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Early Life in England 
• Asbury was born on either 

August 20/21, 1745 to 
Joseph and Elizabeth Asbury 
near Birmingham, England. 
 

• He had little formal 
education. 
 

• At 13 years old he takes an 
apprenticeship at the Old 
Forge owned by Foxall, a 
prominent Methodist.  

Elizabeth Asbury 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
	Bishop Frances Asbury is properly called the “Prophet of the Long Road” which reflects his ministry amongst early American Methodists.  Asbury is known as the first bishop in the American Methodist church.  Father Asbury, as he was known later in life, had more influence on the nascent Methodist Episcopal Church and up to the present day through his leadership, organizational skills, self-sacrifice and farsighted vision for the newly created Methodist Episcopal Church than any other leader during his lifetime.  Under his firm guidance the church exploded both in membership and church starts which continued well after his death in 1816.	Joseph and Elizabeth Rogers welcomed Francis to their home on August 20 or 21, 1745.  The family later moved to a cottage located on Newton Road at Great Barr.  Today the historical landmark cottage is restored and maintained by West Bromwich Town Council.	Asbury’s formal education was lacking after experiencing a terrible time at Snail’s Green school near his home.  He was a bright student and could read the Bible by the age of seven.  But all was not well at the school for Asbury. As if out of a Dickens novel, he and his classmates were often beaten by the cruel headmaster. Asbury had enough and left the school six years later.	By 13 years old Asbury “went into the service” of a wealthy parish family which turned out to be a disaster.  But his life began to change dramatically for the good when offered an apprenticeship at the Old Forge foundry.  The foundry was owned by a devout Methodist family named Foxall.  Henry Foxall, the son of the owner, became fast friends with Asbury.  Henry later moved to America where he became a Methodist local preacher and iron merchant. He eventually built what is now the Foundry United Methodist Church in Washington, D.C.  Asbury would dedicate the church in 1810.



Methodist Beginnings 

Wednesbury Wesley Center 

• Asbury discovered Methodism 
at the Wednesbury Society 
shortly after starting his 
apprenticeship. 
 

• He becomes a local preacher 
at 18 years old. 
 

• By 1768, Asbury is granted full 
connectional status. 
 

• Asbury serves 5 circuits in 6 
years. He meets Wesley and 
other Methodist luminaries. 
 
 

Manwoods Cottage:  Where 
Asbury Preaches His First Sermon 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
	Asbury personally discovered Methodism shortly after beginning his apprenticeship at Old Forge. Prior to this discovery it was visiting local parish churches in the West Bromwich area where he heard many notable ministers.  These sermons would help to prepare him for what would be the turning point in his life.   During this same time Asbury began attending meetings of a large Methodist Society in Wednesbury. The spontaneity of the worship deeply moved him.  Soon he became an active member and took part in the Society’s worship and ministry. His mother, Elizabeth, also attended these same meetings.	Asbury became a local preacher at 18 years old and preached his first sermon in a local cottage near Manwoods. By 1766, he quit the foundry and supplied a two-point charge in Staffordshire and Gloucestershire for less than a year.  In 1767, Asbury joined the conference on a trial basis and by the following year become a full clergy member.  He would serve five circuits in six years. During that time he would meet Wesley, Whitefield and other British Methodist luminaries.



Sails to America 

• Wesley appoints Asbury to 
America on August 17, 
1771. 

 
• He begins to journal his 

experiences at Wesley’s 
urging.  

 
• Asbury arrives in 

Philadelphia on October 27, 
1771 and shortly thereafter 
preaches his first sermon on 
American soil at St. George’s 
church. Asbury Preaching at 

St. George’s Church, Philadelphia 

Presenter
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	At a Methodist conference in Bristol on August 17, 1771, Wesley spoke to the gathering and said, “Our brethren in America call aloud for help.  Who are willing to go over and help them?” Asbury and three other preachers volunteered themselves.  Only Asbury and Richard Wright were chosen to go.	Asbury and Wright set sail not long afterwards.  It was a bittersweet moment for Asbury because he would not only be leaving his parents, especially his mother, but also Nancy Brookes as well.  Asbury and Brookes were romantically involved at the time.  Because of the quick departure date, he did not give Nancy a proper goodbye.  From then on Asbury became a confirmed bachelor dedicated to his calling till the day he died.	It was on the ship that Asbury began a journal which he kept till December 7, 1815.  In it he assesses his mission while crossing the Atlantic ocean by writing, “Whither am I going?  To the New World. What to do?  To gain honor?  No, if I know my own heart.  To get money?  No: I am going to live to God, and bring others so to do.”		After a grueling fifty-three day voyage he lands in Philadelphia on October 27, 1771.  Asbury, being true to his mission, preached at St. George’s Church the next day.  Thus, begins his near 45 years of illustrious ministry in America.



Begins Circuit Riding 
• Asbury visits New York City 

after ten days in 
Philadelphia. 

 
• Within three weeks he 

realizes that Methodism 
cannot just stay in the cities 
and survive. 

 
• Asbury starts the first of 

many circuit rides all over 
the colonies plus the ever 
expanding frontier. 
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	Asbury leaves Philadelphia ten days later and heads to New York City.  Upon arriving he visits Wesley Chapel (John Street Church) to preach a sermon. Shortly thereafter he makes a decision that Methodist ministers should not stay in one place for very long, especially in the cities.  Because of his farsighted perceptiveness, Methodism would thrive in America.  By his third week in New York City Asbury writes, “My brethren seem unwilling to leave the cities, but I think I will show them the way … a circulation of preachers, to prevent partiality and popularity … I am dissatisfied … I judge we are to be shut up in the cities this winter … I am in trouble and more trouble is at hand, for I am determined to take a stand against all partiality.” 	This idea ran counter to his superiors.  But Asbury already knew more about the American mindset than any other leader sent by Wesley, including those ones who had yet to arrive such as Thomas Rankin. Ironically, it was this same kind of attitude the Bishop did not tolerate from his ministers. To Asbury’s credit he always tried to find possible practical solutions during various controversies.	Asbury, being true to his circuit riding conviction, hit the road outside of the New York City area for four and a half month preaching the Good News.  He then headed through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware and Maryland. Afterwards, Asbury retraced his route back to New York.  Upon returning to New York City he went back to Maryland for another five months. 	There are two important precedencies that happen on this first circuit ride.  First, he meets Methodists from various societies which allowed Asbury to get the Movement’s spiritual pulse.  Second, he established itinerancy as the norm for Methodist preachers due to his initial successes.



First American Conference 
• Thomas Rankin opens the 

first conference for 
ministers in Philadelphia on 
July 14, 1773. 

 
• Asbury arrives July 15 from 

New York.  Ten ministers are 
appointed to 6 circuits for 
1,160 church members. 

 
• Asbury appointed the 

Baltimore circuit with 3 
others. There are over 500 
members just in Maryland. 
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	Thomas Rankin quickly saw upon his arrival there needed to be more administrative oversight over the societies.  He immediately called for the first formal Methodist conference to meet in Philadelphia on July 14-16, 1773.  Eventually ten preachers came together, with Asbury being late, in order to be appointed to six circuits.  Maryland had a little under half of all the lay membership in 1773 thanks to the work of Robert Strawbridge and others.	Asbury and three others were appointed to the Baltimore Circuit. The other preachers are Robert Strawbridge, Abraham Whitworth and Joseph Yearby.   By the time Asbury returned to Philadelphia the following year for the next conference Methodism’s growth had expanded to 17 preachers, 9 circuits and 2,073 members.  Asbury would be appointed to New York City.



The American Revolution 
• Methodist loyalties are 

questioned including 
Asbury. 

 
• All of Wesley’s British 

appointees return to 
England except Asbury. 

 
• By 1778, Asbury refuses to 

take Maryland’s Oath of 
Fidelity. He retreats to 
Judge White’s house near 
Dover, Delaware. 

Cornwallis Surrender at Yorktown 
Artist John Trumbull 

1820 
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	The American Revolution proved to be hard on Asbury and his fellow Methodists.  Many Americans suspiciously viewed Methodist preachers as Tories because of their strong British connection.  John Wesley’s 1775 publication, “A Calm Address to Our American Colonies” adds fuel to the ongoing mistrust.  Almost all of Wesley’s appointments sail back to England due to their views on the revolt.  	Asbury, however, is the only one to stay behind.  America was now his home and the desire to return to England had little pull upon him.  You can see this fact in the vocabulary of his sermons, letters and journals where words like liberty and power appears over and over.  He also knew that Methodist doctrines of universal salvation and prevenient grace were in-line with contemporary American self-understanding. Asbury knew Methodism was the best Protestant church for the future country.  	Maryland passed an Oath of Fidelity law to prove their citizens’ loyalty to the revolutionary cause.  Asbury refused to take the oath on personal principles which resulted in a fine.  He stays at Judge Thomas White’s home near Dover, Delaware, for twenty months.  This did not mean he sat idly by. On April 28, 1779, Asbury convenes a conference for northern preachers. This meeting is a seminal point in Asbury’s career: He virtually assumes control of all the societies which cements his future episcopal office.



A New Church is Born 
• The Methodist Episcopal 

Church is born during the 
1784 Christmas 
Conference. 

 
• It is the first Methodist 

denomination in the 
world. 

 
• Asbury is unanimously 

elected and consecrated 
General Superintendent.  

Christmas Conference 1784 
Baltimore, Maryland 

Lovely Lane Chapel & Old Otterbein Church 
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	The Methodist Episcopal Church was officially born during the now famous Christmas Conference (December 27, 1784-January 3, 1785) in Baltimore.  Here the new church is organized into a denomination.  It is the first Methodist denomination in the world.  Thomas Coke is recognized as the first General Superintendent and then Asbury is unanimously elected to the same office by the attending ministers and consecrated as such.   	The newly elected General Superintendents immediately rode south after the Christmas Conference ended and went as far as South Carolina. On their return trip the first annual conference was held at Major Green Hill’s home near Louisburg, North Carolina.  The meeting gives birth to the presiding elder (later a district superintendent).   	Tensions over slavery begin almost immediately at the annual conference.  Coke spoke out against the practice since Green, a local preacher, owned slaves.  Jesse Lee rebuked Coke on the issue which endangered Lee’s Christian character before the conference that could have resulted in his expulsion from the ministry.  Lee later repented and apologized which resulted in his passing the character question asked of all individual attendees.  But this is not the last time Jesse Lee would be at odds with his superiors.	Coke and Asbury carried the title of General Superintendent until 1788 when General Conference action changed it to Bishop.  There was immediate dissent amongst the members, including Lee, over the use of the new title, but the majority voted to accept it.  	Three years earlier Asbury was riding the circuit through North Carolina when he appeared at the home of Joseph Herdon dressed in a gown, cassock and band.  When Jesse Lee saw Asbury, he became incensed at the episcopal like attire and told Asbury in no uncertain terms that this was unbecoming to Methodist simplicity.  Asbury removed the offending clothing and never wore similar attire for the rest of his life.



Visits to George Washington 
• In 1785, Asbury and Coke 

visit the General at his 
home in Mount Vernon. 
 

• The next year Washington is 
presented with a prayer 
book and Wesley’s sermons 

 
• The Methodists are the first 

denominational delegation 
to congratulate President 
Washington in New York 
City. 

Presenter
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	The newly elected leaders visit George Washington in his home at Mount Vernon. They discuss the issue of emancipation with Washington in the hope he would sign a petition to this effect in the Virginia Assembly.  Washington declines to do so though in principle he agrees with Coke and Asbury’s position.  	The following year Asbury sends Washington a prayer book and a copy of John Wesley’s sermons.  	On June 1, 1789, Coke and Asbury visit the new president in New York City and present to him a favorable address by the Methodist Episcopal Church. President Washington warmly reciprocates in kind.  The Methodists are the first church group to congratulate the first President on his election.



The Long Road 
• Asbury is acknowledge as 

the greatest circuit rider 
in American history. 

 
• He rides over 275,000 

miles in his 45 year career 
with an average of 6,000 
miles per year. 

 
• His 1797 quote, “Live or 

die, I must ride” becomes 
a self-fulling prophecy. 

Bishop Asbury’s 1788 Episcopal Circuit 

Presenter
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	Asbury continued his commitment to circuit riding even as a bishop.  He would eventually travel more miles than any other Methodist preacher of his time, meet more people across the land, knew more about and used all the roads and trails, and visited more outposts, settlements, villages, towns and cities than any other man in America.  The bishop slept where he could at sundown. Sometimes it was on the ground, homes of the poor, or occasionally in wealthier homes when the opportunity arose.	For Asbury home was the road.  In a letter to a friend in England, he instructed the person to write his home address as simply “America.”  Practically every postmaster knew Asbury would eventually pass by their post office door.    He writes in 1879, “Live or die, I must ride” which perfectly summed up his calling and ministry to the church..



A Creator of American Heritage 
• “His outposts marched with 

the pioneers, his missionaries 
visited the hovels of the poor, 
that all might be brought to a 
knowledge of the truth … Who 
shall say where his influence, 
written on the immortal souls 
of men, shall end …He is 
entitled to rank as one of the 
builders of our nation.” 

 
• President Calvin Coolidge’s 

speech during the unveiling of 
Asbury’s statue in Washington 
D.C., October 15, 1924. 

Asbury Portrait – ca. 1813 
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	Asbury’s influence on American Heritage can be measured by all the roadways, institutions and individuals that bear his name.  Another gauge is his influence of the moral culture he brought to the frontier.  Asbury and his circuit riders were quick to follow settlers into the wilderness.  Preachers brought Bibles, hymn books, and Christian literature along with Methodist social justice principles when they spread the Good News.  These circuit riders also acted as a type of news anchor reporting on events in other parts of the country that normally would not be available to frontier settlers for a long time.  	American education is another area shaped by Asbury.  He established the first Sunday school on American soil in the early 1780s.  Sunday schools were cornerstones to Methodist churches so much so that by 1790 a provision for Sunday schools appeared in the Minutes of the Conference.  Asbury raised money for Methodist education in 1780. As a result Methodism’s first school, Ebenezer Academy, was eventually started in Virginia. Cokesbury College opens its doors787 because of both Asbury and Coke agreed Methodist higher education was a must for the growing church.  Other Methodists follow his lead and establish schools in Georgia, Kentucky, North Carolina and South Carolina in short order. This legacy continues today with more than 700 United Methodist educational institutions found around the world.	His commitment to spiritual literacy through church publications served as a form of evangelism for the denomination.  In 1789, Asbury started what was to become the Methodist Book Concern. The Arminian Magazine went to press that same year and became the church’s first periodical.  Over the centuries literally hundreds of millions books, periodicals and other printed literature were created for the church and other organizations.  Asbury’s dream of a church press would eventually create one of the biggest publishing houses in America.



Dictatorship? 

• “Father Asbury” is the primary 
architect of American Methodist 
organization and early growth. 

 
• Despite being democratically 

elected General Superintendent, 
his administration of the church 
was not and is called dictator by 
dissenters. 

 
• Yet he is a benevolent dictator.  

As bishop, he accepted the same 
salary, hardships, itinerant life as 
his preachers endured in traveling 
ministry. 

Asbury’s Ministers Examination Book 
circa 1810 
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Presentation Notes
	Francis Asbury rightfully holds the title “Father of American Methodism.”  The church has never produced another person of his stature. His organizational skills, insightful preaching and long-term planning help build what would become the largest Protestant church in America.  	Asbury would administer the new denomination with a heavy hand despite insisting he be democratically elected a General Superintendent. As a result of this administrative style some of his co-workers called him a dictator. This way of managing the church probably caused more tension and unnecessary problems and schisms.  Yet his many benevolent acts blunt such criticisms.  Asbury suffered the same hardships, if not more, than all the other circuit riders.  He covered more territory, preached to more people and had greater responsibilities.  Through it all Asbury never asked anything of the preachers that he wasn’t willing to endure himself.



The Approaching End 
• By Spring 1816, he could no 

longer ride a horse and switch 
to a chaise determined to 
reach the Baltimore General 
Conference. 
 

• Asbury could no longer walk or 
stand and had to be propped 
up with pillows. 

 
• He dies on March 31st at 4:00 

p.m. at George Arnold’s house.  
They bury him in Arnold’s 
yard. 

Presenter
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	Asbury embarked on his last circuit ride just prior to the 1816 General Conference.  John Wesley Bond would be his final companion on the trail.  Asbury increased weakness caused him to use a chaise this time rather than his horse. The circuit took them all over the Eastern Seaboard and into Ohio and Tennessee with the southern terminus being South Carolina.  Asbury insisted on preaching the entire time as his life began to ebb.  	From South Carolina the pair turned north toward Baltimore to attend General Conference. They went no further than the Spotsylvania area of Virginia.    Bond took the ailing Asbury to George Arnold’s house for what became his final 48 hours of life.  Francis Asbury died March 31, 1816 at 4:00 p.m.  A large gathering of locals attended his funeral and subsequent burial on Arnold’s property. Asbury died as he lived – by riding the circuit for God and Methodism.



Removal to Baltimore 

• On the first day of General 
Conference a petition passes 
to bring Asbury’s body to 
Baltimore. 
 

• His funeral is held at Eutaw 
Street Church where they 
reburied his remains. 
 

• In 1854, Asbury completes his 
funerary circuit when 
reinterred in Baltimore’s Mt. 
Olivet Cemetery near other 
early notable Methodist 
leaders. 

Presenter
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	By the time General Conference opened everyone knew Asbury had died.  The conference immediately voted to move his body to Baltimore for a proper funeral and burial.  On Thursday, May 9, 1816, General Conference adjourned to prepare for his funeral at Light Street Methodist Episcopal Church the following morning.  Everyone attending General Conference along with many Baltimore area citizens was in attendance.  After the funeral service, Bishop William McKendree led a large processional through the streets of Baltimore to Eutaw Street Methodist Episcopal Church where they reburied their beloved Asbury.	The Methodists, however, were not quite done with the Bishop’s remains.  In 1854, Asbury’s body was removed for the last time to Mount Olivet Cemetery.  Asbury is reburied next to other early Methodist leaders such as Robert Strawbridge, Jesse Lee, Reuben Ellis, Wilson Lee, John Haggerty and Bishops George, Emory and Waugh.  Bishop Francis Asbury had finally found rest from his circuit riding days but his impact and organizational skills continue to affect United Methodism to this day.



 The Asbury information in this power point can be 
found in Elmer Clark’s booklet, Francis Asbury, which is 
published by the General Commission on Archives and 
History.  The booklet can be purchased through GCAH by 
contacting Michelle Merkel-Brunskill at 
mmerkel@gcah.org. 
 Other resources used are The Methodist 
Experience, Volume 1 by Richey, Rowe and Miller Schmidt 
along with American Saint: Francis Asbury and the 
Methodists by John Wigger.  A larger Asbury bibliography 
can be found at http: 
//depts.drew.edu/lib/methodist/UMStudies_Bibliography
.pdf. 
 To view GCAH’s Francis Asbury online museum 
exhibit go to http://www.gcah.org/history/asbury 
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