienate the public and, in turn, cause God’s work to be criticized. Despite
the caution of this small number of circuit-riders, religious enthusiasm was commonly
evident in circuit-rider meetings, especially camp-meetings.

As circuit-riders understood that their ministerial achievements were possible only
through the visitations of the Spirit of God, they trusted in the power of God to make their
labors fruitful. According to their faith, the circuit-riders displayed a ministry in which
occurrences of supernatural phenomena were present in almost every major evangelistic
meeting or revival (especially camp-meetings). Indeed, as recorded in the Methodist
Magazine Volume 13, within the Early Republic, supernatural acts or “miracles” performed
through the circuit-riders were “the proper proofs of a new religion... In support of their
doctrine, they appealed to the law and the testimony; and [in] evidence of their mission, they
pointed to the sinners truly converted by their instrumentality [of God] ... [they had] a Divine
call to their work.”*2

Thus, coupled with their evangelistic dedication and zeal, the supernatural (through
the power and presence of God) in the circuit-rider ministry was shown to be primarily
responsible for transforming Methodism from a tiny, unknown, and insignificant movement

to the largest denomination in America by the early 1830s. Indeed, regarding the significance

12E, T., “The Edification of the Church. Promoted by a Divinely Called Minister of Diversified Talent,” The
Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review. Volume 13, 1830, 325.
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of supernaturalism in the circuit-rider ministry and its resulting membership expansion, Giles
concluded that “in all this, the wisdom of God was displayed [in the circuit-rider ministry].
These poor obscure men [circuit-riders], [were] inspired by their Master, and endowed with
supernatural power, by which they spoke with tongues, and performed miracles, completely
confounded the enemies of Christ by their wonderful works [of power], and proved
effectually the validity of their mission” of spreading the gospel throughout America by way
of spiritual convictions and conversions (which, in turn, led to Methodist expansion).*®
Hence, it was demonstrated that the supernatural was the primary tool of the circuit-riders,

used within their personal lives and throughout their evangelistic labors.

C.2 Further Research

While this study investigated the association between the presence of supernatural
acts and increased conversions and expansion in the early American Methodist church
(1770s-1830s), conversely, further research and analysis is needed to investigate the
association between the lack of supernatural acts and decreased conversions and decline in
the American Methodist church (the 1840s onward).

Indeed, beginning in the mid-1830s and accelerating in the 1860s, there was a slow
shift in Methodism wherein the supernatural (and evangelistic labors) significantly declined.
This decline began because “the rising [new] generation”* of Methodists no longer desired to
associate themselves with the supernaturalism of the old generation or with uneducated
“ranting Methodists.” Instead, they desired to perform things “decently and [in] order,”*® as

other mainline denominations were doing (by excluding the supernaturalism of the earlier

13 Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative, 59-62.
14 Finley, Sketches of Western Methodism, 136.
15 Burritt, Methodism in Ithaca, 70.
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circuit-riders).'® Predominantly (but not completely) due to the staggering advances of
Methodist professional and educational training in which, as Cartwright observed, the
Methodists multiplied “colleges, universities, seminaries, and academies... agencies, and
editorships,”t’ Methodism gradually experienced a shift from simple faith in the supernatural
that was “moved by the Holy Ghost”*® to more of an intellectual or “enlightened’”*°
Christianity (which was becoming more prevalent in an increasingly urban America).

Further, the new generation of Methodists began to proclaim and “believe that
miracles ha[d] long since ceased.” The main Methodist magazine of the time, the Christian
Advocate, reflected this notion by stating the belief that “such passages of scripture”
regarding supernatural ministry available to Christians, found in “Mitt. [or Matthew] xvii. 20,
and xxi. 21. Mark xi. 23. Luke xvii. 6. 1 Cor. xii. 9, and xiii. 2, when taken in their literal
sense, [were] applicable only to those who lived in the primitive age of the church”? or the
Apostolic Age. Indeed, these supernatural promises (which only recently were believed in
and practiced by the Methodists before them) were purportedly irrelevant and expired for the
new generations of circuit-riders and the Methodists, in general; as such, they were
forgotten.?!

This concept can be illustrated by an incident involving Taylor, a prominent mid-

nineteenth-century circuit-rider, who read of Abbott’s frequent supernatural experiences in
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his journals and ascertained that these experiences, such as being slain in the Spirit, were
what made Abbott’s ministry “effective.” Taylor also became aware that these phenomena
were no longer present in Methodism; thus, he “prayed earnestly to God [to] use [him] in that
way.” Soon after, God “answered” Taylor’s prayer as, during a sermon, “a man fell down in a
state of insensibility.” Interestingly, while such incidents were previously common in
Methodism (as demonstrated), no one there thought to associate this incident with divine
power; instead, they identified it as a natural irregularity and called a doctor, although he
could not wake the man from his “dead” state. Instead, the man abruptly returned to his
senses and declared: “There is nothing ails me but sin.” He asked to see Taylor and later
“surrendered to God and received Jesus Christ.” Taylor rejoiced both because of the
conversion and because God had visited his ministry with “a regular knock-down case, such
as [he had] been reading about.” However, aside from Taylor, who thenceforth operated
under the power of the Spirit, supernatural experiences remained absent from the next
generation of Methodists.??

Indeed, as the next generation of Methodists pursued new methods and dismissed the
strategies of their Methodist forefathers, the MEC began to break apart and
countermovements began to form.?® In response to these new ministerial shifts, the Holiness
movement emerged, pioneered by Methodist Phoebe Palmer (1807-1874). This movement

birthed denominations such as the Wesleyan Church (1843), the Free Methodist Church

22 William Taylor, Story of My Life: An Account of what | Have Thought and Said and Done in My Ministry of
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(1860), and the Church of the Nazarene (1895). Furthermore, it later brought about the
Pentecostal movement (beginning in 1901).24

Moreover, as a result of the intentional distancing from supernatural experiences and
evangelistic zeal combined with the ensuing splits from the MEC (particularly the Holiness
movement), Methodism slowly began to experience membership decline.?> Unfortunately,
modern American Methodism (referring to the UMC) “has experienced a century of
decline”’?® and, to this day, it remains in a state of decline, experiencing regular “membership
loss by raw numbers.”?" In fact, statistics revealed that from 1968 to 2008, the UMC
“dropped more than 40 percent of its membership” and it shut down “more than 12,000 local
Churches.”?® In 2016 alone, the denomination declined “1.6 percent,”?® and “a net of
116,5607%° members were lost. However, while American Methodism experiences decline,
on other continents, such as Africa, which associates closely with the circuit-rider ministry

(especially in supernaturalism, evangelism, and scriptural holiness) and “less and less” with

24 Randall Herbert Balmer, Encyclopedia of Evangelicalism: Revised and Expanded Edition (Waco, TX: Baylor
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today’s American mainline “Protestantism,” Methodism reports growth. For instance,
Tooley, president of the Institute on Religion & Democracy (IRD), asserted that just
“between 2009 and 2012,” Methodism in Africa experienced a growth of “over 662,000
members in just 3 years. Meanwhile, the U.S. church lost about 280,000 members during
those three years.”3!

Hence, further research is needed to investigate, in detail, why and how the
supernatural (and evangelism) decreased in later Methodism, at large. Indeed, since it was
demonstrated that, through the supernatural (from the 1770s—-1830s), Methodism encountered
dramatic membership increase, and since Methodism’s decline appears to be related to an
abandonment of supernaturalism (from the 1840s), research investigating the apparent
correlation between the lack of the supernatural and the gradual decline of American

Methodist membership is needed.

C.3 The Relevance of This Work

Concerning the importance of this study and the difference that this research makes,
the focus of this work was on uncovering the full historical and theological reality
(specifically, the supernatural component) of the circuit-rider ministry and resulting early
Methodist expansion from the 1770s-1830s. Indeed, this reality has, unfortunately, been
overlooked, downplayed, or disregarded by previous historians and theologians. As noted in
Chapter 1, it is uncommon for the topic of the supernatural to be discussed in any of the
teachings regarding early Methodism, even in Wesleyan seminary institutions (which 1
participated in for academic and clergy training). Consequently, there have been generations

of students who have been taught a history and theology of early Methodism that sidesteps

31 Mark Tooley, “Africans May Outnumber U.S. United Methodists in 8 Years,” Juicy Ecumenism - The
Institute on Religion & Democracy, last modified November 18, 2013,
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the backbone of the movement. Therefore, this study (and its follow-up research) holds value
as now historians, theologians, clergy, and laity have an opportunity to better understand the
circuit-rider ministry and consider the significance of the supernatural within that ministry as
well as its implications and current applications.

Moreover, as noted in Chapter 1, | personally contacted a number of today’s most
renowned scholars with expertise in Methodist history and theology. They confirmed that this
topic has not yet been investigated, and they acknowledged that it is an important matter to
research. Therefore, many of these scholars further encouraged me to pursue, complete, and
then publish this study for the benefit of the academic community and the public as it reveals
a crucial component of the circuit-rider ministry.

Indeed, scholars and the public can now understand the extent of the influence that the
supernatural had on all spheres of the circuit-rider ministry and early Methodism. This
perspective can now shape the way that early Methodism is viewed throughout its creation,
development, and expansion: beginning from the personal lives of the circuit-riders (in their
convictions, conversions, callings, and the implementation of their evangelistic strategies) to
their sharing of the gospel (in plain language but with tangible power from above) to, lastly,
the drastic early Methodist growth. In other words, this can be considered an innovative study
that illuminates the profound significance of the supernatural in the circuit-rider ministry.

Finally, as a result of rigorous research, I believe that this work can now serve as a
circuit-rider mouthpiece. As such, | feel that their message to the present United Methodist
Church, Wesleyan affiliated churches, and the wider Christian world would be that, in order
to have (and maintain) a successful Christian ministry (starting from personal spiritual
conversion and resulting in revivalist expansion), it is essential to not only practice scriptural
holiness and dedication to evangelism, but the supernatural (derived from the power and

presence of God’s Spirit) should be the leading influence within that ministry.



331

Indeed, as it was in Jesus’ ministry, the Apostolic Age, and the early church, circuit-
riders made it clear that, without a touch of the supernatural, one cannot effectively
understand Christian religion, obtain spiritual conversion, maintain scriptural holiness, or
receive spiritual empowerment in sharing the gospel and inciting revival. On the other hand,
however, the circuit-riders assured the world that anything is possible and life is limitless
through the power and presence of God’s Spirit. This is also a hope for Christianity that, as
American Methodism began with just ten official circuit-riders, it takes only a few dedicated

Christians, equipped with divine supernatural powers, to change the world with the gospel.
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APPENDIX A: LIST OF REFERENCED CIRCUIT-RIDERS (C. 17705-18305)

The following two lists contain names, years of birth and death, and years of
appointment for all circuit-riders (from the 1770s—-1830s) referenced in this study. The first
list includes the circuit-riders who advocated supernaturalism in all forms. The second list
includes the circuit-riders who criticized or were wary of some forms of supernaturalism,

specifically wild religious enthusiasm.

Name Birth and Death Years of Appointment
Abbott, Benjamin 1732-1796 1789-1796
Asbury, Francis 1745-1816 1767-1816
Bangs, Nathan 1778-1862 1802-1810
Bascom, Henry Bidleman 1796-1850 1813-1816
Beauchamp, William 1772-1824 1794-1824
Boardman, Richard 1738-1782 1763-1782
Boehm, Henry 1775-1875 1802-1810
Burke, William 1770-1855 1792-1834
Chandler, William P. 1764-1822 1797-1822
Chase, Abner 1784-1854 1810-1814
Cook, Valentine 1765-1820 1788-1800
Coke, Thomas 1747-1814 1776-1814
Collins, John 1769-1845 1806-1815
Cooper, Ezekiel 1763 -1847 1787-1847
Daughaday, Thomas 1777-1810 1798-1810
Dow, Lorenzo 1777-1834 1798-1816 (Self-appointed
after 1802)
Easter, John 1760s-1804 1782-1792
Embury, Philip 1729-1775 1752-1775
Emory, John 1789-1835 1810-1835
Finley, James Bradley 1781-1856 1809-1834



Finley, William P.
Fisk, Willbur
Garrettson, Freeborn
Gatch, Phillip
Giles, Charles
Granade, John A.
Gruber, Jacob
Hibbard, Billy
Hinde, Thomas S.
Hull, Hope

Ireson, Ebenezer
Jea, John

King, John

Lakin, Benjamin
M’Kendree, William
Maffitt, John N.
Newell, E.F.
O’Kelly, James
Page, John

Paine, Robert

Peck, George
Pilmore, Joseph
Seth, Crowell
Shadford, George
Smith, Henry
Smith, Thomas
Strawbridge, Robert
Travis, Joseph
Vasey, Thomas
Ware, Thomas
Watters, William
Webb, (Captain) Thomas

1785-1822
1792-1839
1752-1827
1751-1834
1783-1867
1763-1807
1778-1850
1771-1844
1785 1846
1763 1818
1800-1833
1773-187?
1746-1794
1794-1849
1757-1835
1795-1850
1775-1864
1735-1826
1766-1859
1799-1882
1797-1876
1739-1825
(1781-1826)
1739-1816
1777-1840
1776-1844
1732-1781
1786-1858
1742-1826
1758-1842
1751-1833
1724-1796

1814-1820
1818-1839
1776-1827
1774-1834
1805-1808
1800-1807
1802-1837
1797-1829
1810-1825
1785-1795
1824-1833
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1789-1817 (Self-appointed)

1773-1776
1795-1800
1788-1835
1822-1838
1806-1852
1778-1793
1792-1804
1818-1829
1816-1835
1769-1774
1801-1813
1768-1816
1793-1814
1799-1824
1756-1776
1806-1825
1775-1786
1784-1793
1773-1806
1767-1796



Whatcoat, Richard 1736-1806
Williams, Robert 1745-1775
Young, Dan 1783-1831
Young, Jacob 1776-1856

As noted above, the below list contains the circuit-riders who were skeptical or

1769-1806
1769-1774
1804-1809
1802-1809
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critical of certain extreme forms of supernaturalism, such as jerking, shrieking, howling, and

barking.
Name Birth and Death
Cartwright, Peter 1785-1872
Lee, Jesse 1758-1816
Rankin, Thomas 1736-1810
Snethen, Nicholas 1769- 1845

Years of Appointment

1802-1847
1782-1816
1762-1810
1794-1814

In addition to the two above lists, the below list contains all intermittently appointed

Methodist preachers (along with their years of birth and death) within the early and mid-

nineteenth century whose historical works were referenced in this study.

Atkinson, John (1835-1897)
Bennett, William W. (1821-1887)
Holdich, Joseph (1794 —1893)
Jones, John Griffing (1804-1888)
M’Ferrin, John B. (1807-1887)
Porter, James (1808-1888)
Scudder, Moses L. (1814-1891)

Shipp, Albert Micajah (1819-1887)
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Smith, George Gilman (1836-1913)
Stevens, Abel (1815-1897)

Turner, Henry McNeal (1834-1915).1

! For a comprehensive list of American Methodist preachers from the early beginnings until 1840, see: Bangs, A
History of the Methodist Episcopal Church: Vol. 4, 462-506.
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APPENDIX B: AMERICAN METHODIST MEMBERSHIP STATISTICS FROM 1773-1839

In order to further understand the growth of the MEC (achieved principally through
the work of the circuit-rider ministry), this appendix provides growth statistics, via American
Methodist membership figures, from the First Annual Conference of 1773 until 1839 (the
final year covered by this study). As discussed in Chapter 4, there was initially only a small
number of circuits and one Annual Conference; however, the number of circuits rapidly
increased, and in order to manage them, new districts were created (especially beginning in
the year 1800). Furthermore, as the American population continued to grow, the Methodist
population grew along with it; thus, circuits and districts multiplied, which led to the creation
of new Annual Conferences (especially beginning in the mid-1810s).

Further regarding these statistics, it is important to note that the below numbers
include only those individuals who became members of Methodist societies by fulfilling
Methodist membership requirements, such as participation in class-meetings. Therefore, these
statistics do not reflect the number of those in attendance at various Methodist meetings as
these figures were never officially recorded by the MEC (although, as seen in this study,
approximations were often reported by various circuit-riders). As a result, exact figures in
Methodist attendance cannot be quantified, although they would unquestionably be much
larger than the figures presented below (which, again, count only those holding official

Methodist membership).

American Methodist Membership in 1773

Circuits Membership
Maryland 500

! For more information regarding the process of becoming a Methodist member, see Chapter 4 of this study.
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New Jersey 200

New York 180

Philadelphia 180

Virginia 100

Total Membership 1,160

American Population 2,388,000 (approximately)

Methodist Percent of American Population  0.05 (approximately)

American Methodist Membership in 1780

Circuits Membership
Amelia 470
Baltimore 900
Berkley 191
Brunswick 656
Charlotte 186
Chester 90
Delaware 795
Fairfax 309
Fluvanna 300
Frederick 480
Hanover 281
James City 77
Kent 493
Mecklenburg 498
New Hope 542
New Jersey 140
Philadelphia 89
Pittsburg 500

Roanoke 470
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Sussex 655

Tar River 455

Total Membership 8,577
American Population 2,780,369

Methodist Percent of American Population  0.31
Percent of Methodist Growth since 1773 639.4

American Methodist Membership in 1790

Circuits Membership
Albany 267
Alleghany 395
Amelia 898
Annamessex 346
Annapolis 307
Anson 545
Baltimore C. 1,153
Baltimore Town and Point 1,043
Bath 364
Bedford 520
Berkley 856
Bertie 731
Bladen 228
Bottetourt 115
Bristol 60
Broad River 495
Brunswick 942
Burke 574
Burlington 365

Bush River 159



Calvert
Cambridge
Camden
Caroline
Caswell
Cecil
Charleston
Cherokee
Chester
Clarksburg
Columbia
Cumberland
Danville
Dorchester
Dover
Dutchess

Edisto

Elizabethtown

Fairfax
Fairfield
Flanders
Frederick
Georgetown

Gloucester

Great Pee Dee

Greenbrier
Greensville
Guilford
Hanover
Harford
Holston

Huntingdon
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1,984
300
803
1,287
513
694
138
202
326
269
382
282
348
1,183
1,125
410
651
253
950
105
329
558
54
1,118
317
207
1,076
455
897
943
464
194



Kent
Lancaster
Lexington
Lincoln
Litchfield
Little Pee Dee
Little York
Long Island
Madison
Mecklenburg
Milford
Montgomery
Newburg
New Haven
New Hope
New River
New River
New Rochelle
New York
Northampton
Ohio

Orange
Philadelphia
Pittsburg
Portsmouth
Redstone
Richmond
Roanoke
Rockingham
Salem
Salisbury

Santee
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1,161
1,013
456
189
68
770
195
277
220
510
1,115
1,110
232

490
1,511
323
774
624
684
260
636
229
97
1,642
340
572
1,247
330
954
467
427
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Seleuda 255
Severn 701
Somerset 606
Surry 921
Sussex 835
Talbot 1,326
Tar River 1,320
Trenton 462
Washington 939
Williamsburg 651
Wilmington 60
Yadkin 304
Total Membership 57,631
American Population 3,929,214

Methodist Percent of American Population ~ 1.47
Percent of Methodist Growth since 1780 571.92

American Methodist Membership in 1800

Districts Membership
Connecticut 1,571
Delaware 2,493
Georgia 1,655
Kentucky 1,741
Maryland 12,046
Massachusetts 1,577
Natchez 60

New Hampshire 171

New Jersey 3,030

New York 6,363
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North Carolina 8,472
Northwestern Territory 257
Pennsylvania 3,187
Province of Maine 1,197
Rhode Island 227
South Carolina 4,682
Tennessee 743
Upper Canada 936
Vermont 1,096
Virginia 13,390
Trenton 462
Total Membership 64,894
American Population 5,308,483

Methodist Percent of American Population  1.22

Percent of Methodist Growth since 1790 12.62

American Methodist Membership in 1810

Conferences Membership
Baltimore 26,546
Carolinas 25,990
Genesee 10,683

New England 11,220

New York 18,514
Philadelphia 33,689
Virginia 25,034
Western 22,904

Total Membership 174,560

2 For an explanation of the decrease in the percent of growth during this decade, see Chapter 8 of this study.



American Population
Methodist Percent of American Population

Percent of Methodist Growth since 1800

American Methodist Membership in 1820

Conferences
Baltimore
Carolinas
Genesee
Mississippi
Missouri
New York
Ohio
Philadelphia
Tennessee

Virginia

Total Membership
American Population
Methodist Percent of American Population

Percent of Methodist Growth since 1810

American Methodist Membership in 1830

Conferences
Baltimore
Carolinas
Genesee
Holston

Ilinois

7,239,881
241
168.99

Membership
33,289
32,969
23,947
2,631
5,523
23,456
35,056
34,851
23,164
23,756

256,881
9,638,453
2.67
47.16

Membership
40,162
64,889
15,246
20,452
22,193

343
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Kentucky 26,958
Maine 11,062
Mississippi 19,282
Missouri 4,386
New England 12,408
New Hampshire 11,757
New York 34,804
Ohio 36,545
Oneida 23,924
Philadelphia 45,528
Pittsburg 22,590
Tennessee 25,706
Total Membership 476,153
American Population 12,866,020

Methodist Percent of American Population 3.7

Percent of Methodist Growth since 1820 85.36

American Methodist Membership in 1839

Conferences Membership
Alabama 21,244
Arkansas 5,035
Baltimore 50,403

Black River 14,909

Erie 17,514
Genesee 25,121
Georgia 35,321
Holston 22,773
Ilinois 23,384

Indiana 35,258
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Kentucky 32,815
Maine 18,756
Michigan 25,032
Mississippi 13,012
Missouri 10,153
New England 21,259
New Hampshire 18,765
New Jersey 20,879
New York 34,395
North Carolina 19,902
Ohio 51,945
Oneida 21,125
Philadelphia 40,273
Pittsburg 30,930
South Carolina 49,578
Tennessee 37,090
Troy 22,430
Virginia 23,286
Total Membership 739,803
American Population 16,663,000 (approximately)

Methodist Percent of American Population  4.44 (approximately)
Percent of Methodist Growth since 1830 55.37

The below list contains the circuits with districts or conferences along with the
appointment years of the small number of circuit-riders (noted in Appendix A) who objected

to certain supernatural phenomena involving wild enthusiastic emotional expressions.
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Cartwright, Peter

Circuit/District/Conference Year/s of Appointment/s
Salt River and Shelby Circuit, Kentucky District  1804-1805

Scioto Circuit, Ohio District 1806

Muskingum Circuit, Ohio District 1807

Barren Circuit, Cumberland District 1808

Salt River Circuit, Kentucky District 1809

Livingston Circuit, Cumberland District 1810

Christian Circuit, Wabash District 1811

Illinois Conference (Intermittent Circuit-Rider) 1812-1847

Lee, Jesse

Circuit/District/Conference Year/s of Appointment/s
Caswell Circuit, North Carolina District 1782-1783

Salisbury Circuit, Virginia District 1784

Charleston Circuit, South Carolina District 1785-1786

Baltimore City Circuit, Baltimore District 1787

Flanders Circuit, Virginia District 1788

Stamford Circuit, Connecticut District 1789-1790

Massachusetts Circuit, New England District 1791-1792

Province Circuit, New Hampshire District 1793-1796
Boston Circuit, New England District 1797-1799
New England Conference (Intermittent Circuit-  1780-1816
Rider)

Rankin, Thomas

Circuit/District/Conference Year/s of Appointment/s
New York Circuit 1773

Philadelphia Circuit 1774-1775

Virginia Circuit 1776

New York Circuit 1777-1778
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Snethen, Nicholas

Circuit/District/Conference Year/s of Appointment/s
Charleston Circuit, South Carolina District 1780-1799
No Appointment 1800
Winchester Circuit, Virginia District 1801
Mount Sterling Circuit, West District 1802
Taggart and Reisterstown Circuit, Baltimore 1803
District

City-Center Circuit, New York District 1804-1806
(Intermittent Circuit-Rider)

Frederick Circuit, Baltimore District 1807-1808
(Intermittent Circuit-Rider)

Georgetown and Liberty Circuit, Baltimore 1809-1812
District

Ohio Conference (Intermittent Circuit-Rider) 1812-18143

3 Methodist Episcopal Church, Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, Vol. 1: For the Year 1773-1828 (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1840), 5, 11-
12, 35-39, 89-95, 175-186, 338-353; Methodist Episcopal Church, Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the
Methadist Episcopal Church, Vol. 2: For the Year 1829-1839 (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1840), 40-77,
586-660; U.S. Department of Commerce: Bureau of the Census, Bicentennial Edition: Historical Statistics of
the United States, Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington, D.C: U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington,
D.C. 20402, 1975), 1152-1200; Goss, Statistical History of the First Century of American Methodism, 72-79;
and Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Vol. VII, 31-33, 273-247. See also: Wigger, Taking Heaven by
Storm, 197-200; Powell, “Methodist circuit-riders in America,” 41-43; and Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the
Spirit, 212-216.
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