DOCTRINE IN EXPERIENCE
A METHODIST THEOLOGY OF CHURCH AND MINISTRY

Copyright © 2009 by Abingdon Press

All rights reserved.
No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage or retrieval
system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright Act or in writing from the
publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, 201
Eighth Avenue South, Nashville, TN 37202-0801 or permissions@abingdonpress.com.

This book is printed on acid-free paper.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Richey, Russell E.

Doctrine in experience : a Methodist theology of church and ministry / Russell E. Richey.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 978-1-4267-0010-1 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Methodist Church—Doctrines. 2. Church. 3. Church work. L Title.

BX8331.3.R524 2009

262'.07—dc22

2009007495

All Scripture quotations unless noted otherwise are taken from the New Revised Standard Version
of the Bible, copyright 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the
Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

This project was supported by a generous grant from the Alonzo L. McDonald Family Agape
Foundation to the Center for the Study of Law and Religion at Emory University, and was pre-
pared by the author as a Senior Fellow of the Center. The author wishes to thank especially Amb.
Alonzo L. McDonald, Peter McDonald, and the other McDonald Agape Foundation Trustees for
their support and encouragement. The opinions in this publication are those of the author and do
not necessarily reflect the views of the Foundation or the Center.

Page 65 and page 241 illustrations appear courtesy of the Methodist collections of Drew
University.

Quotations from The Story of American Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974) are used by
permission.

Quotations from the Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church (Nashville: United Methodist
Publishing House, 2004) are used by permission.

See pages vii and viii for additional credits or acknowledgments.

091011121314 151617 1810987654 32 1
MANUFACTURED IN THE UNITED STATHS OF AMERICA

CONTENTS

Acknowledgments
Abbreviations
Introduction: Doctrine in Experience

PART 1: DOCTRINE IN EXPERIENCE

Chapter 1: Four Languages of Methodist Self-Understanding . .

Chapter 2: History as Bearer of Methodist Identity ........... :

PART 2: ITINERANT MINISTRY

Chapter 3: Evolving Patterns of Methodist Ministry ...........
Chapter 4: District Superintendency: A Reconsideration .......
Chapter 5: The Teaching Office ... ... P GYEE EMEES DM
Chapter 6: Itinerant General Superintendency ................

Chapter 7: Ministerial Formation ...........................

PART 3: CONFERENCE AND CONNECTION

Chapter 8: Methodist Connectionalism ......................

Liia159




CHAPTER 9

- METHODIST CREATION OF
THE DENOMINATION

The great iron wheel in the system is itinerancy, and truly it
mq_:n_m some of us most tremendously; the brazen wheel, attached
and kept in motion by the former, is the local ministry; the silver
wheel, the class leaders; the golden wheel, the doctrine and disci-
line of the church, in full and successful operation. Now, sir, it
% evident that the entire movement depends upon keeping the
preat iron wheel of itinerancy constantly and rapidly rolling
tound. But, to be more specific, and to make an application of this
ligure to American Methodism. Let us carefully note the
admirable and astounding movements of this wonderful
machine. You will perceive there are “wheels within wheels.”
l'irst, there is the great outer wheel of episcopacy, which accom-
jplishes its entire revolution once in four years. To this there are
attached twenty-eight smaller wheels, styled annual conferences,
imoving around once a year; to these are attached one hundred
wheels, designated presiding elders, moving twelve hundred
uther wheels, termed quarterly conferences, every three months;
{0 these are attached four thousand wheels, styled traveling
preachers, moving round once a month, and communicating
motion to thirty thousand wheels, called class leaders, moving
round once a week, and who, in turn, being attached to between
seven and eight hundred thousand wheels, called members, give
i wufficient impulse to whirl them round everyday. O, sir, what a
machine is this! This is the machine of Archimedes only dreamed;
this is the machine destined, under God, to move the world, to
turn it upside down.!

- The genius of the Methodist organization has often been
vimarked. George Cookman in the above passage employed the

nlon of Ezekiel as a figure to suggest the heavenly design of its
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operation. Abel Stevens, seeing the danger of barbarism in tooted in vital religiosity. Denominationalism as a form of the
spread of population beyond the reaches of religious influent thurch is not simply the result of the several divisive compromises
conceived of Methodism as a “religious system, energetic, migt il the Christian gospel.*
tory, ‘itinerant,” extempore, like the population itself” necessary fi
and “providentially designed” for the United States.? This them
expanded and secularized received scholarly affirmation I
William Warren Sweet in his works on Methodism and Americ
religion. Methodist organization has been celebrated; it has ali
had its detractors—prophetic voices from within, some of wha
exited in the name of republicanism or antislavery, and critics fra
without. One such critic, the Baptist J. R. Graves, organized I
reflections under Cookman’s image of The Great Iron Wheel, |
machinelike characteristics impressed Graves as “a crushing
tary despotism,” “the very system of the Jesuits of Romg,
“Antichrist,” “spiritual tyranny,” “clerical despotism,” a threal
free institutions.?
It is not the purpose of this chapter to review or resolve
debates over the character, efficiency, methods, leadership, aii
impact of Methodist organization that have raged from the earlia
days of British Methodism. Rather, the purpose of this chapter is |
pursue a point implicit in the fact and substance of the discussioi
about Methodist polity. The thesis expressed in the title is that th
distinctive form of the church that we know as the Americal
denomination and designate as “denominationalism” is deepls
indebted to Methodism. The principle of organization
Methodism has become the principle of denominationalism, A
Methodism was the religious movement that first fully, effectivaly
and nationally exemplified that principle. Methodism, to borrog
(with alteration) H. Richard Niebuhr’s phrase, was a significe
social source of denominationalism. This thesis will have to
qualified in a number of important respects, Methodism’s borrow
ings acknowledged, the role of other denominations and religiou
movements admitted, and the place of denominationalism in largy
societal and intellectual transformations noted. The qualification

[DENOMINATIONALISM AS A PROBLEM

A contemporary of the maturity of American denominational-
Iim, Robert Baird, celebrated its basic principle. The voluntary
, mz:n%ﬁ\ he suggested, evoked Americans’ “energy, self-reliance,
and enterprise in the cause of religion.”> More than adequate to the
thallenge posed by disestablishment and an expanding popula-
llon, it betrayed the real genius of free enterprise, the American
(Anglo-Saxon) peoples and American religion and bespoke the will
(hence voluntarism) of Americans to make religious freedom work
lor the kingdom of God. That it produced separate denominations
wis not disturbing because the denominations, at least the evan-
jelical denominations, were unified in a common mission.

Baird’s treatment epitomizes a basic strength, but perhaps also a
Wweakness, in analyses of denominationalism. Baird looked through
the denominations and denominationalism to more fundamental
tunlities—evangelicalism, mission, voluntarism, religious freedom.
Many of the most penetrating discussions of American religious
lmtitutions have shared this trait; they have looked through or
- atound denominationalism to what appeared most basic. Hence
the best treatments of religious structures are to be found in works
il evangelicalism, missions, voluntarism, religious freedom, toler-
allon, religious pluralism, separation of church and state, religion
and the nation. There are, of course, no want of studies of particu-
- lar denominations and ample numbers of works treating the
ilenominations together. But Americans have been strangely reluc-
lant to look directly at what is celebrated frequently in passing, the
lenominational form of the church. This reluctance must be attrib-
itable, at least in part, to a Christian conscience uneasy about divi-
should serve to suggest the complexity of the history of denomig ulong in the body of Christ. This uneasiness, expressed most
tionalism and to raise questions about the ethical and sociologlies ploquently in H. Richard Niebuhr’s The Social Sources of
reductionism that has allowed to stand as explanation of denomi Denominationalism, has occasioned the search for unitive realities
nationalism. The thesis when appropriately qualified should sty and unwillingness to speak about what is experienced on a day-to-
gest that the form (as well as the idea) of denominationalism lay basis. Denominationalism has been left to the sociologists,
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ation, organizational specialization, and secularization. The
ilenomination belongs within the array of associations—the free
and often competitive institutions (essential to bourgeois, demo-
tratic society)—upon which Alexis de Tocqueville, William Ellery
Channing, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and others commented.
Association seemed the principle of democracy and of American
society. Association in political life and association in civil (and
teligious) life were mutually reinforcing.”

Denominationalism, then, is to be seen as a form of the church
idljusted to the realities of American society. It clearly is an adjust-
ment to the realities of religious pluralism and voluntarism that
tharacterized American society. The most important descriptions
ol denominationalism have been sketched against this back-
jround. Among the most perceptive remains Sidney Mead’s depic-
llon. It is worth quoting at some length:

whose ideal types (suggestive as they are) do not exhaust what li
torians and members of denominations ought to know about |
phenomenon.

DENOMINATIONALISM AS A FORM OF THE CHURCH

The denomination and denominationalism, dynamic religit
structures and processes, have altered considerably in the seve
centuries during which the term denomination was being employ
to designate religious movements. For that reason it is important
specify that denominationalism will be used for the pattern
interinstitutional and intrainstitutional structures, processes
relations that existed among mainstream American Protestants |
the nineteenth century. That delimitation, while arbitrary, p
vides the term with specific social meaning and is necessary
discussion of the origins and character of denominationalism.

It must be acknowledged at the outset that to unravel the thi
of denominationalism is to separate it from the fabric into which
was woven and thereby to remove it from that to which it belan
and that gives it shape, purpose, and significance. To affirm this
to acknowledge the value of the treatments of denominationalis
under the rubrics mentioned above. Denominationalism is a o
of the church possible in a society characterized by toleration o
least the spirit of tolerance, laws and customs supportive of 1@
gious liberty and de facto (if not legal) disestablishimel
Denominationalism, then, has to be understood in relation to {l
sagas of religious liberty, the democratic state, and bourgeois s
ety. Quite clearly, Baptists, Quakers, and other Dissenting grou
in their advocacy of and embodiment of religious freedom
social sources of denominationalism.® So too the struggles in
direction within other religious groups in several colonies Wi
part of the social origins of denominationalism. The developm
and appropriation of the voluntary form of the church proved |
essential ingredient, perhaps a precondition of denominationalis

Histories conceived under the several rubrics related to (1
dom, therefore, describe important dimensions of the beginnin
of denominationalism. They point to denominationalism’s pla
within the larger story of Western voluntarism, societal differen

The denomination is the organizational form which the free
churches have accepted and assumed. It evolved in the United
States during the complex and peculiar period between the
Revolution and the Civil War.

The denomination, unlike the traditional forms of the church,
is not primarily confessional, and it is certainly not territorial.
Rather it is purposive. . . . A church as church has no legal exis-
lence in the United States. . . . Neither is the denomination a sect
in a traditional sense and certainly not in the most common sense
of a dissenting body in relationship to an established church. It is,
rather, a voluntary association of like-hearted and like-minded
individuals, who are united on the basis of common beliefs for
the purpose of accomplishing tangible and defined objectives.
One of the primary objectives is the propagation of its point of
view.8

Mead elaborated the meaning of this purposive form of the
thurch by noting a number of traits characteristic of denomina-
,Mczm. They are (1) sectarian, primitivistic, and antihistorical;
(1) voluntaristic, self-promotional, and activistic; (3) missionary;
() revivalistic and therefore oversimplifying, Arminian, prag-
Hatle, emotional, egalitarian, and anti-intellectual; (5) antirational
{anti-Enlightenment); and (6) competitive.?

Second to its purposiveness is another feature of denomination-
ulism to which Winthrop Hudson as well as Mead drew attention.




DOCTRINE IN EXPERIENCE

Denominationalism is predicated upon an understanding 0 _,
the church as pluralistic yet united and in a sense ecumens
ical. “Denominationalism,” Hudson suggested, “is the opposite of
sectarianism.” ,

The word “denomination” implies that the group referred to is
but one member of a larger group, called or denominated by a
particular name. The basic contention of the denominational E.m-
ory of the church is that the true church is not to be identified in
any exclusive sense with any particular ecclesiastical institution.
The outward forms of worship and organization are at best but
differing attempts to give visible expression to the life of the
church in the life of the world. No denomination claims to repre-
sent the whole church of Christ. No denomination claims that
all other churches are false churches. No denomination claims
that all members of society should incorporate within its own
membership. No denomination claims that the whole of society
and the state should submit to its ecclesiastical regulations. Yet all
denominations recognize their responsibility for the whole of
society and they expect to cooperate in freedom and mutual respect
with other denominations in discharging that responsibility.*

Never adequately articulated but implicit in the selfs
understanding of denominations was the recognition that there
was a unity of the church that transcended the observable disunity,-
The disunity, an inevitable result of human diversity, did not
undermine unity on essentials, on fundamentals. It did not mean
that individual denominations were schisms (as Niebuht’s analy=
sis would suggest). It did mean that unity was not to be achieved
through coercion. And, most important, it meant that the true
church and its unity were not to be fully manifested in human’
institutions.!! Denominationalism was a witness to the true church
by its pointing beyond the divisions in human structuring of the
church to the shared unity. |

The denomination in the view of Mead and Hudson is a purpos:
sive structure and conception of the church implicitly unitive or
ecumenical in character. A third feature of denominationalism
related its purposive character to this wider vision. The denominas
tion was instrumental to the Protestant endeavor to Christianize
society—to Christianize the new Republic and eventually also the
world. The several Protestant (and specifically evangelical
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Protestant) denominations collaborated in working to build a
Christian commonwealth in preparation for the coming of Christ’s
kingdom. In some instances this common task motivated and
expressed itself in cooperative endeavor. The various voluntary
societies—Bible tract, Sunday school, reform societies—were the
most obvious reflections of the common end. As frequently, the
common end was sought through competition, competition among
the denominations and competition of denominations with the vol-
untary societies. The competitiveness has sometimes obscured the
common end. But commentators on American religion from Robert
Baird to H. Richard Niebuhr, James Maclear, Elwyn Smith, Martin
Marty, Robert Handy, George Marsden, Mark Noll, and others
have described the common efforts to erect a Christian
(Evangelical Protestant) society.'?

As Baird recognized in dividing American religion into
livangelical and non-Evangelical denominations, and as more
recent commentators have recognized in analyzing the building of
o Christian empire (society, establishment, kingdom), this unitive
end of the denominations permitted and elicited degrees of partic-
Ipation. Religious, ethnic, racial, and regional factors affected the
level of participation. Roman Catholics, Jews, and Unitarians were
by definition and hostility excluded. Lutheran and certain
Reformed bodies allowed ethnic and theological factors to regulate
the degree of their participation. Episcopalians, Presbyterians,
Methodists, and Baptists struggled over the implications of partic-
Ipation for tradition, theology, and polity. Black denominations,
while animated by the passions of the Christianization of society,
were by racial exigencies and racial prejudice excluded from full
participation. Mormons, millenarian groups, and utopians defined
their Christian societies over against the dominant society. Slavery
and sectionalism finally wrought divisions within denominations
and in the nation as a whole in the labor for a Christian empire.
But when the spectrum of participation in the cause of building
i Christian America is recognized, the fact remains that the
dominant or normative conception of the denomination was this
Instrumental one. The denominations (Evangelical) singly and col-
lectively were means, that i, instruments, for the Christianization
ol society and the building of the kingdom of God.
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H. Richard Niebuhr in The Kingdom of God in America recognized
the dynamism, unity, and force in American religion. In emenda-
tion of his stance in The Social Sources of Denominationalism he
analyzed the ideal of the kingdom of God on earth, showing it to
have been a central preoccupation of American religious move-
ments. But he continued to view the denominations as the halting
places, the forms for preserving, the institutionalizations of these
dynamic processes. Denominationalism marked the end of the
dynamic movements in the church. It was the end in the sense that
in attempting to conserve and preserve, leaders created institus
tions which killed the spirit of the movements. It was an end in
the sense that the denomination became an end in itself, thus diss
placing with a static structure the dynamic ideal of the kingdofi
of God.??

Niebuhr's conception is at variance with the view just set forth
of the denominations as purposive voluntary associations, PO
sessed of a vision of their place in a wider Christian unity ane:
instrumental to the Kingdom of God and to the Christianization &
society. Niebuhr was probably right in viewing the denominatiory
as eventually becoming ends in themselves. The question |
whether they were intrinsically the death of Christian vitality;
more to the point, perhaps, whether they are by definition statig
conservative, lifeless. Much depends upon the attitude hel
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METHODISM AS A SOCIAL SOURCE OF
DENOMINATIONALISM

Hrw Evangelical denomination in early nineteenth-centur
>Bm§nm was, as we have suggested, a purposive voluntary m_mmoﬁvw
ation, possessed of a vision of its place in a wider Christian unit
sJ:Q structured as an instrument for bringing in the kingdom OVM
fo& and Christianizing society. The denomination was then a mis-
sionary structure and by intention national in its aspirations
_<.<rmH.m were its origins, its fabricators, its early memmmﬁmmo:mg.
['hey were, as the second section above indicated, imbedded in ﬁrm
\,._Bmznms and European experience, in the thrust of various reli-
x_c:m movements, in the fact of pluralism, and in the conditions of
teligious freedom and disestablishment. To single out one religious
fMovement as a social source of denominationalism is only womm: =
Jiest a prevalence within it of influences from other religious §o<m-
m:;:m and OM trends affecting various facets of American and
liropean society. To argue that Methodism was a social source of

mc:.oﬂw:waosm:mg is only to suggest that Methodism was repre-
fintative, an early embodiment, an available model.

Methodism’s role as exemplar of the purposive, ecumenical, and

lntrumental church structure derived from the genius of John

toward institutions and upon at what point in the life of the seven
movements they are to be defined as denominations (only in th
mature late nineteenth- or early twentieth-century form or in ¢
more dynamic phases). And this is related to the inevitability of I
sect-to-denomination process that Niebuhr posited.™

These broad theoretical and historical questions cannot
addressed directly here. What can be investigated is the approf
ateness of the view here set forth to the development of
denomination, The Methodist Episcopal Church (a major
tributing stream to successor denominations, The Methot
Church and The United Methodist Church). What can als
shown is how the vitality of institutional development
Methodism served as a model for the denomination=build
process in other religious movements. Implicitly, then, Nieh
answered by showing Methodism in its dynamic phases to
been a social source of denominationalism.

Mﬁﬂ._w&m MHHMB the ambiguous mﬁmﬁ:m.om early Methodism; from the
ng conferred on Methodist structures and activities b
Ili [ransference to the American environment where its >5mtnmw
m@:»cxe and ecclesiology were largely lost; and from its very suc-
sncs. These factors and certain strategic and ethnic ones SME to
| m,rc _;.w 3.99. than Moravianism, a similar embodiment of the
Wiominational principles and also a forceful mediator of Pietism’s
,‘ﬁm:nm_ (purposive), ecumenical, and reforming (instrumental)
wmm:“zc? the effective transmitter of denominational form of the

41 €n,
4.‘572.;5“% Methodism’s genius? It was largely the genius of
0y, By upbringing, education, inclination, and theology John
_u‘_m% was, as Frank Baker has argued, a High Church Anglican
) m!._v, bigot for the Church of England, whose later nOB@Wme:H
Vi onn _.cmncv_ciom an appropriation of that other spirit of the
\ lican Church.' Wesley’s experientially and theologicall
BV eclecticism, his maturation as a folk Emoyomwmm\: OM
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and love? Order, then, is so far valuable as it answers these ends;
and if it answers them not, it is nothing worth.

catholic theologian'® did not dissolve Wesley’s dedication to tl
church or his resolve to maintain the evolving Methodist conng
tion within it. By principle and prejudice averse to falling in
the Dissenters, Wesley through the force of his own indomitall
will and a richly textured Evangelical-Anglicanism kept his co
nection in a formally and legally anomalous position. Methodist
was not a new church; nor was it to be during Wesley’s lifetim
one of the denominations within Nonconformity. Poised betweg
theologically and legally constituted systems of ecclesiastics
authority, the Methodist structures could, like the Pietist structu
that preceded them, be governed by their purposes. Methodisn
was purposive, a leaven within the Anglican Church, a movemen
to spread scriptural holiness across the land. “The chief design @
His providence in sending us out is, undoubtedly, to quicken oul
brethren.”’ “We look upon the Methodists,” Wesley affirmed
“not as any particular party . . . but as living witnesses, in and
every party, of that Christianity which we preach.”?

Affirming Methodists to be distinguished only in their commit
ment to “the common principles of Christianity” (not by opinions
emphasized phrases or parts of religion, or “actions, customs o

usages, of an indifferent nature”),?! Wesley asserted: 1

Wesley’s understanding of the development of Methodism
betrays this instrumental or pragmatic view of order. Methodists,
he insisted,

had not the least expectation, at first, of any thing like what has
since followed . . . no previous design or plan at all; but every
thing arose just as the occasion offered. They saw or felt some
impending or pressing evil, or some good end necessary to be
pursued. And many times they fell unawares on the very thing
which secured the good, or removed the evil. At other times, they
consulted on the most probable means, following only common
sense and Scripture: Though they generally found, in looking
back, something in Christian antiquity likewise, very nearly par-
allel thereto.*

Also reflective of Wesley’s instrumental view of order or struc-
lure was his willingness to borrow what seemed to work—classes,
bands, love feasts, covenant services, watch nights. The efforts to
nave souls produced a remarkable freedom over the structuring of
the religious life.

ixpediency, “inspired practical improvisation,” common sense,
pragmatism, eclective borrowing, the ability to recognize the gen-
eral applicability of a successful local experiment, the willingness
{0 be tutored or corrected by experience and the Holy Spirit Wesley
made the Methodist way.” His experimental approach to struc-
lure, appropriate to the experiential mood of the eighteenth cen-
lury, evidenced itself throughout the development and records of
Methodism. Wesley structured Methodism instrumentally to its
b evangelical and unitive purposes. The bands, classes, and societies;
Itinerancy, circuits and conferences; rules, directions, minutes, ser-
mons, Notes upon the New Testament; the preachers and leaders—
the social network that comprised the Methodist connexion—was,
an Wesley declared in the “Large Minutes,” “to reform the nation
and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”?

The Wesleys, John and especially Charles, sought to keep the
Hritish Methodist movement within the Church of England and to
prevent it from separating into a distinct denomination or church.

By these marks, by these fruits of a living faith, do we labour to
distinguish ourselves from the unbelieving world, from all those
whose minds or lives are not according to the Gospel of Christ.
But from real Christians, of whatsoever denomination they be,
we earnestly desire not to be distinguished at all, not from any
who sincerely follow after what my Father which is in heaven, the
same is my brother, and sister, and mother. And I beseech you,
brethren, by the mercies of God, that we be in no wise divided
among ourselves. Is thy heart right, as my heart is with thine? |
ask no farther questions. If it be, give me thy hand.?

Methodism was a purposive religious society, a people, dedis
cated to the spread of scriptural holiness as a way of life and it was,
at least by its own intentions, unitive in character. Its structures
and disciplines were instrumental to these ends. Wesley was cans
did on this point.

What is the end of all ecclesiastical order? Is it not to bring souls
from the power of Satan to God, and to build them up in His fear
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Yet in its national aspirations and missionary style, in that its strug
tures were instrumental to its unitive purposes, Methodism
embodied what was to become the denominational principle. G
course, British Methodism’s denominationalism was in the very
real sense suspended. Wesley’s churchmanship kept the connexiof
from perceiving itself and being perceived as a new form of the
church, the denomination. However, as my former colleagul
Richard Heitzenrater has shown, despite Wesley’s rhetorical coms
mitment to remaining within the Church of England, his many inis
tiatives in providing missional infrastructure to the movement
oriented Methodism toward separation and independence.”

By Wesley’s death, when the connexion was in the process 0
becoming independent, the organizational and missional prineis
ples constitutive of the denomination would be appropriated by
the Dissenting denominations in England and by other Protestant
denominations in America. The common early nineteenth-century
commitment to evangelization and appropriation of missionary
structures have obscured the development of denominationalistiy
and Methodism’s contribution thereunto. It appears thal
Methodism’s denominationalism consisted in its break with the
Church of England and reconstitution as an independent body;
The survival after the founder’s death, accompanied by the agonies
over authority, ordination, licensing, and sacraments make this
reading plausible and in one sense accurate. However, British
Methodism could not be fully a denomination until the structural
principles it embodied were allowed to become fully determinative
of the connexion. This could happen when British Methodists gave
up on efforts to remain part of the Church of England. But the
break alone, and legal standing under appropriate English laws,
would have made Methodism a denomination in name only:
Wesley had already given it its denominational style and subs
stance, the inner missional structuring that would characterizg
nineteenth-century denominationalism.

By the same token the Dissenting denominations may appear to
have been denominations for the duration of the eighteenth cens
tury. They bore that name and standing under the Toleration Acts,
Were they not denominations? By the criteria established here-=
purposive, unitive, instrumental, national, missionary organizas
tion—they were, in fact, not. Until midcentury the primary
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institutions in Dissent were Dissenting (rather than missionally
denominational) and the Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and
General and Particular Baptists were names, denominations, given
to ministers and congregations loosely bound by history, belief,
and practice. The primary self-identification was that of
Dissenter.?? Internal structuring of Congregationalism gathered
momentum in response to the growth of rational and heterodox
currents in Dissent in the 1730s. It was not until evangelicalism
Impacted itself upon both Congregationalists and Particular and
(eneral Baptists in the final third of the century, that they devel-
oped structures or recast structures—ministerial associations and
academies initially—for purposes of self-propagation and mission.
Their maturity as denominations was as evangelical denomina-
tions, purposive in character, whose unitive and missionary inten-
fions manifested themselves in the work of the founders of the
modern missionary movement, William Carey and company.
Whether Baptists, Congregationalists, and Anglicans borrowed
missionary, purposive denominational form from Methodism is
difficult to show. What can be said is that the evangelicalism that
through the agency of Wesley informed the organization of
Methodism came by the end of the eighteenth century to inform
Baptists and Congregationalists as well. The Presbyterian interest
languished until revivified by Scottish missions in the South. The
[nitarians who emerged out of Presbyterian, Congregationalist,
Baptist, and Anglican ranks began the process of organization in
the 1790s. In their own way—hardly evangelical—they developed
utructures for growth and elaborated a theology in its own terms
unitive that together provided them the denominationalism neces-
nary for the stabilization of their cause.?

Methodism’s contribution to denominationalism proved ironi-
cnl. Wesley's efforts prevented it from falling in with the Dissenters
and becoming a Dissenting denomination. Yet the principles in the
Methodist movement—what, among other factors, assured its
prowth and what fellow Methodist but Calvinist George
Whitefield and company lacked—were to become the essentials in
Dissenting denominationalism. While critical of the Methodists for
the bulk of the century, the Dissenters came eventually to emulate
them. A movement that at all costs avoided becoming a denomi-
nation was, despite its best efforts, to be the quintessential one, not
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in the details of its polity or ecclesiology but in the principles that,
in fact, underlay them. Methodism, which has probably 5.9.,h
received its proper recognition as a preliminary phase of .ﬁr.m migs
sionary movement, has also lacked credit for its contribution t&
denominationalism. Priority has been given to those who poss
sessed the name—denomination—rather than to the movement
within which the denominational principles were elaborated.

DENOMINATIONALISM AND AMERICAN METHODISM

The Methodist contribution to American denominationalism i8
not totally unacknowledged. Martin Marty in Righteous Empire
comes close to crediting Methodists with the most basic change “in
the administrative side of Christian church life in fourteen huns
dred %mmam.:wo William Warren Sweet argued that Methodists werg
the first to organize nationally.*! The overall importance and influs
ence of Methodism has driven some to speak of the nineteenth cens
tury as the “Methodist Age” or to credit Methodists along e.iz..
other popular denominations in the democratization of >§anmn
Christianity.32 The “stirrings” toward denominationalism within
the Wesleyan movement noticed by Marty, the example om
Methodist organization nationally cited by Sweet, and the
Methodist mediation of revivalistic, Arminian, practical, emos
tional, lay Christianity analyzed by Hudson suggests a large but
diffuse Methodist contribution to denominationalism (of which zj
stirrings, organization, and religiosity are expressions) that
Methodism witnessed to most effectively in America. Methodists
embodied the principle that the church or denomination (chureh
order, church structure, polity, the church as a visible reality) must
be purposive, instrumental, missionary, and though in aspiration
national yet cognizant of sharing that aspiration with other deno
inations. The principle implied that the church order did not
emanate from God, nor by divine constitution, nor by Scriptural
dictate. It was a human creation. Of course, humanity created!
order in response to the guidance of the Holy Spirit, but neverthes
less by an ordering of the church achieved in the Eomm_.: .m:@
designed to suit its activity. This denominational principle
required de facto surrender of claims to be the one, true church—ta
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be the church continuous with the early church or to be the only
church exemplificative of the New Testament. Methodism by the
accidents of its creation and implantation in America witnessed to
this principle.

Methodism witnessed to this principle less ambiguously,
indeed, much clearer in America than it had in England, where it
functioned as ecclesiola in ecclesia; sought to reform, not leave, the
Church of England; and did not in Wesley’s lifetime surrender the
claims to be part of “the church.” In America, especially after
Independence, ongoing disestablishments, the agony of the trans-
fer of Wesley’s authority, and the establishment of an independent
Methodist Episcopal Church, the movement became clearly what
one critic quoting Coke called a “new plan.” Indeed, the critics per-
haps best saw Methodism’s strange role. From the Episcopalian
John Kewley in the early nineteenth century to the Landmark
Baptist J. R. Graves in the latter part of the century, opponents
denounced Methodism as “merely a human device.”?® Graves put
It crassly:

Were you asked if the economy of the Christian Church is of
divine origin and appointment, you, in common with every other
Christian, would answer, most emphatically, YES. ... Why, sir, in
what light would a Protestant Christian be regarded in our day,
who held and taught that the Christian Church was merely a
human institution—a man-invented society or organization, like
the institutions of Odd Fellowship or Masonry, and like them,
subject to all the modifications of man’s ever fluctuating and
capricious fancy! Would not Christendom unite in a holy crusade
against the sentiment? . . .

Now, Methodism, considered as a church or society, is purely
and clearly of human origin and device, and of a very recent date—
indeed, it cannot boast of as illustrious a founder as Masonry, nor
of as high antiquity, by some thousands of years. Solomon is
claimed (I do not pretend to say it,) as the inventor of Masonry,
and the cause of its organization, the building of the Temple;
while John Wesley, when an unconverted man, is the boasted
founder of Methodism, and the cause of its being organized into
i Church was the Revolutionary war!!3

Methodists could and would defend their episcopacy, church
urder, and theology, invoking providence and the Spirit. Not being
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the only imitators of the primitive church, experiencing thi 1
growth before American eyes, and making their pragmatis
changes in Wesley’s structures, Methodists were not in a goot
position to claim to be the unchanged church of the New
Testament. They did, in the main, remain loyal to Wesley. B I
Wesley himself had charged them to chart their own purposivi
course: “They are now at full liberty simply to follow the Scripturd
and the Primitive Church. And we judge it best that they shoulg
stand fast in that liberty where with God has so strangely made
them free.”® That freedom American Methodists had exercisee
and continued to exercise. From what Frederick Norwood callg il
“lay beginnings,” through the labors of Wesley’s missionarieh)
through the early phases of organization by Rankin, Asbury, and
others; through the gradual elaboration of conference structurei}
through the trials of the Revolution; through Wesley’s oH&smﬁosm.,
abridged Articles of Religion, revised Sunday Service, and appoints

ment of Coke and Asbury as joint superintendents, “Methodis L _

stumbled their way from society to church.”?

With John Wesley’s blessing and provision of basic documents;
The Methodist Episcopal Church in a Christmas Conference af
1784 constituted itself a distinct denomination. And considerable
formation lay ahead. The process of building denominational
infrastructure had just begun. The definition of episcopacy, refin ;
ment of the conference system, development of a delegated genet: ¢
conference, nurturing of the traveling ministry and class systemi,
establishment through the Discipline of definite shape to the
denomination, creation of a Methodist Book Concern and periodis
cals, and the testing of the denomination in early internal and
external controversies made of Methodism a church order b
intention national and governed by its purpose. However, in ces
tain respects 1784 changed little, as the small American Method sl
movement already had shaped itself and defined its ethos il
Wesley’s energetic, missionary, evangelistic, purposive style and
had already accustomed itself in the Wesley mode to working
alongside other religious communions. Colonial Methodism had
already become a missionary order. Independence in 1784 made
that ecclesial principle into a denomination.

To be sure, there were limits to Methodism’s purposive or funes
tional character. These were clearly indicated in the circlesthes
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wagons response to the republican revolt led by James O'Kelly and
his brief for ministerial rights, the defensiveness evidenced on a
variety of polity issues, the retreat from antislavery, the authoritar-
janism of Asbury, and the conservatism so pronounced in the six
restrictive rules of 1808. But to note some inertias and inabilities to
respond freely to new opportunities and challenges is only to say
that the Methodists were not fully conscious of the significance of
their own novelty nor capable of living fully into its promise. The
Methodist witness to the new purposive, missionary form of
denominationalism attracted adherence and emulation. In particu-
lar the United Brethren under Phillip William Otterbein, and the
livangelical Association under Jacob Albright, adopted and
adapted Methodist structures and procedures for Reformed and
L.utheran German constituencies and translated Pietist ideals,
including that of being ecclesiola in ecclesia, for the American envi-
ronment. In time other denominations would join these three in
making their structures instrumental to the spreading of scriptural
holiness over the land.

Though Presbyterians, Congregationalists, Baptists, and Chris-
tians reached that stage following different paths and by adapting
and altering their own traditions, nevertheless in so doing they
were replicating the Methodist pattern. As denominationalism
reached maturity in the early decades of the nineteenth century, it
did so as the joint testimony of distinct peoples and traditions that
the Christianization of American society was to be their individual
and common endeavor. That mission, as Robert Handy has so care-
fully shown in A Christian America, was the purpose of the denom-
Inations. Denominations were, and denominationalism was,
purposive. To be sure, there were social sources for each and all.
But transcending the theological and ecclesiastical differences and
the social, class, and racial distinctions was a common endeavor.
T'he denominations were instruments of the kingdom of God.
Denominations were not, then, as Niebuhr argued, the end of the
kingdom. They were, under the conditions of disestablishment and
religious freedom, its beginning. They were not, in their earliest
phases, ends but means. That they later became ends in them-
nelves—as Niebuhr quite rightly asserts they did—was a sign that
denominations as well as the quest for the kingdom has lost the
original vision,
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1872, 295.

tives as a council—that is, collectively.
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