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African American History
and Methodism

African American Leadership in Early Methodism

Richard Allen was a circuit rider, one of the tough, dedicated traveling preach-
ers of early Methodism. His territory extended from South Carolina through New
York and Pennsylvania. Allen was born a slave but purchased his freedom after
his owner was convinced by Freeborn Garrettson, another traveling Methodist
preacher, that slavery was wrong.

Allen became a prominent preacher among white and black congregations and
was invited to serve St. George’s Methodist Church in Philadelphia. However, the
white parishoners came to resent the presence of the growing number of black
parishoners.

At that time, it was common practice for black worshipers to sit in galleries
or balconies, separated from white worshipers. According to Eric Lincoln and
Lawrence Mamiya in The Black Church in the African AmericanExperiencein
1787, a confrontation occurred when black worshipers were “pulled from their knees
during worship in a gallery they did not know was closed to black Christians.”
This incident led Allen and several other black members to leave the church; pur-
chase nearby property; and found Bethel African Methodist Episcopal (AME)
Church, also known as Mother Bethel. The first independent African American
denomination was born. Two years later, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion
(AME Zion) Church was founded in New York under similar circumstances.

Allen’s story is only one powerful example of how subsequent generations of
Methodist churches would be shaped by African American history. However, any
discussion of this history must begin by pointing out that there are not two histo-
ries, as if African American history were something appended to American history.
Instead, American history is intimately tied to the story of slavery, freedom,
racism, Jim Crow, and civil rights. From the Three-Fifths Compromise written
into the US Constitution to Brown v. Board of Education the history of
America—and of Methodism—is the story of diverse people struggling with
racism and injustice, finding liberation, and seeking God.

The history of Methodism likewise follows the history of America. Metho-
dism changed from a renewal movement of small groups and traveling preachers
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into an institutional church when the American Revolution made the
Church of England withdraw from the new nation. The Christmas
Conference at Lovely Lane Chapel in 1784 marked the birth of the new
Methodist church in America, with its annual conferences, districts,
appointment processes, and Bookof Discipline

Since then, the history of the experience of African Americans has
influenced everything about Methodist churches, from the way we appoint
clergy to the structure of annual conferences and even to the vows we make
at baptism. Today, every time someone is baptized into The United
Methodist Church, that person makes a vow to be part of a church that
“Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations, and races.”

People: Known and Unknown

One of the ways to learn history is to look at the people who shaped it,
and the history of African Americans in the Methodist tradition is full of
fascinating and inspiring people. Most people know that Rosa Parks refused
to give up her seat on a bus in Alabama in 1955. What many may not know
is that she was a lifelong member of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, the denomination Richard Allen founded over 150 years earlier.
Before she ever became an icon of the Civil Rights movement, Parks was
nurtured in the church and inspired by the Bible stories of other faith
heroes. Biographer Douglas Brinkley relates her pride at being part of the
denomination: “It was the spiritual home of many well-known black per-
sons in our history before civil rights,” she said, including Denmark Vesey,
the leader of the Charleston slave rebellion.

Many AME churches, such as Mother Bethel in Philadelphia, were sta-
tions along the Underground Railroad. AME Zion, known as the Freedom
Church, was the home of such notable early abolitionists as Frederick
Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and Sojourner Truth.

Mary McLeod Bethune was an educator and a member of the Methodist
Episcopal Church. She founded the Daytona Normal and Industrial Institute
in 1904, which focused on educating African American girls. Her school
later merged with the Cookman Institute and eventually became Bethune-
Cookman College, a Methodist-affiliated school that continues her work today.

In addition to these well-known examples of African American leader-
ship, there are countless other less well-known or untold stories. For exam-
ple, residents of Indiana are often called Hoosiers, which some attribute to
African American Methodist circuit rider Harry Hoosier. He was an excep-
tional preacher and had many abolitionist followers, who referred to them-
selves as Hoosiers, among the people of Indiana.

Core Bible
Passages

God’s presence in the midst of
Hebrew slavery, the Exodus, and
the Babylonian captivity is not
only the core of the Hebrew Bible,
but it is also the theme in African
American history. Joseph’s brothers
sold him into slavery (Genesis 37),
but his story indicates that God can
work redemptive grace even through
the evil actions of others (50:20).

The Book of Exodus opens with
the descendants of Joseph living as
slaves in Egypt. Generations of
African American slaves, those who
suffered under Jim Crow laws, and
workers for civil rights found hope in
God’s liberation of the Hebrews.

Isaiah (61:1-3) and Jesus (Luke
4:14-21) refer to the Jubilee year
(Leviticus 25:8-17, 35-55) to describe
God’s work of salvation and liber-
ation for God’s people. The call to
social justice and freedom was also
a main concern of the prophets.
Amos 5:21-24 says that God is more
interested in justice than in beautiful
hymns or religious ceremonies.

The early church learned that
God does not play favorites with
classes, races, or genders. Peter
(Acts 10:34-35), Paul (Galatians
2:6; 3:28), and James (2:8-9)
affirmed that human discrimination
offends God’s purposes. Through the
African American witness, all Chris-
tians can recognize these graceful
and prophetic themes in the Bible.
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John Stewart and Jonathan Pointer were freed slaves who met in Ohio and
began a ministry around 1815 among the Wyandot nation of Native Americans.
Stewart was a traveling preacher in the Methodist Episcopal Church, and
Pointer was his translator. Their ministry typified the movement of the
Methodist church toward the frontier, including the ambiguous relationship
between missionaries and Native Americans. These two African American
men are often credited with being the first Methodist missionaries.

Structures: Divisions, Unifications,
and the Central Jurisdiction

History involves more than the study of people; it also means examining
the structures and movements of groups of people, classes, and signs of the
times. Studying history involves reading the diaries and letters of everyday
people as well as examining the minutes of official meetings. One of the most
significant structures in African American Methodist history is the Central
Jurisdiction (not to be confused with present-day Central Conferences).

The Book of Discipline of The United MethodistChurch, 2008 gives a
detailed historical account of the church; but here is a thumbnail sketch:
Slavery and abolition were issues in the Methodist movement from its incep-
tion, and the conflict led to the division of the denomination in 1845. The
Methodist Episcopal Church, South (ME, South) split from the Methodist
Episcopal (ME) Church in the North. The ME, South struck from their
Discipline the prohibition against owning slaves. After the Civil War, the newly
freed black members of the ME, South formed the Colored Methodist Episcopal
Church (CME), which was later renamed the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church.

According to Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mimaya, in 1866, at its General
Conference, the ME, South “made arrangements for the eventual withdrawal
of its black constituents” based on the black members’ desire for autonomy
and the white members’ desire to dispense with black membership. The
arrangement would create a separate church for the former slaves that would
“retain unofficial ties with” the ME, South rather than allowing them to
become part of the AME or AME Zion. One condition of this meant that polit-
ical activity for those members of the CME was strictly prohibited. Newly
freed Southern blacks were just beginning their journey on the road to self-
sufficiency and independence, so despite criticism from Northern blacks, they
accepted this and other restrictions.

In 1939, the ME and the ME, South repaired the rift caused by their divi-
sion over slavery; but racism and segregation still played an important role in
the unification. Many remaining African American churches of the ME were
assigned their own Central Jurisdiction, while the rest of the church was
divided into regional jurisdictions. Bishop James Thomas, author of
MethodismgIRacial Dilemma says that while the Central Jurisdiction did pro-
vide opportunities for black leadership that might have been impossible within
the racist context of the larger Methodist church, “the Central Jurisdiction was
intended as racial segregation. All of the documents point that out.”

The Central Jurisdiction came to an end when the Methodist Church
joined with the Evangelical United Brethren Church in 1967, and African
American churches were integrated into their regional bodies.
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African American
Hymnody

The music, rhythms, and
call-and-response liturgy of tra-
ditional black worship have influ-
enced the worship and theology
practices of American churches.
Those interested in African Amer-
ican hymnody should explore
the hymns in Songs of Zion
(Abingdon Press, 1981).

The United Methodist Hymnal
contains African American spiri-
tuals such as “Go, Tell it on
the Mountain” and “Go Down,
Moses.” Another song of historical
significance is “Lift Every Voice
and Sing,” composed in 1900 by
James Weldon Johnson and Rosa-
mond Johnson. The song became
the official song of the National
Association of the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) in
the 1920’s and is often called the
black national anthem.

In addition to traditional
songs in the Hymnal there are
contemporary hymns that draw
on blues and jazz influences.
Thomas A. Dorsey wrote “Precious
Lord, Take My Hand,” which has
been sung by Mahalia Jackson
and Elvis Presley. Other African
American composers featured
in the Hymnal include Charles
Tindley and Andraé Crouch.

The Hymnal also contains
an inspiring liturgy written by
the Reverend Martin Luther
King, Jr. called “God Is Able.”
While its message contains pas-
toral themes, the liturgy cannot
be read without placing it against
the background of the struggle
for civil rights. The message is
powerful as a guide for our per-
sonal lives as well as a call for
social justice.
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Living History

History is not just about old stuff that happened in the past. History is
an informed and lived perspective that affects the present and the future. We
celebrate the work of past African American heroes and appreciate the his-
torical perspective and the interpretation of the gospel that African
American history gives all Christians. However, it is important to recognize
that this is not merely “flavor” lent to “normal” Christian history. African
American history is inseparable from the daily fabric of living for all
Americans and for all United Methodists.

Our children attend schools that are (in theory) racially integrated,
though there are still economic and regional inequalities. Many of us ride
buses, eat in restaurants, shop, and work in racially diverse environments.
We affirm that we believe in racial inclusivity in the vows we make at bap-
tism and in the open table we celebrate in Communion. Our churches’ poli-
cies and traditions reflect the contributions of African Americans and the
turbulent history of race in our country.

There are, of course, future challenges for us to face. In 1996, in
response to declining membership among predominantly black United
Methodist churches, General Conference developed and passed the initia-
tive “Strengthening the Black Church for the 21st Century.” However, 14 years
later, many of the same struggles remain. By intentionally revisiting African
American history, we gain wisdom and insight into how to handle these
challenges. As we examine the structures and movements of our history, and
as we draw inspiration from the stories of its people, we develop the ability to
be “wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16), being criti-
cal of our world and hopeful about its future at the same time.

United Methodist Perspective

John Wesley was one of the most outspoken opponents of slavery in
England. One of his longest sermons is “Thoughts Upon Slavery,” which
demolishes all of the then-popular arguments for the institution. He was
intent on educating his listeners about injustice, and he described where
slaves came from and how they were treated. Wesley summed up his
position by saying, “I absolutely deny all slave-holding to be consistent
with any degree of natural justice.”

The last letter Wesley wrote was to British abolitionist William
Wilberforce. In the letter, he encouraged Wilberforce to continue the
fight against the slave trade: “Go on, in the name of God and in the power
of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun)
shall vanish away before it.”

“Our Theological Task,” in The Book of Discipline of The United
MethodistChurch, 2008 recognizes racism as a challenge and diversity
as an opportunity for theology in the church: “We affirm the contribu-
tions that United Methodists of varying ethnic, language, cultural, and
national groups make to one another and to our Church as a whole” (§104;
page 83).

The Most
Segregated Hour

It is often said that worship on
Sunday morning is the most seg-
regated hour of the week. While
Christians of many ethnicities
share work spaces, schools, and
public space, individual Chris-
tians often choose to worship
with people who are similar to
them, therefore segregating them-
selves. The social and psycholog-
ical reasons for this are many,
and authors Tony Campolo and
Michael Battle explore these rea-
sons in great detail in their book
The Church Endaved: A Spirituality
of Racial Reconciliation

Campolo and Battle remind
Christians that what we might rec-
ognize as racism is not just about
personal racism, or thinking nega-
tive things about people of another
race. Racism can also be interper-
sonal (unconscious biased assump-
tions), institutional (policies or laws
that give advantages to one group
over another), and cultural (in
which the values of one group are
considered more beautiful than or
superior to another). One of the
gifts African American Christians
have given to the church is an
awareness of the ways these
kinds of racism can emerge in our
life together.

Campolo and Battle suggest
that churches address segregation
by speaking the truth in love and
being evangelical in social jus-
tice. Truth-telling involves recog-
nizing ways that white people and
black people have been complicit in
the oppression of African Ameri-
cans. Being evangelical about
social justice means being in
ministry with, and not just to, our
neighbors of different ethnicities.
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African American History and Methodism

How has African American history
enriched Christian faith?

CREATE Your

Teaching Plan
Keeping in mind your group
members and your group time,
choose from among the OPEN,
EXPLORE, and CLOSE activi-
ties or from “Teaching Alterna-
tives” to plan this session.

OPEN the Session

Pray Together

Begin the session with the fol-
lowing prayer: God who formed
us from dust, who knitted us
together in our mothers’ wombs in
all our splendid diversity, you
have given us the gift of each
other. Teach us that whether red,
yellow, black, or white, we are
precious in your sight. Amen.

Share Knowledge of African
American History

Before the session, obtain the
biographical information of several
African Americans in Methodist his-
tory. To begin the group discussion,
ask: What do you know about the
history of African Americans in
Methodism? On a markerboard or
a large sheet of paper, list partici-
pants’ responses. Supplement the list
with information from your research.
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EXPLORE the Topic

Discuss African American
Methodist Leadership
Review “African American

Leadership in Early Methodism”
(pages 1-2). Ask: What thoughts
or feelings do you have about
Richard Allen’s leadership and about
the reasons for forming the African
Methodist Episcopal Church?

Talk About “People: Known
and Unknown”

Review “People: Known and
Unknown (pages 2-3). Form teams
of two or three, and invite them to
talk about their responses to the
following questions: Which peo-
ple did you know about? Which
were unfamiliar to you? How do
you respond to their accomplish-
ments? What positive influences
do they show you about Methodism
and the Christian faith? How do
you think their contributions have
shaped who we are as United
Methodists?

After a few moments, invite
each of the teams to share the
highlights of their discussion.

Do a Bible Study
Form three teams. Make sure
everyone has a Bible. Assign Team

One Genesis 37 and Exodus 3:1-15;
Team Two, Leviticus 25:8-17, 35-55;
Isaiah 61:1-3; Luke 4:14-21; and
Amos 5:21-24; and Team Three,
Acts 10:34-35; Galatians 2:6; 3:28;
and James 2:8-9.

Invite the teams to read their
assigned Scriptures and the mate-
rial about them in “Core Bible
Passages” (page 2). Then ask the
teams to discuss the following
questions: What thoughts or insights
does Scripture offer to African
American history and Methodism?
What do they say to you about
God? about the way God envi-
sions human relationship? How do
you think people draw strength
from these Scriptures?

Paraphrase a Psalm

Psalm 137 was written about
the exile of Judeans to Babylon in
587 B.c. Psalm 126 is about their
return. Invite a participant to read
Psalm 137 aloud. Ask: What feel-
ings do you hear expressed in this
psalm? What relationship do you
see between the psalm and African
American history in our country
and in Methodism?

Invite another participant to
read aloud Psalm 126. Ask: What
feelings do you hear expressed in
this psalm? What relationship do
you see between the psalm and
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African American history in our
country and in Methodism? What
do this psalm and Psalm 137 say
to you about the way the Bible
offers hope to all people?

Form teams of two or three.
Give each team paper, a pen or a
pencil, and a Bible. Ask the teams
to write a contemporary version of
Psalm 126 or 137 that expresses
something about African American
history and Methodism.

When the teams have fin-
ished, invite them to read aloud
their paraphrased psalm. As an
alternative, give each team mark-
ers and paper. Encourage them to
create contemporary illustrations
that express the feelings of the
psalms. When they are finished,
invite the teams to tell about their
illustrations and display them.

Explore OAfrican American
HymnodyO
Review highlights of “African
American Hymnody” (page 3). Dean
Maclntyre has created a page at
the General Board of Discipleship

listing hymns for Black History
Month by African American and
African authors and composers:
(tinyurl.com/yfkey8e You might
want to print the list and make
copies for participants.

Browse through The United
MethodistHymnalto find some of
the hymns. Ask: Which are famil-
iar? Which are unfamiliar? What
are your favorites? What do they
say to you about African American
history? What do they say to you
about your life, your struggles,
and your Christian faith?

Consider Worship Styles
Review highlights of “The Most
Segregated Hour” (page 4). One
reason people give for the current
segregation of Christian churches
is style of worship and music.
Ask: Do you believe this is a legit-

imate reason? Why or why not?
Churches such as Brooklyn
Tabernacle in New York City and
Glide Memorial United Methodist
Church in San Francisco have
diverse congregations and music.

Teaching Alternatives

4 Make a Timeline Mural. Provide a long sheet of white wrapping
paper, markers, magazines and newspapers with pictures, scissors, and
glue. Create a timeline mural of African American history and
Methodism. (A good source for timeline material can be found at
tinyurl.com/yd6885g Invite participants to be creative with their work.
They can draw, cut out pictures or words from magazines and newspa-
pers, or write. Then ask: How has this history shaped our church?
Where do you see pain? Where do you see healing and hope?

4 Encourage Intergenerational Dialogue. Exploring African American
history is one way to encourage intergenerational dialogue in your church.
If your participants are younger, ask with discernment and sensitivity
for older persons in your community to share their memories of segre-
gation. If participants are older, think about ways your group could
share their memories and experiences with younger people. It may also
be instructive to have younger and older people discuss the different
ways they view the concepts of race and racism.

Ask: What multiracial churches do
you know about? How do they
sing and worship together? What
possibilities exist in our community
for worshiping with other cultural
or ethnic groups? How might we
create inviting worship settings
for those who prefer worship
styles that differ from ours? How
might exploring different styles of
worship enrich our faith life?

Consider the OUnited
Methodist PerspectiveO
Review “United Methodist

Perspective” (page 4). Ask: What
connections do you see between
John Wesley’s view of slavery,
African American history, and
Methodism today? What thoughts
do you have about The United
Methodist Church’s statement
“We affirm the contributions that
United Methodists of varying eth-
nic, language, cultural, and national
groups make to one another and to
our Church as a whole”? What
contributions do you see?

CLOSE the Session

Pray Together
Share prayer concerns, and lift
up those in need. Then close with
“God Is Able” (TheUnitedMetho-
distHymnal 106).

Next Week in FAITHLINK

Clean Water for All

Millions of people around the
world lack access to clean water.
What issues are related to the
need for clean water? How does
Christian faith guide the deci-
sions we make regarding water?
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