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Many itinerants rebuked the -instigators of disorder and 

brought additional reproach on themselves; but, in a number 
. 63 

.of instances, a reproof restored the church· to order. 

In rare instances the disorderly faction at a Methodist 

gathering attacked the circuit-rider. Thomas Ward was once 

threatened by a group of violent men in Duck Creek, Delaware. 

One man dragged Wa.re out of the church, but a !Vfethodist mem-

ber, described as a "giant of a man," seized the attacker and 

secured Ware's release. Many other ministers at one time or 
64 

another faced similar circumstances. The following con-

frontation occured at an Ohio camp meeting where James B. 

Finley-preachedr 

A row was raised • • • by about twenty lewd fellows of the 
�b�a�~�e�r� sort, who came upon the ground intoxicated, and 
had vowed they would break up· the meeting •••• The mem
bers saw that they must either defend themselves· or 
allow the ruffians to beat them and insult their wives 
and daughters •••• Brother Birkhammer, an exceeding 
stout man, seized their bully leader, ••• and with one 
great thrust of his brawny arm crushed him down between 
two benches. The aiddecamp of the bully ran to his 
relief, but it was to meet the same fate •••• Here 
they were held in durance vile till the sheriff and his 
posse came and took possession, and binding them, with 
ten others, they were carried before a justice, who fined 
them heavily for the misdemeanor.65 

But, Methodist preachers believed that persecution was a 

good indication of religious success and advance. "Inroads 

63. Lakin, "Journal," in Sweet, Religion on the Ameri
can Frontier, p. 206; Peck, Early "ethodism, p. 43; Milburn, 
Ten Years, pp. 53, 72-73; Saddle-Bags , pp. 73-75· 

64. Ware, Memoir, pp. 81-82; Cartwright, Autobiography, 
pp. 70-71; Dailey, Thomas Smith, p. 68. 

65. Finley, Autobiographi, p. 252. 
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made on the territory of darkness will always excite a sturdy 
' ' 66 

conflict," one minister explained. 

Perhaps, a majority of the congregations a Methodist 

circuit-rider encountered were attentive. On some occasions, 

a "solemn awe" rested on a meeting.after the conclusion of 
67 

the sermon. At other times, preachers described their 
68 

audience as "deeply affected," or in similar terms. 1.rhe 

minister, after his message, prayed with "mourners," citizens 

who were under intense conviction for their sins, and "seekers~" 
69 

who desired the immediate salvation of their souls. When a 

revival ensued, the traveling preacher witnessed many con-

versions. A general religious awakending often began when 

a "seeker" was converted and exhorted others. A typical 

Methodist's salvation experience occured in Ontario District, 

New York in 18251 

A young woman, like many of her age, had indulged in the 
vanities of a giddy world to the almost entire neglect 
of her ••• soul; but now she was arrested in her mad 
course by the strong arm of conviction. 11.'he great deep 
of her heart was broken up; she saw clearly that she 
was a child of wrath, and in danger of hell. With this 
view of her sact·condition, she fell prostrate at the feet 
of her offended sovereign, and • • • cried for mercy 
• • • • She obtained a most satisfactory evidence of her 
acceptance with God through the merits of Jesus Christ.70 

66. Ibid., P• 20). 
67. Crowell, "Journal," p. 49. 
68. Lloyd, "Rhetorical Analysis," pp. 2L~2-45. 

69. Firth, Benjamin Abbot, p. 149; Bangs, Freeborn 
Garrettson, p. 78. 

70. "Revival of Religion on Ontario District," The 
Methodist ~agazine, 8 (April, 1825), pp. 158-61. 



116 

A circuit-rider observed the _life of a new convert. The 

Church trained its ministers to discern between mere outward 

emotion and inward religious change. When converts displayed 

a "settled peace'' and were meek, serious and patient in con-

duct, the Church received them as members. ~he traveling 

preacher accepted new believers into the denomination and 
71 

instructed them concerning the essentials of the faith. 

71. Asbury, Journal, 1 (June 22, 1773), p. 82. 



CONCLUSION 

Several conclusions have emerged from this study of 

. Methodist traveling preachers in America. First, the 

Methodist Episcopal Church became the largest religious 

denomination in the United States during the era from 

1766 to 1844. Circuit-riders were the primary instruments 

in this great expansion. With the exception of Francis 

Asbury and Peter Cartwright, the names of these itinerants 

have been forgotten. Yet, they contributed to the develop

ment of a large Church and culture in the United States. 

Second, the traveling minister's relationship with 

Methodist Church structure guided the course of his life 

and ministry. He submitted to bishops and presiding elders 

who stationed itinerants on any circuit within a large 

geographic area. The circuit-rider's home life suffered 

·greatly from this system of pilgrimage and financial neglect. 

but, the Church promoted ministers who endured the effects 

of the itinerancy. 

'l1hird, the Methodist itinerant learned through constant 

personal study and practice. The Church did not provide 

college instruction for its preachers during the major part 

of this era and the circuit-rider devised his own means of 

education. 

Fourth, constant travel in this time of primitive r6ad 

conditions, exposure to weather and the emotional drudgery 



of many journeys, was the Methodist's most difficult task. 

He lived in hardship and physical suffering that demanded 

great patience and endurance. In the pursuit of his duty, 

the Methodist circuit-rider became a symbol of dedication. 

Fifth, because many Americans had not experienced 

salvation, the Church held meetings where ministers preached 

an Arminian message of grace and salvation for all. 'rhe 

itinerant was ordained by the Church, pursued an education 

and traveled circuits in order to fulfill this call to preach 

Christ. rr.any Americans experienced conversion through his 

pulpit activities. The ministry of a traveling preacher 

came---to an apex when a revival swept a local community. 

When religious awakening spread, the circuit-rider realized 

his two-fold purpose, to bring new converts into the 

Kingdom of God and to help older members in their pursuit 

of holiness. 
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