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Beginnings 
 
 

 
The United Methodist Church shares a common history with other 
Methodist and Wesleyan bodies (Wesleyan Church, Nazarene Church, AME, 
and others).  The lives and ministries of John Wesley (1703–1791) and his 
brother Charles (1707–1788) are all their foundations and common thread. 
  
John Wesley was born in 1703 in Epworth, England. He was one of many 
children of Samuel Wesley, an Anglican priest, and Susanna Wesley, a 
strong, caring Christian woman. John Wesley studied at Christ Church 
College, in Oxford, England. In 1728, at the age of 25, John Wesley was 
ordained as a priest in the Church of England (Anglican). 
 
Both of the Wesley brothers had transforming religious experiences in May 
1738. In the years following, the John and Charles Wesley succeeded in 
leading a lively renewal movement in the Church of England.  
 
In 1729 at Oxford, John became the leader of a small band of students 
organized earlier by his younger brother, Charles. The group became 
known as the Holy Club. The members of the Holy Club met regularly for 
Bible study, prayer, social work, fasting, and Holy Communion. They 
practiced their faith by visiting those in prison, by taking care of those who 
were poor, and by showing concern for the social issues of their day. 
 
Other students made fun of this group by calling them such names as 
"Bible Bigots," "The Bible Moths," and "The Enthusiasts." The Holy Club 
continued to use their time wisely and to live methodically, studying, 
praying, and serving others according to carefully laid plans, the name 
"Methodists" was added to the taunts of those who ridiculed them.  
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The name Methodist stuck, and that name has remained a part of the 
church’s name from the days of the earliest Methodist societies in England 
until the days of The United Methodist Church all over the world today. 
During this period (1729-35) John Wesley formulated his views on Christian 
perfection, the hallmark of Methodism. 
 
In 1735 (Wesley's Journal begins at this point and continues until shortly 
before his death) Wesley went to Georgia as a missionary to the Indians. 
Although the Indians eluded him, he did serve as priest to the Georgia 
settlers under General James Oglethorpe.  
 
During a storm while crossing to America, Wesley was with a group of 
Moravians on board ship. Their faith in the face of death (the fear of dying 
was constantly with Wesley since his youth) deeply impressed him; he 
returned to England in 1738.  At a Moravian band meeting on Aldersgate 
Street on May 24, 1738, as he listened to a reading from Luther's preface 
to his commentary on Romans, Wesley felt his “heart strangely warmed.”  
 
Wesley was vocal about ordinary people being excluded from the church. 
And although he was always fiercely loyal to the established church he was 
often barred from the pulpit for his opinions. Wesley began preaching in 
the open air to crowds at times in the tens of thousands. 
 
May 24, 1738 marked a turning point in John’s faith. After attending a 
religious service on Aldersgate Street in London, John Wesley wrote in his 
journal: 

“I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate-Street, where one 
was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a 
quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God 
works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I 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.” 
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John Wesley’s heart-warming experience came only three days after his 
brother Charles had found God’s peace in a similar experience. Soon John; 
Charles; and George Whitefield, their friend from the Holy Club, began 
preaching to the poor in England. Since their preaching was not 
encouraged inside the Church of England, they preached in the streets, 
meeting in abandoned buildings, homes, mines, and in open fields. 
 
In 1739 Wesley followed George Whitefield to Bristol where a revival broke 
out among the miners of Kingswood.  The revival continued under Wesley's 
direct leadership for over 50 years. He traveled horseback 250,000 miles in 
England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, preaching 40,000 sermons.  
 
Wesley organized the converts into societies. These groups were based on 
Wesley’s experience with the Holy Club at Oxford, on his observations of 
the Moravians who had influenced his faith, and on other Anglican religious 
societies. The societies met weekly for preaching, prayer, hymn-singing, 
Bible study, Christian conversation, and mutual accountability for their 
spiritual growth. 
 
Anyone who wanted to " be saved from their sins" was welcome to join a 
Methodist society and lead a disciplined Christian life. Each person was 
required to follow three General Rules, which are still expected of United 
Methodists today: Do no harm; Do good; Attend to the ordinances of God. 
 
The ordinances of God are those things that help us to experience God’s 
presence. They include worship, prayer, Scripture study, Holy Communion, 
and fasting, among others. 
 
In addition to these "acts of piety" or "means of grace," Wesley enjoined 
his Methodists to include acts of mercy; that is, those specific actions that 
worked for justice, advocacy, or other service that alleviated the situation 
of others.  
 
Later, the societies were broken up into even smaller groups called classes 
and bands. In these smaller groups, members talked about their lives, 
confessed their sins, prayed for one another, encouraged one another to 
be more faithful Christians, and collected what money they could for the 
relief of the poor. 
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John Wesley never intended for the societies to become a new church. He 
himself remained a priest in the Church of England until his death. The 
members of the societies, classes, and bands were encouraged to attend 
the services of the local Church of England and to receive Holy Communion 
there.  
 
However, as the Methodist societies grew, they took on more and more of 
the feel of a separate church. Although Wesley had originally intended that 
the Methodists should remain members of the Church of England, a new 
church seemed inevitable. 
 
The American Revolution had a profound impact on Methodism. John 
Wesley’s writings against the revolutionary cause did not enhance the 
image of Methodism among many who supported independence. 
Furthermore, a number of Methodist preachers refused to bear arms to aid 
the patriots.  
 
Methodist societies developed in America as a lay movement. Robert 
Strawbridge started what Francis Asbury described as "the first society in 
Maryland and America." Barbara Heck and Philip Embury began a society in 
New York at about the same time. Thomas Webb introduced Methodism on 
Long Island, in Philadelphia, and in other places. 
 
John Wesley sent missionaries to America in 1769. The American 
Revolution had a profound impact on Methodism. John Wesley’s support of 
England (Toryism) and his writings against the revolutionary cause did not 
enhance the image of Methodism among those who supported 
independence. Furthermore, a number of Methodist preachers refused to 
bear arms to aid the patriots.  
 
As a result, all of the British Methodist preachers except Francis Asbury 
returned to England. Asbury continued to preach in America, riding 
thousands of miles each year to organize new churches. By1784 the 
Methodist movement in America had grown to 15,000 members. 
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In 1784 Wesley began to ordain lay preachers to spread the work of the 
Methodist movement in the United States. It was not an easy decision for 
John Wesley to make. He knew that by ordaining ministers for the United 
States church he would be sanctioning a new church, no longer a part of 
the Church of England. 
 
In that same year a conference of Methodist preachers was held at Lovely 
Lane Chapel in Baltimore, Maryland, on Christmas Eve. At this conference 
the name Methodist Episcopal Church in America was adopted.  
 
Francis Asbury was elected as superintendent and joined Thomas Coke, the 
superintendent sent from England by John Wesley (superintendents were 
later called bishops).  The first Book of Discipline was adopted.  
The new Discipline stated that the new church would bring John Wesley’s 
goals for England to America: "to reform the continent and to spread 
scriptural holiness through these lands." 
 
In the years that followed, the Methodist preachers were circuit riders, 
traveling miles upon miles to take the Gospel of Jesus Christ into every part 
of the United States. These circuits were modeled after the circuit system 
that John Wesley had devised; he traveled about five thousand miles a 
year on horseback, spreading his message of "scriptural holiness" 
throughout England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland.  
 
Francis Asbury brought the circuit system to the United States where it was 
especially well-suited to the American frontier. The Methodist preachers 
rode regularly on horseback to establish churches, to organize new 
congregations, and to preach at each place along the circuits. There is no 
doubt that the Methodist plan for circuit riders helped to establish the new 
Methodist Episcopal Church firmly in American soil. (Today the pioneer 
circuit rider in a circle that represents the world is a registered trademark 
associated with The United Methodist Publishing House.) 
 
How We Became “United” Methodists 
Before John Wesley had sent missionaries to America, the United Brethren 
in Christ Church had its beginnings in America. In 1752, Philip William 
Otterbein, who had been born in 1726 in the German town of Dillenberg, 
set sail for America with five other young German Reformed ministers.  
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Otterbein had spent three years in Ockersdorf, where he had gained a 
reputation for vigorous, direct preaching, especially stressing regeneration 
(experiencing a new life in Christ). 
 
Several years later, in 1758, Martin Boehm was chosen by lot to be a 
minister in his American Mennonite congregation. In 1761, he was 
advanced to the office of bishop.  
 
The Boehm revival began as a result of Boehm’s great preaching and 
testimony. The meeting of Otterbein and Boehm in 1767 proved to be a 
decisive factor in the formation of the United Brethren in Christ Church.  
 
Otterbein attended a meeting at the farm of Isaac Long in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania. Martin Boehm’s preaching reminded Otterbein of his 
own spiritual experiences and struggles. 
 
After Boehm’s sermon, Otterbein went forward, embraced Boehm, and 
exclaimed, "Wir sind Brüder!" (We are brethren!). 
 
Otterbein and Boehm became the first bishops of the United Brethren in 
Christ Church, which was formed in 1800 and was the first denomination 
originating in the United States. 
 
Philip William Otterbein and Francis Asbury worked in close fellowship. In 
fact, Otterbein, at Asbury’s request, participated in the laying on of hands 
at Asbury’s ordination. However, there were two significant reasons that 
these men did not join their organizations in the early 1800s: (1) a 
difference in the concept of authority and (2) a difference in language.  
 
Asbury was aggressive in establishing orderly rules and regarded them as 
having weighty authority. Otterbein was also a man of order; however, he 
did not impose his authority in a weighty manner, either as pastor of his 
congregation or later as bishop of The United Brethren Church. And as 
related to language, Asbury and the Methodists spoke English, while 
Otterbein and the United Brethren spoke German. 
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Jacob Albright, the founder of what later became The Evangelical Church, 
began his ministry by studying the Bible in German. When several of his 
children died in an epidemic of dysentery in 1790, Albright experienced a 
crisis in his faith.  
 
But in the summer of 1791, he received a conversion experience at a 
prayer meeting where he is quoted as saying, "All fear and anxiety of heart 
disappeared. Joy and blessed peace inbreathed my breast. God gave 
witness to my spirit that I had become a child of God." 
 
Although Albright was Lutheran, he joined a Methodist class because he 
enjoyed the Methodist’s orderly approach to religion. However, since 
Albright spoke little English, he found it difficult to worship with the 
Methodists. 
 
At the urging of his friends, Albright became an itinerant preacher. During 
his first four years, Albright gained converts in many places, cautioning 
people of faith to seek salvation through a genuine change of heart rather 
than through their church’s traditions, forms, and ceremonies. 
 
In 1800, Albright gathered a number of converts and formed three classes 
after the manner of the Methodist classes. From this early beginning would 
later be formed the Evangelical Association. Following a division and then a 
reunion in 1922, the body later became The Evangelical Church. 
 
Otterbein’s and Boehm’s United Brethren in Christ Church and Albright’s 
Evangelical Church decided to unite as one body in 1946. The two groups 
joined to form The Evangelical United Brethren Church, known as the EUB 
Church. The EUB churches were primarily in the Mid-Atlantic and Midwest 
states (Pennsylvania, Maryland, Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, Nebraska, etc.). 
 
Meanwhile, during the years that led to the formation of The Evangelical 
United Brethren Church, The Methodist Episcopal Church had its own 
problems and divisions over such issues as church authority and slavery.  
 
The Methodist Protestant Church split off over the question of the role and 
authority of lay people in the church. The Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South split away over the issue of slavery. 
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The Methodist Church was formed in 1939 when The Methodist Episcopal 
Church, South; The Methodist Episcopal Church; and the Methodist 
Protestant Church became one in a historic Uniting Conference. 
 
The Methodist Church from its beginning included African-Americans. The 
first Methodist societies—the one in New York established by Philip Embury 
and Barbara Heck and the one established by Robert Strawbridge in 
Maryland had members who were African-American slaves.  
After 1786, when membership reports distinguished between white and 
black members, the numbers were often almost equal. 
 
Although the 1800 Discipline did not record the action, ordination of 
African-American deacons was approved at the 1800 General Conference. 
The ordination of African-American elders was later approved in 1812.  
 
Perhaps the best known of the African-American preachers of the day was 
Harry Hosier. Hosier was once described by Thomas Coke as "one of the 
best preachers in the world." 
 
Discrimination during the years of slavery and beyond led some African-
American Methodists to form new Methodist churches of their own.  
 
The African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) was founded by Richard 
Allen and Daniel Coker in 1816. The African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
Church (AME Zion) started in New York and became official in 1822 when 
white elders who had withdrawn from the Methodist Episcopal Church 
ordained elders for the Zion Church. 
 
The Colored Methodist Episcopal Church (CME) was established in 1870 (in 
the mid-1950s the name was changed to The Christian Methodist Episcopal 
Church) by the General Conference of The Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South. The organizing delegates dropped the word “South” from the name 
that was originally intended for the church.  
 
  



9 
 

John Wesley was a strong opponent of slavery.  In 1844 the pro-slavery 
and anti-slavery factions clashed.  Slave owning dissidents led the 
separation of the Methodist Church in slaveholding states from The 
Methodist Episcopal Church resulting in the creation of The Methodist 
Episcopal Church, South.   
 
It wasn’t until 1939 when the Methodist Episcopal Church, North, the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and Methodist Protestant Church (a 
smaller group that had split off earlier) reunited to form the Methodist 
Church. 
 
 
The United Methodist Church 
On April 23, 1968, in Dallas, Texas, the Evangelical United Brethren Church 
and the Methodist Church united to create a new denomination, The United 
Methodist Church. On that day these two churches with similar 
backgrounds and theology which had historically been separated largely by 
language differences became one.  
 
The United Methodist Church is a church that celebrates its diversity. It is 
found in rural and urban areas. Our members include people from all 
ethnic groups. Though our congregations vary in size, location, and cultural 
background, they share a common heritage as United Methodists. 
 
Today United Methodist congregations are found not only in the United 
States but in many countries throughout the world. Currently we have 12.5 
million members (7 MM in the US; 5.5 MM in other countries) 
 


