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ABSTRACT

The dissertation offers two major theses regarding the
Wesleyan-Holiness movement in the United States. First,
the Holiness movement which emerged in the North after 1830
emphasizing the speedy attainment of human perfectibility
failed to attract receptive audiences in the South due
primarily to the cultural conditions of the region.
Southern Christians were deeply affected by the culture of
honor and the frequent violence it spawned. Moreover,
southerners were reluctant to subscribe to the northern
formula of Phoebe Palmer's "quick and easy" means to
achieving @erfect love when they recognized the ambiguities
of the slave system~--a system most southerners understood
as a necessary evil.

Second, during the Reconstruction period, at a time
when most southerners were searching for new beginnings,
the Wesleyan doctrine of immediately acquired perfect love
began attracting widespread support in the Southeast. The
study examines the Holiness movement's emergence in Georgia
and demonstrates that, contrary to decree of several
historians, a significant number of Wesleyan Holiness
advocates in the New South were not drawn from the ranks of
the dispossessed but were in fact members of the region's
burgeoning middle class. Employing a blend of social and

intellectual historical methods, the study pays particular
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attention to the shifting cultural conditions occurring in
the Georgia and the rest of the Southeast around the turn
of the century and determines that these changes had
considerable impact on the theological expressions of the

Holiness movement.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Thesis Summary

The Answered Prayer

A spirit of frustration and bitterness overspread the
ranks of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, at the close
of the Civil War. Like the majority of their non-Methodist
neighbors, most southern Methodists had experienced their
portion of hard times after the outset of war, and most
could not envision an upturn in their fortunes in their
immediate future. The bitterness resulted from encounters
with their kindred denomination to the north, the Methodist
Episcopal Church. Relations between southern Methodists and
their northern cousins were at best tepid and at worst
intractable in the two decades following the 1844 schism,
but the northerners managed to widen the breach even further
during the war when church leaders took advantage of Federal
territorial gains and the pitiable social conditions in the
South in an attempt to occupy and control southern Methodist
churches and force denominational reunification one
congregation at a time. The inimical northern scheme

ultimately failed when the southern Methodists appealed to



the Federal Court system, but southerners were slow to
absolve the northern intrigue and would, for decades
following the war, adjudge northern Methodists kindred to
the carpetbagger, scalawag, and other unsavory Union
residue.l

In most respects, the years immediately following the
Civil War were the bleakest period of morale within the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Many southérn church
leaders believed, for example, that their flock was
threatened by serious internal problems not directly
pertaining to relations with the northern church nor their
overwhelming material losses. Writing in the Southern

Christian Advocate, the Rev. H. G. Wells of Charleston,

South Carolina, opined that his congregation had "suffered
terribly. Morals have become lax, backsliding frequent and
in some localities the Church is in a condition to
dishearten its ministers."™ Wells's observations concerning
the disheartened ministry were not unfounded. In the years
immediately following the war the average annual income of
ministers in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, was
about $600, and, subsequently, many preachers found it
necessary to pursue some secular means of support.2
Apparently denominational leadership concurred with
Wells's judgment of the church's moral sluggishness. Bishop
William Wightman delivered the episcopal address to the

General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South,



gathered at Memphis on a Thursday morning in May, 1870.
Wightman described the southern church as an institution
that had grown "deficient as to several matters which were
formally regarded as aids and tests of methodistic piety."
Wightman echoed Wells's assessment of church morale and
suggested that a growing number of southern Methodists had
become "worldly" and "fashionable" pursuing pleasures such
as dancing and other forms of "evil." Wightman and his
episcopal colleagues hoped to rally their constituency and
precipitate a revival that would soon establish order and
stability within the denomination's tattered ranks. The key
to the much-needed revival could be found, the bishops
believed, in the neglected Wesleyan theology upon which
Methodism was founded, the doctrine of Christian holiness or
perfection that cleanses the Christian from all deliberate
sin and empowers him or her to obey God perfectly. The
"only effectual remedy for most, if not all of our
deficiencies, as a Christian people," Wightman declared, "is
in an increase of inward, genuine, scriptural holiness."

"We fear,"™ Wightman said, "that the doctrine of perfect
love, which casts out fear and purifies the heart, as taught
in the Bible and explained and enforced in our standards, as
a distinct and practicable attainment, is too much
overlooked and neglected."” 1t was the opinion of the
episcopacy, Wightman continued, that "Nothing is so much

needed at the present time throughout all these lands, as a



general and powerful revival of scriptural holiness."
Wightman and his colleagues could not have realized it then,
but their conference prayers for a mighty holiness revival
would soon be answered, and when the answer came, most of
them would question whether they had gotten what they
bargained for.3
Within a dozen years following Wightman's address, a
number of state associations for the promotion of the
Holiness doctrine sprang up south of the Mason-Dixon line.
A group of Texas Methodists established the first southern
association in 1878. Though independent of church control,
the associations were comprised largely of southern
Methodists. Nowhere in the region was the southern bishop's
ardent appeal for a sweeping Holiness revival pursued with
greater zeal than among Methodist clergy and laity in the
North Georgia Conference. Associations in Texas and
Kentucky would eventually eclipse the Georgia movement's
size and strength, but throughout much of the 1880s, the
Georgia Holiness Association remained predominant among a

tightly knit group of southern associations. 4

Thesis Summary

This dissertation is a study of the Holiness movement in
Georgia, but because the Georgia Holiness Association was

closely aligned with associations in surrounding states, it
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is, in the broadest sense, an examination of the development
of Holiness religion in the New South. This dissertation
represents the first scholarly attempt at an examination of
the Wesleyan~Holiness tradition in the South. The
movement's northern and western activities have received the
lion's share of scholarly attention. This focus is
understandable when one considers that a majority of
Wesleyan—~Holiness scholars are connected with Holiness
denominations that splintered from the Methodist Episcopal
Church around the turn of the century. Few of these upstart
groups drew a significant number of converts from the
southeastern United States. The "comeouters”"--those
Holiness advocates who chose to abandon ties with
Methodism--were relatively few in number in the Southeast at
century's end. Since the Midwest and Pacific coast supplied
a clear majority of Wesleyan-Holiness comeouters at the turn
of the century, it should come as no surprise that Holiness
scholars connected with these groups focus more energy on
Methodism's northern branch from which these churches
evolved.5

Chapter two prefaces the study of American Holiness
theology with a succinct history of Christian perfectionism
in the Early, Medieval, and Reformation periods. The
chapter is primarily dedicated to an explication of John
Wesley's approach to doctrine of second-blessing holiness

and a description of how Wesley's colleague and friend, John
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Fletcher, transformed the idea of entire sanctification into
a Pentecostal experience, which was essentially the same
form the doctrine assumed in the South following the Civil
War.

Chapter three considers the exportation of Wesleyan
theology to America and traces its development in the
northern United States before the Civil War. This section
of the study begins with a cursory examination of a form of
Christian perfection that emerged in the colonies among
Reformed theologians at the time of the American
Revolution. The study suggests that the perfectionism
espoused by Congregationalists and Presbyterians in America
was highly utilitarian inasmuch as its acceptance provided a
means by which a Christian millennium of prosperity and
peace could be established in the new republic, a millennium
nurtured by the God-ordained institutions of good government
maintained by American saints. Early Methodists
demonstrated little interest in the Reformed tradition's
vision of a perfect Christian republic during the early
decades of the nation's existence, but by 1826 they were
beginning to participate in the same millennial optimism for
America and the world. Moreover, following a period of
declension in Wesleyan perfectionism in the United States,
the doctrine received renewed attention in the 1820s and
1830s and interplayed with the republican-driven themes of

perfectionism cherished by the Reformed tradition. By 1850,
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the two forms of perfectionism were so closely aligned that
the distinctionstwere barely discernible. Antebellum
northern perfectionism was marked by simplicity of doctrine,
utilitarian ambitions for perfecting the social order, and
an emphasis on speedy attainment of the experience of entire
sanctification. Phoebe Palmer best exemplified the merger
between Wesley's theme o0f second-blessing holiness and the
American fascination for ease of attainment and pragmatic
application of doctrine. Palmer established the “quick and
easy” method of achieving holiness--a product of Holy Spirit
baptism-~-that later dominated the American Holiness movement
of the late nineteenth century.

While northerners forged ahead with their vision of
Christian perfectibility and the ultimate reform of society,
the vast majority of southerners declined opportunities to
participate in the same quest. Chapter four looks at some
aspects of the cultural milieu in the South before the Civil
War and suggests that the region's preoccupation with honor
and justice coupled with a tacit burden of guilt regarding
the slave system made it nearly impossible for most
southerners to appreciate, let alone accept, northern ideas
of immediate perfectionism in either its individual or
institutional form. 1If, as Wesley suggested, Christian
perfection was the perfection of love, it was difficult for
southerners, the majority of whom participated at some level

in the culture of honor, to think in terms of a perfect



world ruled by perfect love.

With the collapse of slavery and a gradual decline in
honor-inspired violence after Reconstruction, Palmer's
theology of an immediately available baptism with the Holy
Spirit began taking root in the South. The doctrine offered
Georgians and other southerners an opportunity following the
war to put their losses and personal sins behind them.
Chapter five investigates the Holiness movement's early days
in Georgia. The study demonstrates that the southern branch
of the Holiness movement drew participants from a wide range
of social and economic backgrounds. Holiness people were
not, as several historians have suggested, drawn largely
from the poor and dispossessed of the New South. Moreover,
in the movement's early days, the founders of the Georgia
Holiness Association were cultural optimists who looked for
Holiness religion to sweep the region and initiate a bright
future for the New South. Yet the Georgia Holiness
Association was not long established when it began
attracting the strident criticisms of southern Methodists
who viewed the movement as a threat to denominational
order. Throughout the 1880s and 1890s tensions flourished
between Holiness people and those Methodists who failed to
appreciate their theology. Most non-Holiness Methodists
were troubled that Holiness Methodist ministers, who boasted
that the movement was independent from the denomination,

persistently scheduled special conventions emphasizing the




doctrine exclusively at their city and town Methodist
churches.

Chapter six analyzes the theological and social issues
dividing Holiness and non-Holiness southern Methodists.
There were several theological differences between the
camps. Most Holiness proponents argued that original sin
remained in the hearts of believers after regeneration. On
the other hand, most southern Methodists who took the time
to challenge intellectually the movement argued that
regeneration cleansed believers of sin and therefore a
second work of grace was unnecessary. The controversy over
theological differences was frequently heated, but the
social distinctions between the factions was an even greater
source of turmoil. Non-Holiness Methodists, for example,
accused their Holiness cousins of displaying an exclusionist
temper suggesting they believed themselves to be superior,
sanctified Christians. The Georgia Holiness Association and
other southern associations were an especially nettlesome
problem for the church's hierarchy for yet another important
reason. The associations were extraordinarily democratic
organizations operating without sanction within a tightly
run oligarchic institution. Men and women voted for their
leaders in the Georgia holiness Association. Furthermore,
most Holiness associations encouraged women to share
preaching responsibilities with men. Holiness theology,

with its emphasis on empowerment of Spirit baptism, had a
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distinctively liberating effect on southern women who, like
their northern champion Phoebe Palmer, felt called by God to
share the gospel with others. This radical element in the
Holiness movement would not long be tolerated by the power
brokers in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and by the
1890s the controversy between the hierarchy and the Georgia
Holiness association escalated into a campaign designed to
rid southern Methodism of its Holiness element.

Though progressive in its appreciation of women's roles
in the church's ministry, the Georgia Holiness Association
remained in many respects a remnant of southern
provincialism that most southern Methodist leaders by the
turn of the century were anxious to abandon. Like most
southerners, the Wesleyan-Holiness advocates grew up in
rural communities and were profoundly influenced by the
traditions upheld there. With the emergence of a New South,
Holiness people expressed concerns about the declension of
these "old-time" values and their sudden replacement with
southerner's interest in unholy leisure. Indeed, the
cultural tastes of the majority of urban Methodists became
increasingly sophisticated at the close of the century as
the social mores of town and urban Methodists adapted to the
climate of modern society. Consequently, most urban
Methodists came to view the jeremiads of the Holiness
preachers as something of an embarrassment to their church.

The Holiness preachers, on the other hand, derived
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considerable satisfaction in maintaining the standards of
proper behavior widely held before the Civil War. Holiness
people believed that one's personal conduct was a reflection
of the individual's priorities. Those individuals who
enjoyed worldly amusements were, therefore, worldly-minded
and unfit for a heavenly home. Chapter seven investigates
the shift in social values that occurred in the South with
the increase of urbanization after 1880. Most southern
Methodists were attracted to new forms of entertainment and
the products of convenience that were increasingly available
to the New South. 1In sharp contrast to their worldly
colleagues, the Holiness preachers understood themselves as
consecrated prophets of the antebellum standards of worldly
conduct that rejected virtually all forms of "frivolous
behavior."” The prophets of old-time Methodism, with its
strict legal codes derived from its pessimism of the world,
came into direct conflict with urban Methodists beginning to
appreciate a burgeoning list of diversions.

Holiness advocates rejected virtually every conceivable
form of amusement, and as new distractions became available
in the South, the Holiness litany of improper behaviors
expanded accordingly. Holiness preachers fulminated against
a wide spectrum of pastimes including, but by no means
limited to, billiards, card playing, dancing, the cinema,
the circus, the carnival--something Holiness preachers

dubbed the "carn-evil"--, liquor consumption, smoking,
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chewing, and horse racing. They also denounced the South's
growing intrigue with baseball, and many were alarmed by the
lurid influences upon their young people of a popular
Atlanta- based soft drink called Coca-Cola. Their rejection
of worldliness at the turn of the century differed little
with traditional Methodism's views on social evils. They
believed, in fact, that they were doing what their church's

Discipline demanded of them. Pietistic differences became

apparent only after the majority of southern Methodists made
concessions toward the flourishing list of southern
diversions while Holiness Methodists codified a seemingly
endless index of forbidden pleasures. Problems arose when
Methodists who enjoyed many of these worldly activities
vented their hostilities toward the the Holiness movement.
As southern Methodists became more urbane, moreover, the
priggish aspects of their heritage epitomized in the
Holiness movement created a source of internal friction.

By 1890, Holiness prophets of the old-time religion
received ministerial assignments to the most rural charges
in the remotest parts of the state. The assignments were
not indicative of the preachers's preferences but reflect
the church leaders' attempts to separate outspoken advocates
of Holiness religion from the State's more "fashionable"
urban charges where the worldliness and formality of worship
the prophets spurned were rapidly gaining acceptance. In

this arena of an increasingly
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worldly southern Methodism, the Holiness movement's early
optimism for a radiant future faded quickly. As the
prophets came to recognize the permanence of the
denomination's shift toward worldliness, one by one nearly
all of them trashed their postmillennial expectations for
the nation's glory and began promoting their premillennial
convictions.

By the mid 1890s, the denomination's attempts to squelch
the Holiness movement in Georgia began to show clear signs
of success. Most of the state's young ministers recognized
that active involvement with the Georgia Holiness
Association was the equivalent of a fast track to a
lackluster career of small town and rural pastorates.
Consequently, most avoided formal ties with the
organization, and the group folded in 1897. Yet the
movement's leaders discovered alternative methods of keeping
the doctrines and traditions of the old-time religion from
extinction. Chapter eight describes how Georgia Holiness
advocates established and supported Holiness newspapers,
Holiness colleges, and a camp meeting at Indian Springs.
Unable to maintain a formal link between the Holiness
movement and southern Methodism, the Holiness advocates
resurrected the old-time Methodist Camp meeting, set up
their own private academies to train their young in the
traditions and standards of the past, and lent support to a

Holiness newspaper with a subscription list approaching
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100,000 readers. These ventures succeeded Dbecause the
Holiness proponents avowed their total independence from the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, though these projects
received their greatest support from men and women who
happened to be southern Methodist.

After 1900, the movement's partition with southern
Methodism provided an opportunity for both Holiness and
non-Holiness Methodists to work out a truce and unravel an
acceptance, if not an appreciation, for each other's
position and objectives. Consequently, southern Methodism
learned to live with the Holiness preachers and laity in its
ranks and eventually curbed the severity of penalties
against those affirming Holiness convictions. At the same
time, the Holiness people moderated somewhat their
criticisms of the church's worldly attributes and sought
compromises that would allow their faction to remain in

dialogue with church officials.

American Wesleyanism: An Historiographic Sketch

John L. Peters, in his monograph Christian Perfection

and American Methodism (1956), was the first historian to

map the direction and form taken by John Wesley's doctrine
of Perfection after its exportation from Great Britain to
America in the mid-eighteenth century. Within a year

following the publication of Peters's work, Timothy L.
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Smith's Revivalism and Social Reform appeared and

demonstrated that perfectionism had a formative influence on
the intellectual and social views of many northerners--and
not just Methodists--in nineteenth-century America. Both
Peters and Smith realized that the doctrine of perfection
entered a period of declension after 1800 and that it did
not become a major factor within Methodism again until after
1830 when several urban northerners, including a female
evangelist named Phoebe Palmer, resurrected perfectionist
theology and modified it by placing considerable emphasis on
the instantaneous availability of perfection to all
regenerate Christians. Wesley allowed for considerable
latitude in the process of Christian perfection, placed
little emphasis on the timing of its attainment, and,
moreover, allowed that most faithful Christians would not be
perfected in this life. 1In striking contrast, after 1840,
the majority of American Holiness advocates argued that
because perfection was instantly available, failure to
attain it was sin. This American adaptation of the Wesleyan
understanding of perfection set the tone for Holiness
theology throughout the remaining decades of the nineteenth
century: perfection was immediately available to anyone who
was willing to surrender entirely his or her 1life to God.
Consequently, some Holiness folk deduced that those
believers who failed to receive the obvious benefits of

perfection were spiritually inferior to those who had
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received. Not all Holiness advocates handled the issue so
tactlessly, but the immediacy doctrine made it nearly
impossible for American Holiness advocates to ignore charges
of religious exclusivity.6

Peters's and Smith's works were derived almost
exclusively from the northern historiographical sources, and
neither historian attempted to describe the development of
perfectionist theology in the antebellum South. Though they
do not offer reasons for concentrating their efforts on the
northern revival, one may assume that they had trouble
locating southern literary remains pointing to widespread
acceptance of Holiness theology in the region before 1870.
There is indeed a paucity of southern literature bearing on
this topic. Accordingly, there have been no scholarly
investigations of the scope of impact the Holiness revival
of the 1830s had upon Methodists in the South. In The

Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States (1971),

Vinson Synan was the first historian to suggest that there
in fact was not much perfectionist activity in the
antebellum South, but the scope of his research did not lead
him to explicate the probable factors in the movement's
failure there. This dissertation attempts to bridge this
gap in Wesleyan-Holiness studies by demonstrating that, as a
consequence of the cultural differences between southerners
and northerners, perfectionist ideas in nearly any form

received little positive attention among southerners.
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Southern Christians rejected northern forms of perfectionism
because they viewed them as impossibilities in an obviously
imperfect and sinister world.7

The tardiness of a Holiness revival and the near absence
of comeoutism in the antebellum Southeast by no means
suggest that the Holiness movement was not an important
issue for the Methodist Episcopal Church, South after the
war. Southern Methodist advocates of Holiness theology
played a significant role in the life of the church after
1880 and their spiritual heirs remain an active force in the
United Methodist church in the South at the close of the
twentieth century. Moreover, present-day Holiness activity
within Methodism is prevalent enough to sustain the argument
that the United Methodist Church remains the largest
Holiness church in America. That is to say, there are
perhaps more Methodist ministers who adhere to
Wesleyan-Holiness theology than there are ministers in any
other Holiness denomination.8

In his denominational history of the Church of the -

Nazarene, Called Unto Holiness, Timothy L. Smith provided

the first--and in many respects, still the best--
intellectual survey of the Holiness movement in the South.
Yet because the majority of southern Holiness people
remained within the Methodist camp, Smith limited his study
to a handful of southerners who left other denominations to

help form the Church of the Nazarene and paid little
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attention to Holiness advocates remaining within the
Methodist fold. More recently two studies have appeared
that have begun to unravel some of the broader issues
encountered by southerners as they embraced the Holiness
movement after the Reconstruction period. Both works are
unpublished Duke University Ph.D. dissertations and both
take the form of interpretive biographies of significant
southern Holiness evangelists. The first is John L.
Brasher's: "'Standing Between the Living and the Dead'"
which is, as the author describes it, a "selective and
thematic" examination of his grandfather's Holiness ministry
that extended from the 1890s until the early 1970s. Brasher
challenges the stereotypical image of southern Holiness folk
as the rural disinherited--a theme that has long dominated
the discussion among scholars--and demonstrates that his
grandfather was, by the best southern and northern
standards, a well-educated and relatively urbane man.
Although he offers no demographic data to substantiate the
broader ramifications of his argument, Brasher is right when
he argues that the movement was much more sociologically
diverse than has previously been suggested. Advocates of
the Wesleyan-Holiness movement in the South could be found
among individuals from different economic and social
backgrounds, but as this thesis will establish, a
significant percentage of southern Holiness folk--at least

those active in Georgia--could be counted among the ranks of
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the burgeoning middle class of the New South. Several
factors combine to obviate the educational and social makeup
of the southern Holiness associations. Southern Holiness
leaders apparently believed their constituents were at least
literate since many, including W. A. Dodge in Georgia,
published weekly newspapers with subscription figures large
enough to precipitate the ire of frustrated editors
overseeing the official southern Methodist organs. Southern
Holiness advocates also established a successful college in
Kentucky in the early 1890s, and a small group of schismatic
Holiness Georgians organized their own college after the
turn of the century. What is most significant to bear in
mind is that the Kentucky school organized as a liberal arts
college and the Georgia school merged with a liberal arts
college soon after its establishment. The Holiness
movement's interest in a classical education curriculum
before and after 1900 suggests that many Holiness proponents
placed considerable stock not only in "Bible education" but
in more traditional forms as well.9

Scholars who have relied on the "uneducated, rural and
poor" depiction perhaps have done so, in part, because they
have dispensed with intellectual legwork in favor of social
and economic history applied within the context of a
specific community or group. In other words, several
historians, without sufficient qualification, have labeled

as poor and rural the majority of Holiness advocates in the
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South because they have failed to examine their subject's
theologies as thoroughly as they might in order to delineate
the very real differences between advocates of Holiness
religion. The Wesleyan-Holiness tradition, for example,
should be carefully distinguished from the Pentecostal
tradition of the early twentieth century. Though the
traditions are related, and both fall into the same category
as branches of the Holiness movement, their theological
distinctions diverge at several key points. It is the
Pentecostal wing of the Holiness movement that Robert Mapes

Anderson describes in his 1979 book, Vision of the

Disinherited: The Making of American Pentecostalism. And

yet Anderson suggests that the Wesleyan wing of the southern
Holiness movement was comprised of persons "predominantly of
lower-class status." A lack of appreciation for theological
subtleties coupled with the tendency among southern
Wesleyans to remain quantitatively concealed by virtue of
their ties with the Methodist church are the two principal
factors precipitating confusion about the movement's social
makeup. Moreover, the same factors have helped create
general misunderstanding of the Wesleyan tradition's
contributions to the broader southern culture and help
explain why the role of Wesleyans is so frequently muddled
with their more colorful Pentecostal-Holiness cousins or why

it has been altogether unnoticed.10
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Women Preachers

Robert Stanley Ingersol recently provided an excellent
example pf one significant contribution of the
Wesleyan—-Holiness movement in the South with his
biographical dissertation of southern Holiness preacher and
evangelist, Mary Cagle in "Burden of Dissent: Mary Lee Cagle
and the Southern Holiness Movement." Born in Alabama during
the Civil War, Cagle, along with a small coterie of other
women, became a church leader and an ordained minister in
the New Testament Church of Christ, a southern Holiness
group that later merged with the Church of the Nazarene.
Cagle and several other southern women took on a role in the
South that was in some respects more progressive than that
assumed a generation earlier by northern evangelist Phoebe
Palmer. Moreover, those southern women were pioneers whose
careers and ministerial ordinations indicate at least one
aspect in which the Holiness movement of the late-nineteenth
century was more advanced in its recognition of women's
leadership qualities than the more traditional religious
groups.

With Methodist doors to church leadership barred to
women, those seeking full ordination credentials at the
close of the nineteenth century found it necessary to unite
with sectarian Holiness groups sympathetic to their

ministries. Postbellum Georgia--where the only significant
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episode of comeoutism centered around the call to ordained
ministry of Leona Shingler--exemplifies this tendency.
Shingler traveled with her husband, T. J., to any church in
the state that would receive her and eventually established
a congregation in Donalsonville. Traditional southern
Methodists resented the expansion of the Holiness movement
within their ranks for a number of reasons, but no issue was
more divisive than feminine rights promoted by the Holiness
folk. This study examines the complexity of the female
component in the development of Holiness association in the
South. Women played more than a supportive role in the
southern Holiness movement; they were major players in the
struggle against the dominant cultural perception of
"woman's sphere" as something limited entirely to domestic
pursuits. Respected southern conservatives like Warren
Candler eschewed the Holiness movement because of its
feminist leanings. Moreover, the first woman to serve in
the United States Senate, Rebecca Latimer Felton, lent the
movement her support for precisely the same reason that
Candler spurned it. This is not to suggest that the
Holiness movement provided a haven to those inclined toward
sweeping reform in the area of feminine rights. What it
does show is the complex patterns that emerge when one
traces the development of Holiness theology in the
nineteenth century: though conservatives in many respects,

Holiness advocates were significantly more liberal than
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their non-Holiness cousins on the issue of women's rights in

church and society.ll

Theological Context

In pamphlets, books, and the press, members of the
Georgia Holiness Association, like all southern Holiness
advocates, characterized their theology as thoroughly
Wesleyan and, therefore, as 0ld as Methodism itself.
Indeed, in most respects, the late nineteenth-century
Holiness movement aligned itself with John Wesley's
understanding of perfectionism. There were some important
differences, however, that few Wesleyans seemed ready to
acknowledge. By century's end the theology of the southern
Holiness movement reflected a .subtle shift from Wesley's
catholic concept of Christian perfection to one that was
uniquely American. In its New World environment, Christian
perfection became something that was immediately available
and pragmatically beneficial to the individuals and the
society. The primary agent behind this theological
transformation was Phoebe Palmer, whose "altar theology"”
established a formulaic method for the immediate and certain
acquisition of perfection. Although most southern
Methodists before the war refused to entertain Palmer's
notions of heart holiness, many were familiar with her

ideas. Stan Ingersol points out that before the war,
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"Phoebe Palmer's special emphasis on holiness was well-known
in Southern Methodist circles, and her publications
circulated below the Mason-Dixon line."™ After the war, when
the notion of perfectionism became more a realistic goal for
southerners, Palmer's writings gained even greater
aéceptance in the region and eventually became the chief
theological authority for the Holiness revival that occurred
there after 1880.12

The unigquely American aspects of the Holiness movement

have been presented at some length by Melvin Dieter in his

The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth Century (1980).

Dieter described the Holiness movement in the United States
as a "wedding of the American mind, prevailing revivalism,
and Wesleyan perfectionism." Dieter provided a solid
scholarly evaluation of the revivalistic aspect of the
movement as well as the contribution of Wesleyan
perfectionism, but he stopped short of offering details on
precisely what constituted the contribution of the "American
mind." This dissertation argues that Dieter accurately
characterizes the multifaceted aspect of the
nineteenth-century Holiness movement but pushes the point
further by suggesting that prevailing aspects of American
thought, namely utility and immediacy, played a significant
role in the theologies of Phoebe Palmer and other American
proponents of Christian perfectionism. Palmer, whose

interest in the immediate availability of perfection was
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especially pronounced, taught that one need not delay in the
attainment of perfection but could take a "short and easy
way" to perfection by offering oneself entirely to God and
then insisting by faith that God is duty bound by this act

to grant perfection.13

The 01d-Time Religion

The northern leaders of the antebellum Holiness revival
understood perfectionism as a tool for effecting social
change needed for establishing the kingdom of God in
America. Promoting a postmillennial view of human history,
most of the northern perfectionists remained sanguine about
the future of the world and the ability of perfected human
agency to bring about positive change through a program of
radical social reform. As Edward Beecher put it in 1835, it
was the Christian's responsibility "not only to reorganize
society in accordance with the law of God, but to abolish
all corruptions in religion and all abuses in the social
system and, so far as it has been erected on false
principles, to take it down and erect it anew." 14

Champions of the perfectionist revival that spread
throughout Georgia and the surrounding region after the war
were familiar with and heartily approved of the northern

movement's promotion of immediatism in the acquisition of

personal perfection, but the southerners eventually
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transformed the pragmatic element virtually eliminating any
expectations of positive societal change. By 1900, the
southern Holiness clergy, like their fundamentalist cousins,
were, with a few notable exceptions, cynical about the
possibilities of wide-spread social reform in America and
the rest of the world. Most were premillennialists, and as
such they sought to purify their own lives and the lives of
their neighbors in anticipation of the coming Christ who
would save them from the world; they understood their faith
more in terms of personal experience than as a catalyst for
social benevolence. Their mission was defined primarily as
a battle against sin waged by the spreading of the Holiness
doctrine throughout the land. The southerners were
attracted to the immediate acquisition of perfection, not
because they hoped to usher in God's kingdom on earth, but
because they were convinced that God was about to destroy
the world and they hoped to convert as many sinners as
possible before the apocalypée came. As Tennessee Holiness
evangelist Bud Robinson put it, when one receives the
blessing of holiness, "it won't be long until it will break
out on us and somebody will know it, and the first thing you
know it will be all over the settlement, and then all over
the state, and then to the uttermost parts of the earth."
At the same time, Robinson believed that sanctifications
alone would never effect the world's salvation. The

redemption of society would occur only after the "very curse
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of the earth is . . . burned out"” by judgment fire sent from
God.15
Why did the southern Holiness advocates, whose theology
seemed to offer so much hope for individual humans, maintain
such a gloomy perspective on the future of humankind?
Without question the Holiness advocate's disgust with the
southern Methodism's growing enchantment with worldliness
triggered their shift toward pessimism, but optimism of the
future was for southerners was a transient commodity for at
least one other important reason. Charles R. Wilson, in his

examination of civil religion in the postbellum South,

Baptized in Blood: The Religion of the Lost Cause (1980),

argues that while many cultural revitalization movements are
utopian and optimistic about the future, the dominant
Protestant religion of the South following the war was "a
revivalistic movement™ that sought to rejuvenate certain
aspects of the Lost Cause. Wilson's observation helps
highlight the unique characteristic of southern Holiness
theology. Robinson and other southern evangelists devised a
paradoxical concoction that merged their premillennial
pessimism with a clear undercurrent of perfectionist
optimism. They were confident about the individual's
ability to become perfect, but few ever demonstrated clear
adherance to the northern antebellum notion that American
society and the world could be perfected by those who

experienced heart holiness. Northern Holiness evangelists
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looked to the future confident that humanity would assist
God in the redemption of the earth. Southerners, on the
other hand, found solace in perceptions of what once was.
Their world could be improved temporarily if enough
Christians pitched in and battled Satan, whom Kentucky
Holiness evangelist Henry Clay Morrison described as "the
god of this world." Yet the world would eventually have to
be destroyed by the true "god of the universe," and he would
establish his perfect kingdom without human assistance. It
was the gloomy premillennial southern outlook that
eventually came to dominate the American Holiness movement,
and most of the movement's leaders concluded that
postmillennialism was a product of the new biblical
scholarship, one of Satan's most cunning inventions.16

Perhaps the vast majority of southern Wesleyan-Holiness
folk grew up on farms and rural communities as did most
people in Georgia and and other southern states, but a
significant number moved into the towns and cities of the
New South taking up positions as merchants, teachers, and
other traditionally white-collar proféssions. The Holiness
religion these migrants adopted helped them adjust to social
stresses they encquntered as they settled into a more
frenetic urban existence. While uptown urban Methodists
grew increasingly uneasy with their revivalistic roots and
embarrassed by the emotional outbursts that accompanied the

campmeeting religion of their forebears, Holiness Methodists
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looked to the urban Holiness conventions as a cultural-
religious bridge offering a link between the New South and
their perceptions of the past. Notwithstanding the novelty
of their theology to the region, the substance of most
Holiness meetings in the South varied little from the camp
meeting revivals of the early nineteenth century. Though
northern Methodists exported the theology of Christian
perfection into the South, when Southern Methodists realized
that the doctrine had roots traceable to the foundations of
their church and to its founder, John Wesley, many were
anxious to incorporate Holiness ideas in their revival
campaigns. The Holiness people were seeking what gospel
hymn writer and Georgia Holiness Association president
Charlie Tillman described as the "Old-Time Religion.”

Charles Edwin Jones in Perfectionist Persuasion: The

Holiness Movement and American Methodism, 1867-1936 (1974),

observed the same general tendency among rural northerners
who migrated to rapidly growing urban centers. Jones notes
that Holiness religion benefited his own family "and other
like-minded country folk in adjustment to urban life in much
the same way that religion had assisted various foreign
immigrant groups in accommodating to the New World."17

With the majority of the Holiness advocates unwilling to
come out of their parent denomination, they discovered

alternative methods of keeping the old~time faith, as they

defined it, alive within the Methodist Episcopal Church,
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South. In Georgia the Holiness Association established a
large annual campmeeting where Holiness evangelists could
practice the old-time religion and spread the message of
full salvétion unhindered by a meddlesome denominational
leadership. Moreover, southerners eventually established
one of the largest graduate theological seminaries in the
United States, thereby assuring future generations of
Holiness Methodists a steady supply of preachers and
evangelists.18

The Methodist hierarchy's reaction to the Georgia
Holiness Association moved from caution in the early 1880s
to open hostility by the 1890s. Non-Holiness Methodists
resented the activities of their Holiness brothers and
sisters for a number of reasons unrelated to their feminist
leanings. Methodist leadership's primary point of
contention with the Holiness Association derived from the
organization's close ties with northerners. Warren Candler
among others explicitly argued that the northern church was
using the Holiness movement as a major weapon in their
arsenal against the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Many
southerners also argued that the Holiness people were
exclusivists who believed that Christians who were "merely
justified" and had not been made perfect were second-class
Christians. Though several Georgia Holiness Association
leaders spurned clannish tendencies inherent in their

theology, the accusation of exclusivity essentially was
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correct, and the majority of southern Holiness evangelists
did set their stock above what Bud Robinson described as
"the average Christian." Southern Methodism's leadership
was highly bureaucratized, accustomed to maintaining control
from the top down, and resented the independence of the men
and women evangelists who, without episcopal oversight,
traveled from conference to conference preaching at
campmeetings, in churches, or wherever they found receptive
audiences.19

Because the Georgia Holiness Association held its
meetings and services independent of Methodism, church
leaders were unable to act directly in order to curb their
influence on church members. Antagonistic bishops instead
applied their power of conference appointments in order to
demote the most notorious Holiness ministers. A high
percentage of Holiness advocates in Georgia received
transfers to "hard-scrabble" circuits and a demotion in
salary after 1890; subsequently, all but the most ardent
'professors of the experience abandoned their ties to the
movement and carefully avoided using Holiness rhetoric in
their pulpits. Southern Methodism's campaign against the
Holiness association in Georgia was in some ways a great
success. In 1886 as many as 80% of the ministers in the
North Georgia Conference claimed allegiance to the Georgia
Holiness Association or their doctrine. In 1897, the

association folded when it became nearly impossible to find
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Methodist churches willing to sponsor their revival
meetings.

Yet the quest for the "old-time religion" was by no
means a dead-letter issue for Georgia Methodists after
1897. Holiness ministers led by W. A. Dodge secured a large
tract of land near Indian Springs and established an
independent campmeeting conducted for two weeks every summer
and specifically devoted to the propagation of scriptural
holiness in the region. The decision to establish an
independent Holiness campmeeting association in the early
1890s was strategically well timed. With the gradual demise
of the Georgia Holiness Association, the Indian Springs camp
provided a suitable haven for maintaining a viable Holiness
ministry in Georgia and the rest of the Southeast.
Prevented from taking their message to the Methodist
churches of Georgia after 1897, former members of the
Holiness association began bringing the people to their
meetings. It would seem that because the individuals who
made their way to the camp possessed the resources and
leisure time needed to take summer wvacations, the
constituency of the Wesleyan-Holiness movement in Georgia
after 1900 remained predominantly middle class.

This is a study of a largely middle-class movement.
There were exceptions on both ends of the spectrum, but
Wesleyan-Holiness advocates in the South have remained

generally interested in the acquisition of education and
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wealth, while, at the same time, spurning cultural
activities they deemed "frivolous" or "worldly." Historians
should not be overly surprised by this assessment of one
aspect of Holiness religion in the South. American
religious history abounds with examples of well-educated
persons making camp with groups that exist outside the
margins of traditional religious faith. This thesis
describes one organizational movement that was, at the same
time, marginal and yet linked to a broader tradition, a
movement that was both culturally connected and, at the same
time, sought to distance itself from culture at several key

points.
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Chapter 2

Historical Summary of Christian Perfection

An Ancient Quest

The quest for Christian perfection is as old as
Christianity itself, The eighteenth~century Anglican
churchman and founder of the Methodist movement, John
Wesley, developed the idea of perfection into an
explicit--if not systematic~-theology; and, it comes as no
surprise, that it is Wesley who has received the most
scholarly attention in this regard. His formidable
contributions to the theological development
notwithstanding, Wesley's literary remains and personal
accomplishments are best understood as one vital link in
the chain of a much broader tradition.

Early Christians assigned a variety of interpretations
to Jesus' command that his followers should become perfect
as their "heavenly Father is perfec£." (Matt. 5:48, NASB)
In some respects, much like the champions of the American
Holiness tradition of the nineteenth century, Eastern
Christianity tended to understand perfection as something

attainable, at least to some degree, in this life.
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Jaroslav Pelikan observes that the early Greek Church
tradition generally perceived salvation as a precursor of
"deification," the cultivation of a Christ-like nature.
Influenced by the scriptural command of perfection and the
Platonic notion of assimilation in the divine, Eastern
Christians promulgated a concept of salvation that
mystically transformed the believer and set him or her on a
path leading to moral excellence through participation in
the Divine nature.1

Moreover, like the American advocates of "scriptural
Holiness," some early Eastern theologians viewed redemption
as but the first step in the process that may culminate in
a second and higher level of perfection. As early as the
late second century, theoloéian Clement of Alexandria (d.

before 216), in his treatise On Spiritual Perfection,

suggested that justified believers who are truly committed
must move on "to higher and yet higher regions, until they
no longer see the divine vision in or by means of

mirrors." Only those who have become "pure in heart" may
achieve this "apprehensive vision." Clement urged his
student to advance beyond a life of simple faith and strive
toward the higher realities of perfection that come with a
deeper understanding of the Divine nature. Eastern
theologians differed somewhat regarding the compass of
human perfectability, but a significant number shared a

common assumption that once an individual was saved, he or
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she should then begin the process of what may best be
described as a cleansing of carnality. Syrian theologian
Ephrem (306-373 c.e.) declared that this purification
begins 'with the acceptance of Christ's teachings, which,
like a flame, "burns in our minds and is enflamed in our
bodies and burns from us all works of corruption,
fornication, impurity . . . together with every evil."
Ephrem contended that this cleansing process promotes
within the subject a sincere desire to accomplish God's
perfect will. Those persons "who become beautiful by fire
are perfected in love, knowledge, mercy, humility and

willingness."2

Ephrem's concept of perfection implied

the possibility of--but never explicitly described--a sort
of higher level of grace apart from justification. A
contemporary of Ephrem, Macarius of Egypt (actually a group
of writers), seemed to be the first early church writer to
assert that, through grace, subsequent to justification,
the Christian may obtain perfection in this life,

Macarius' prime objective was the perfecting of love toward
God and neighbor. This perfection of love was attainable
but could not be absolutized since one of the hallmarks of
the perfected Christian was that he or she recognize the
need for continued spiritual growth. Christian perfection
was, then, for Macarius, always a dilatory process; it was

never simply a matter of "On with the new man, off with the

old!" Of pressing importance to Macarius was the idea that
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the believer establish a faith that acknowledges God's
ability and desire to "deliver us from the power of sin
completely, in this life." 3
Under the aegis of the jurist-theologian Tertullian
(150-225 c.e.), Western Christianity purveyed a more
legalistic theological outlook than what was prevalent in
the East. Tertullian's introduction of the Roman legal
term "satisfaction™ into his theological treatises prompted
his spiritual progeny to express their understanding of
salvation within the context of an evolving system of
penance. Moreover, Latin theology as developed by
Augustine, fifth-century Bishop of Hippo, depreciated the
subjective, experiential approach to theology that had
developed in the East. Largely in an attempt to mitigate
the effects of the schismatic disposition of the
Donatists-—-a group who asserted that the true church of
Christ may only be comprised of genuine and perfect
saints—--Augustine rigidly adhered to the notion that the
holiness of the church was established, not upon the
individual's attainment of perfection, but upon the
sacraments dispensed within the unified communion. With
the establishment of a strong sacramental foundation,
Western Theologians began to understand perfection as a
otherworldly goal rather than as something attainable in
this life. The individual, hampered by the depravity of

original sin remaining even after baptism, could aim at
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perfection and was aided in this respect by grace dispensed
through the Catholic Church, but he or she-~-and especially
the common person--could never anticipate the realization
of perfection in this life. The Synod of Carthage, meeting
in 418, affirmed this judgment and pronounced "anathema"
any believer who denied the perpetuity of his or her sinful
nature.4 Hence, the theological foundations of sin and
grace passed on to the medieval church gradually provided
the basis for the church's sacramental system. The
medieval Christian aimed at perfection by remaining unified
with the Catholic faith and through participation in the
objective rituals of the church, that is to say, the
sacraments. The more disciplined in obedience to the
church the individual, the greater his or her perfection.
It comes as no surprise then that throughout most of the
middle ages the idea of perfection became identified almost
exclusively with monasticism.5

Four teenth-century England witnessed a renaissance of
sorts in a more subjective theology of Christian
perfection. Walter Hilton (d. 1396) a Canon of Thurgarton
Priory, Nottinghamshire, expressed his theology of
perfection in the Middle English vernacular--an indication
that he intended his message for a popular audience. In

his best-known book, The Scale of Perfection, Hilton

argued that a higher life is available, not only to those

set apart for religious duty, but for anyone who is willing
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to walk in "mekenes and charite" and who desires to be like
"Jhesu in his manhede." Hilton bifurcated the Christian
experience into two stages and separated these with what he
called a "dark night"--the recognition of one's spiritual
poverty and the need for a complete surrender to Christ.
The first stage in the growth of the Christian is the
"reformation in faith." All believers attain this level of
spirituality, but only a few advance to the second stage,
which he dubbed the "reformation of feeling."” The first
stage enables the Christian to receive Christ, the second
empowers him or her to become Christ-like. Despite his
mystical bent, Hilton refused to separate the contemplative
life from the day-to-day activities of every individual.

Moreover, Hilton's writings, including his Ladder of

Perfection, strongly suggest a confidence that any

Christian, including the common layperson, willing to
forsake all else for Christ may anticipate being perfected
in the love of God during this life. It is important to
observe, however, that Hilton's overarching comprehension
of salvation in no way anticipated the Reformation concept
of sola fide. Perfection was attainable in this life for
Hilton, but it was offered as a reward for the persistent
efforts of the believer in the pilgrimage to put away sin
and should not be interpreted as the effect of grace

through faith alone.6
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Protestant Forms of Perfectionism

Luther, Calvin, and other sixteenth-century Protestant
theologians were more inclined to structure the Christian
faith along more rational-objective lines. This penchant
for a less mystical and more rational approach to theology
had a significant impact on the way in which Protestant
writers viewed the issue of perfection. Responding
negatively to the Roman Catholic penitential system,
Protestants, to varying degrees, equated the pursuit of
holiness with the Medieval theology of works
righteousness. Martin Luther affirmed the Christian's
responsibility to grow in holiness after justification, but
he understood the perfection of the individual as something
imputed through the graciousness of God. Whatever good the
individual may accomplish after conversion must be
understood as one beneficial effect of what Luther
described as a "foreign" or "alien" righteousness. This
meant that for Luther the holiness of Christ, and nothing
found within the Christian, precipitated the accomplishment
of good works. And while the imputation of Christ's
perfection is available to the Christian on earth, the
attainment of perfect holiness remains an altogether
post-mortem concern in Luther's writings. The Christian

was, then, to be viewed as one who is simul justus et

peccator, one who remains both saint--through the
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imputation of Christ's holiness—~-and sinner--by the
accounting of his or her own merit.7

John Calvin concurred with Luther's ideas on imputed
holiness, but he declined to refer to it as an "alien
righteousness." Moreover, Calvin went on to affirm that
Christ's righteousness becomes the source of the believer's
righteousness, and, as such, it effects a genuinely moral
transformation that is objectively verifiable within the
Christian. Yet Calvin viewed sin as a component of the
passions. Consequently, he argued that every "desire of
the flesh," whether recognized as such or not, must be
properly understood as transgression of God's law. Calvin
adamantly denied, then, that the transformation that
commences with justification could ever become perfectly
realized in this life; and yet his aversion toward
metaphysical speculation would not permit him to offer a
satisfactory explanation of why the corporal believer will,
perforce, continue to commit sinful acts throughout
1ife.8

Seventeenth-century Europe witnessed an ongoing
movement in both the Lutheran and Reformed camps to clarify
and systematize their respective traditions. The movement,
or Protestant Orthodoxy as it is now known, was beneficial
to the churches inasmuch as it helped delineate with

considerable precision what Protestants were expected to

believe vis a vis their Catholic cousins. Nevertheless,
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the systematization of the Protestant faith did not proceed
without certain liabilities. Protestant pulpits became
platforms for theological disputation and ministers placed
little or no emphasis on experiential faith. The period
has been very aptly described as "a Protestant counterpart
to the period of high scholasticism in the Middle Ages."
Evangelical Pietism emerged during the seventeenth century
partially in reaction to the strict formalism of Protestant
Orthodoxy as well as the ongoing secularization of European
society.9

One of Pietism's early representatives, Lutheran
minister Philipp Spener (1635-1705), was an important
figure in the development of perfectionist theology for at
least two important reasons. First, while a pastor in
Frankfort, Spener adopted Luther's theology of imputed
righteousness but extended it by suggesting that the same
righteousness of Christ is also imparted to the subject.
That is to say, for Spener, the individual, through grace,
may be cleansed of his or her sin and enabled to accomplish
genuine good. For Luther, any good accomplished by the
Christian was, in reality, accomplished through that person
by Christ. Spener opined that the individual could himself
act rightly if helped by imparted grace. With this
foundation established, Spener advanced the argument that
grace imputed perfectly must also be perfectly imparted to

the believer. Once grace has been fully realized in the
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life of the Christian, Spener observed that he or she grew
in righteousness and was perfected by that grace, at least
at the point of the intention, in this life. And for
Spener the intention of the perfected Christian is
synonymous with the desire to see the will of God
actualized on earth. Every Christian, in other words,
Spener observed, could "become more and more perfect” in
this life at least at the level of intent to comport with
the will of God on earth. Spener never anticipated the
Holiness movement's rigid two-fold formula for the
acquisition of perfection; rather, he perceived Christian
perfection as a process rooted in baptismal regeneration
that gradually unfolded throughout the Christian's life--a
position championed by many non-holiness Methodists in the
nineteenth century. Spener observed that "if your baptism
is to benefit you, it must remain in constant use
throughout your life.™ According to Spener, Christian
perfection was a legitimate goal, but it was best
understood as a process that allowed the Christian "to
become more and more perfect" after t:egeneration.10

A second noteworthy contribution of Philipp Spener to
the development of Christian perfection evolved from his
understanding of Luther's priesthood of believers as a
largely equalitarian enterprise. Spener advanced the role
of seventeenth-century women in the Christian society as

teachers and "spiritual priests" of the gospel who "work
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together with and edify their fellow men." Spener's
exegesis of scripture demanded that "the difference between
man and woman, in regard to what is spiritual, is
abolished"™ by God. Spener was by no means an advocate of
total liberation for women in every social sphere.
Moreover, he prohibited women from teaching before any
public congregation. Yet his advocacy of women's
privileges in the gospel to lead groups outside the church
was an important step in the growth of women's activities
that have become a vital hallmark of perfectionist groups
ever since. To this end Spener’encouraged the formation of

small lay-directed groups called collegia pietatis that

operated exclusive of the established church in order to

promote the advancement of personal piety.11

The Wesleyan Contribution to Christian Holiness

Albert Outler's observation that "John Wesley was the
most important Anglican theologian of the eighteenth
century" should not be regarded as hagiography. Questions
about life's meaning, that arise in every society and every
period in history, were accentuated in eighteenth-century
England by the contemptible social conditions that
accompanied the rapid proliferation of the factory system.
The reality of men, women, and children, who faced a

squalid domestic existence surpassed only by the unhappy
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conditions rife in the mines and mills, posed the sorts of
questions that the mainstream Anglican divines, whose
penchant leaned heavily toward polemics of abstraction,
simply could not address in an effective manner. Wesley's
genius can be traced for the most part to his remarkable
ability to express theological principles in ways that were
readily understood even by the most unsophisticated
audience. Outler concluded that Wesley was above all else
"a folk theologian: an eclectic who . . . mastered the

secret of plastic synthesis, simple profundity, the common

touch."12

Although he was the founder of the Methodist movement,
John Wesley remained a loyal member of the Church of
England until his death in 1791, and it was his intention
that the societies he founded should remain entrenched
within the Anglican communion. Wesley lamented the social
and political processes that precipitated the formation of
a separate and independent Methodist Church in America at
the close 0f the Revolution; by then, however, he was
powerless to alter the course of events that resulted in
the ecclesiastical schism. In England, where Wesley
continued to exert considerable influence among the
Methodist societies, the first Methodist schism away from

the Anglican fold would not occur until six years after his

death.l3
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Like his father Samuel, Wesley was a committed
royalist and a devout high churchman. He received his
formal education at Oxford University at a time when that
institution was languishing through a period of
intellectual stagnation. The students and faculty
generally neglected their duties as researchers, lectures
were frequently cancelled, and examinations were largely
nominal. Wesley and a number of other students frequently
managed to procure the services of tutors whose assistance
would later be of benefit in helping them derive some
meaning from their Oxford diplomas. Wesley's diary entries
from this period of his career provide his readers with the
clearest insights into his complex and sometimes erratic
character. During his early student days at Oxford, Wesley
cultivated an interest in the theatre, as well as a
fondness for socializing with comrades in the local coffee
house or tavern. But his appetite for worldly pleasures
was gradually overcome by Wesley's introspective nature and
his nearly puritanical obsession with self reproach.14

Wesley struggled with deep-rooted insecurities
concerning his personal salvation--a struggle that only
increased in intensity as he approached middle age.
Generally speaking, his anxieties derived from an inability
on his part to decide whether his eternal destiny was
effected by the classical Protestant category of "faith

alone™ or by his personal attempts to maintain a holy
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existence. His much celebrated leadership of the Holy Club
at Oxford--whose members included such notables as George
Whitefield and Wesley's brother Charles--indicates that
Wesley was unable to align his approach to salvation with
either Luther or Calvin, both of whom subsumed holy living
under the doctrine of salvation by grace through faith.
Although Wesley and his little group were notoriously
dutiful in doing charitable acts in their‘community——so
much so that his detractors began assailing the group with
the pejorative label "Methodists"--he found no relief for
his bouts with self-contempt and nearly incessant barrage
of personal uncertainty.15

When an opportunity for mission work in the American
colony of Georgia came available to Wesley in 1735 he
quickly accepted a position offered by the Society of the
Propagation of the Gospel. Accompanied by his brother
Charles, Wesley embarked for Georgia in October of the same
year. Wesley's reasons for making the difficult passage
were consistent with his anxious temperament. He noted in
a diary entry that the principal reason he and Charles had
chosen to abandon the comforts of England for the feral
environs of Savannah was not "to gain the dung or dross of
riches or honour; but singly this,~--to save our souls."16

It is now a commonplace that Wesley's mission in

Georgia was an abysmal failure. He never really got along

with the colonists and managed to establish even less
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rapport with the natives, whom, toward the end of his
tenure there he characterized as "gluttons, drunkards,
thieves, dissemblers, liars . . . implacable, unmerciful;
murderers of fathers, murderers of mothers, murderers of
their children." Wesley mishandled his personal and
professional affairs so badly that he eventually was
indicted on twelve separate counts by a formal grand jury
on charges ranging from slander to "hinderer of the public
peace." In December of 1737, Wesley, frustrated by what he
discerned as harrassment shown toward him by the local
magistrates, "shook off the dust of [his] feet and left
Georgia." 17

After returning to England in February, 1738, Wesley
became even more sullen in his outlook on life and in his
personal religious experience in particular. A journal
entry from March of the same year strongly suggests that
Wesley hoped to ameliorate his unhappiness through the
cultivation of a stoical attitude. Reviewing promises made
to himself during his student days, he renewed a pledge to
"labour after continual seriousness, not willingly
indulging myself in any of the least levity of behavior, or
in laughter," and, as if the forgoing was not continent
enough, he dourly added, "--no, not for a moment.“18

If there was any benefit in the Georgia misadventure,

it was Wesley's encounter with German Moravian missionaries

and his subsequent interest in their assurance of personal
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salvation. Wesley developed a close relationship with a
Moravian named Peter Bohler after his return to England.
Bohler convinced Wesley that his attempts to achieve
salvation through pious behavior were self defeating and
from a biblical point of view, inappropriate. Bohler
encouraged Wesley to abandon his litigious approach to
Christianity and to seek salvation as an "instantaneous
work" received by faith alone. 1In May 1738, while
listening to a reading of Luther's preface to the Epistle
to the Romans, Wesley claimed to have finally received this
"new faith." During his now famous visit to a Moravian
society meeting on Aldersgate Street in London, Wesley
observed that his heart became "strangely warmed," that for
the first time in his life assurance of his salvation "was
given him," and that he was indeed saved "from the law of
sin and death."19

Wesley's concept of salvation, as it emerged after the
Aldersgate experience, differed from the view promoted by
his Moravian mentors in at least one important way. Wesley

X .

readily accepted the Moravian tenet of assurance by faith
alone, but he gradually came to distrust Moravian quietism
that he felt tended to depreciate the importance of good
works altogether. Wesley's profound attachment to the
Anglican heritage that laid stress on faith and works woulad

not permit him to separate his new-found faith from an

understanding of true conversion evidenced through works of
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piety.20

In the autumn of 1738, Wesley happened across a copy

of Jonathan Edwards' Faithful Narrative of the Surprising

Work of God. Impressed with the progress of the spiritual

awakening in America, he began examining other of Edwards'
works and applying aspects of his théology to his own
theological balancing act of faith and works. Perhaps the
most important element in his appropriation of Edward's
ideas was Wesley's adoption of the Edwardsean view that
true religion is composed, to a large extent, of gracious
affections which find their highest expression in love,
joy, meekness, humility, and forgiveness. The objective
expression of these affections should not be regarded as
the means to salvation; salvation is procured by faith
alone. Nevertheless, if the individual's faith is sincere,
his affections, having been impressed by God's grace, will
produce fruits, or good works.21
Wesley eschewed the Edwardsean emphasis on
predestination replacing it with his own Arminian
bias--predicated on the primacy of human free will.
Moreover, he supplanted Edward's predominantly
contemplative approach to Christian living--and accentuated
Edward's emphasis on the fruits of conversion--by
integrating the activist Anglican tradition tempered with
the Protestant motif, passed on to him by the Moravians, of

"faith alone." Rather than separate the two principles of
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disciplined holy living and "faith alone" into dichotomous
categories, he fused the two together into a unified and,
as he saw it, balanced theology. Humanity was enabled to
repent and seek forgiveness, Wesley argued, through the
power of prevenient grace. Moreover, justification is
granted, by faith alone through the meritorious death of
Christ, to all who believe in him. What gives Wesley a
distinctive place within the history of Christian thought
was his integration of an additional emphasis,
"participation™ in the Divine nature, a principle he
borrowed from the Eastern fathers, including Ephrem and
Macarius. Having fused the principles of "holy living" and
the assurance of salvation granted "by faith alone" with
the Eastern emphasis on participation, the foundations for
Wesley's theology of Christian perfection were fully
established.22
After Aldersgate, Wesley came to understand
justification as the first important step in the
Christian's life that should eventually culminate in what
he described as "entire sanctification,”™ the perfection of
the subject's heart. Wesley rgjected the Calvinistic
depiction of sin as a component of the passions or
emotions. He suggested instead that sin is a derivative of
the will. Wesley defined sin as "a voluntary transgression
of a known law of God. . . . to strain the matter farther

is only to make way for Calvinism." Having defined sin as
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any deliberate act of the will for evil, he asserted that
there is no reason why the Christian should not anticipate
being cleansed of sin in this life. Arguing against a
neo-platonic anthropology that posited a dichotomy of
spirit and "sinful human flesh," Wesley reasoned that the
concept of "sinful flesh" is ambiguous and "is totally
unscriptural, so it is palpably absurd. . . . no 'body,'
or matter of any kind, can be 'sinful;' spirits alone are
capable of sin." He pressed the Calvinists to explain the
necessity of sinfulness in the justified believer: "Pray in
what part of the body should sin lodge? It cannot lodge in
the skin, nor in the muscles, or nerves or veins or
arteries; it cannot be in the bones, any more than in the
hair or nails. Only the soul can be the seat of sin."23
Wesley was subtle enough in his arguments with
Calvinism to avoid contradicting the Pauline tenet "all
have sinned," but after the Aldersgate experience, he grew
increasingly certain that God's grace was sufficient to
cleanse the believer from all unrighteousness even while
the Christian remains in the flesh. Like the Lutheran and
Calvinist systems, the Wesleyan view of salvation begins
with grace, repentance, and justification; but Wesley
altered the traditional Protestant understanding of the
relationship between justification and sanctification which
had suggested that these were essentially aspects of the

same work of grace. Instead, Wesley posited a
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distinctive doctrine of sanctification that precipitated
the life of holiness or "perfect love." Wesley taught that
subsequent to justification, sanctification continued as a
gradual process that may--although it may not--lead on to
the believer's "entire sanctification.” That is to say, at
the time of justification, through grace, the process of
dying to sin is set in motion; and at some later point in
this life, the Christian may anticipate an additional work
of grace that sanctifies him entirely and imbues him with
the gift of perfect love. Wesley referred to this
collateral work of grace as the "second blessing."”
Incorporating an énalogy of physical death to illustrate
this process, Wesley observed that, "A man maybe dying for
some time yet he does not . . . die till the instant the
soul is separated from the body. . . . In like manner, he
may be dying to sin for some time, yet he is not dead to
sin till sin is separated from his soul; and in that
instant he lives the full life of love."24

While the two works remained intertwined in his
thought, Wesley carefully distinguished sanctification from
justification. Sanctification is a process that begins at
the moment of justification and never ceases to affect the
life of the believer. Moreover the work of entire
sanctification does not terminate the process for, Wesley
asserted, even at this stage the Christian has not

"attained all that they shall attain. . . . But they daily
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'go from strength to strength; beholding,' now, ‘as in a
glass, the glory of the Lord, they are changed into the
same image, from glory to glory by the Spirit of the
Lord.'" It is for this reason that Wesley scrupulously
avoided the expression "sinless perfection."™ Wesley never
intended the perfection of which he wrote to indicate a
faultless character-—-at least the physical, emotional and
intellectual aspects of the subject should not be construed
as perfectible in this sense. Wesley set up his doctrine
of perfection with an Eastern understanding of the term,
thereby advancing the notion of an ongoing, dynamic process

of grace that engenders a Christ-like nature in the

believer.25

In keeping with his view that sin, properly defined,
is a component of the will, Wesley argued that, through
grace, the corruption of the will that is universally
present in humanity may not only bé forgiven, but may be
cleansed entirely. The Christian who has "died to sin"
entirely seeks with heart, mind, and body to do "the will
of God on earth, as it is done in heaven." An apparent
paradox arose when Wesley asserted that even the Christian,
made perfect in love toward God and neighbor, would
continue to transgress the actual will of God until the
moment of death. The ignorance and propensity for error
intrinsic to Adam's fallen race dictate that such

transgressions are unavoidable; nevertheless such errors
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should be confessed in the same manner as willful
disobedience. Wesley obdurately maintained throughout his
career that perfection should in no sense be absolutized.
From a lack of perfect knowledge, the sanctified Christian
is likely throughout life to think, speak, and act in ways
that are imperfect; but Wesley stressed that this
imperfection was not the result of an imperfect heart.
Late in life, he observed that "there is no such perfection
in this life, as implies an entire deliverance either from
ignorance, or mistake in things not essential to salvation,
or from manifold temptations, or from numberless
infirmities." Yet he also maintained that while the
Christian, in many respects, remains ignorant to the
perfect will of God, he is obligated to participate in the
process of grace that enables him to love "the Lord his God
with all his heart. . . . and loviné God, he loves his
neighbor as himself."26 ‘
Wesley's interpretation of the doctrine was
inseparable from his social ethic.‘ The process and
eventual realization of entire sanctification bear a
responsibility for social action that seeks to reveal God's
compassion for all humanity. The content of Wesley's
version of the "gracious affections" is evidenced through
the proliferation of charitable acts. Reared in an
Anglican heritage that was deeply conscious not only of

sins of commission but of those of omission, Wesley was
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wary of all forms of mysticism and pietism promoting a form
of perfectionism that, at the same time, trivialized the
significance of benevolent acts. Christians, Wesley
maintained, should "lose no opportunity of doing good in
any kind." One who has been justified and is going on to
perfection is, he argued, fully obligated to perform
charitable works and do good "to the bodies and souls of
man." He saw the process as a morally demanding dynamic
that unleashes the individual from the bondage of sin and
establishes a conscious desire to accomplish God's perfect
will by all possible means.27

This concept of salvation as an ongoing process was
reflected in the way Wesley set ﬁp his Methodist
organization. He fully expected that his followers would
wish to advance through the levels of spirituality he
taught, and he rewarded this advancement by granting them
membership in specific fellowship associations. Within a
decade following the Aldersgate experience, the Methodist
organization was, for the most part, already approaching
its final shape. Wesley considered Methodism not as a
distinct church but rather as a collaborator to the
Anglican tradition. 1Its keystone, the local society, was
made up of individuals who desired "to flee from the wrath
to come, to be saved from their sins" and who "continue to
evidence their desire of salvation." 1In other words, the

society was open to anyone, justified by faith or
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otherwise, desiring to seek salvation. 1In this forum,
Wesley hoped society members in the experience of salvation
would provide support to those who were not but who were
committed to finding it.28

Another of Wesley's organizational groups patterned

most closely along the lines of Spener's collegia pietatis,

and the Moravian societies that Spener's groups influenced,
was the band. To join a Methodist band, Wesley required
that the individual must advance to the level of the
regenerated. 1In establishing an organization specifically
for those who were in the experience of salvation Wesley
argued that Methodist leadership was better equipped "to
separate the precious from the vile." Band members met
together on a weekly basis in order to sing and pray and to
confess "faults" and "temptations™ to one another. As a
means of encouraging members to freely express these
"faults"” and "temptations" to the group, Wesley divided his
"little companies" by sex and by marital status. The men
and women gathered together on a quarterly basis "In order
to increase in them a grateful sense of all [God's]
mercies" by sharing together in a common meal consisting of
"a little plain cake and water" described by Wesley as a
"love feast."29
Those Methodists who advanced even further along in
the process of salvation and who "outran the greater part

of their brethren, continually walking in the light of God"
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could join an even more exclusive group, the select
societies. Within a few years following Aldersgate, Wesley
indicated that the rationale for the group was to direct
the members "to press after perfection . . . and to incite
them to love one another more."™ Much later in his career,
in 1786, Wesley indicated that the bands had by that time
come to serve the needs of those who were in the experience
of salvation and "were going on to perfection." By the
same date, moreover, membership in the select societies was
being reserved exclusively for Methodists who, "so far as
man could judge," were already "partakers" of Christian
perfection., A century later, the American advocates of
Holiness doctrine recognized Wesley's use of the select
society and, in some cases, limited membership in their
Holiness associations to those who could give a clear
witness of their second blessing experience. Many American
Methodists at the end of the nineteenth century looked upon
these limitations as a form of exclusivism.30

The shift in Wesley's criteria for membership in the
select societies from persons who were seeking perfection
to those already in the experience serves as a good
barometer of a change in the way he understood the doctrine
of perfection toward the end of his life. Originally,
Wesley believed that the process of salvation leading to
entire sanctification was gradual enough that most persons

would not be perfected until "a little before their



63
death." As the number of Methodists claiming perfect love
increased, especially after 1760, Wesley began to describe
the experience as something that was as likely to occur
early in life as was justification. In a 1762 journal
entry Wesley observed that as a result of the Methodist
revivals in England he was hearing of "persons sanctified .
. . as frequently as of persons justified.” As a result of
these Methodist revivals of perfectionism and the
testimonies of those who came under their influence, Wesley
began insisting that justified Christians did not have to
wait long for the "second blessing" of entire
sanctification. 1In 1786, only six years before his death,
Wesley wrote to Methodist itinerant John Ogilvie
admonishing him to "strongly exhort all believers to expect
full sanctification now, by simple faith." His penchant as

folk theologian, par excellence, kept him from

systematically addressing the timing of entire
sanctification as it occurs after justification. It seens,
however, that the mature Wesley perceived it as something

to be obtained now rather than later.31

John Fletcher's Theology of Spirit Baptism

The scope of Wesley's perfectionist theology was
dominated by Christocentric language. In sharp contrast

with his successors in the nineteenth-century Holiness
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movement, he rarely interpreted the salvation process in
terms of the Holy Spirit. As a component of justification
he understood entire sanctification as a gift bestowed
through faith in Christ. Perfection was, he argued, a free
gift from Christ purchased by his sacrifice on the cross.
Emphasizing the biblical imagery of Christ the high priest
who intercedes on the Christian's behalf, Wesley maintained
that "Even perfect holiness is acceptable to God only
through Jesus Christ."™ Though never dogmatic with the
issue, for Wesley Christ serves as the provider and
sustainer of sanctification.32

In at least one insganc;—-at the point of his doctrine
of assurance--he did incorporate language about the Holy '
Spirit into his theology, in a manner consistent with the
views espoused by more radical groups like the Quakers (a
point not lost on Wesley, who once observed: "if the
Quakers hold the same perceptible inspiration with me, I am
glad; and it is neither better nor worse for their holding
it at all"). Wesley taught the Methodists that assurance
of salvation is given to the individual through the
"witness of the Holy Spirit."™ He interpreted this witness
as "an inward impression on the soul, whereby the Spirit of
God' immediately and directly witnesses to my spirit, that I
am a child of God; that Jesus Christ hath loved me, and
given himself for me; that all my sins are blotted out and

I .. . am reconciled to God." Probably in recognition
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that even this rather minor pneumatological or spirit
centered emphasis might "run" the Methodists "into all the
wildness of enthusiasm," Wesley vehemently maintained that
the "testimony of the Spirit" must not be separated from
"the fruit of the Spirit." Moreover, he recoiled from any
extensive usage of Pentecostal or "Spirit baptism" language
in interpretations of the "second blessing."33

A century later as the doctrine of Christian
Perfection found strong support among Methodists in the New
South, the great majority of the tenet's advocates ignored
Wesley's concern with the equation of Spirit baptism and
entire sanctification. For the most part unaware of their
anti-Wesleyan approach to the doctrine, nearly every
Methodist preacher connected with the southern Holiness
Associations described the experience of the second
blessing in terms of a baptism of the Spirit. 1In this
regard they were not initiating a unique theological idea,
but were acting as heirs of another Methodist tradition
well entrenched in the United States and possessing ties
with British Methodism.

Even during the Wesley's lifetime, other Methodists
understood the issue of Spirit baptism in a different
light. : John Fletcher, Anglican priest and co-laborer with
Wesley in the Methodist movement, was the first to
systematically apply a Pentecostal interpretation to his

theology of a second work. In other words, Fletcher
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described Wesley's second blessing experience as a "baptism
in the Holy Spirit." Fletcher virtually supplanted his
mentor's Christological framework with a dispensational
theology centered predominantly along pneumatological
lines. "So capital is this promise of the Spirit's stronger
influences," observed Fletcher, "to raise the rare plant of
Christian perfection, that when our Lord speaks of this

promise, he emphatically calls it, The promise of the

Father; because it shines among the other promises of the
Gospel of Christ, as the moon does among the stars." Like
Wesley, Fletcher taught that justification is given to the
individual by faith in Christ, but he described the work,
of entire sanctification as the "birthday of the Spirit of
love in our souls." Concerning the biblical account of the
day of Pentecost, Fletcher reasoned that those who were
already "strong in the grace of their dispensation,"--what
Fletcher understood as the "dispensation of Christ"--"arose
then into sinless fathers." Those individuals not yet
justified by this "dispensation of Christ" though not
perfected in love had the "imperfection of their love only
covered over by a land flood of peace and joy in
believing."34
For Fletcher, the upshot of all this dispensational
language waé that the historical day of Pentecost

represented two distinct opportunities for those who were

affected by it. For the disciples of Christ and for all
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who already believed in him, it meant the realization of
Christian perfection wrought by the "power"™ or the "baptism
of the Holy Spirit." To those who did not yet believe, it
offered justification and salvation. Though no more
certain of the timing of entire sanctification than Wesley,
Fletcher asserted that individuals must usually wait "a
considerable time . . . to receive light to grow in grace,
to do and to suffer his will before they are either
justified or sanctified. . ." though sometimes, admitted
Fletcher, "he ‘cuts short his work.'" Fletcher's theology
suggested that the dispensation of Christ, though of
considerable importance, was overshadowed by the
post-ascension dispensation of the "Holy Ghost" or "perfect
Christianity" brought about by the Pentecostal power of the
Holy Spirit. Yet even this dispensation of the Spirit
would be eclipsed one day with the coming of the general
resurrection and the dispensation of final perfection
during which the "saints" will be "glorified"” and made
"equally perfect® in all things.35

Wesley never was especially impressed with Fletcher's
dispensationalism or his equation of Spirit baptism with
the doctrine of entire sanctification. In a 1771 letter
addressed to Methodist preacher and headmaster of Trevecka
College, Joseph Benson, Wesley warned that it would be
prudent to "abstain from speaking of . . . Mr. Fletcher's

late discovery."™ In another letter to Benson, Wesley noted
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that if any Methodist desired to refer to entire
sanctification as "receiving the Holy Ghost, they may . . .
» only the phrase in that sense is not scriptural and not
quite proper; for they all received the Holy Ghost when
they were justified." Fletcher was not the first to
describe sanctification in pneumatological terms. He, like
Wesley, was heir to an Anglican tradition theologically
liberal enough to permit discussions that fell along both
Christological and pneumatological lines. Ironically, the
Arminian Fletcher borrowed much of the.Spirit language he
used to express his concept of sanctification from English
Puritans. Fletcher was familiar with and heavily
influenced by the writings of Puritan theologians like John
Owen, a seventeenth-century Anglican turned
Congregationalist who, in 1674, observed that "God
sanctifies immediately by the Holy Ghost, the Spirit of
Love and Peace." Owen, however, believed that this Spirit
baptism, along with sanctification, occurs at the time of
justification and then carries "on the work untill it comes
to perfection." Fletcher, on the other hand, equated it
with the point of perfection itself, the second blessing,
or the "promise of the Father."36
Occasionally, Fletcher's advocacy of Holy Spirit
baptism smacked of exclusivity. "St. Paul everywhere
declares," he wrote, "that it is the common privilege of

Christians to 'be filled with the Spirit."™ Yet, Fletcher
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asserted that the apostle "intimates that the name of
Christian should be refused to those who have not received
the promise of the Father." Moreover, Fletcher observed,
the promise of the Father is offered only to the "truly
penitent." Wesley did not directly criticize Fletcher for
his restrictive leanings, but his concern with Fletcher's
depreciation of regeneration in believers implied a similar
concern. By arguing that the Holy Spirit was not given
until the believer received the second blessing, Fletcher
was suggesting that the regenerated Christian did not
possess the Spirit. It was this aspect of Fletcher's
theology that most troubled Wesley. The Spirit, for
Wesley, is fully present in the believer's life from the
inception of the new birth and throughout the life of the
believer. However critical he may have been regarding
Fletcher's Pentecostal understanding of entire
sanctification, there is no evidence that Wesley ever asked
Fletcher to stop disseminating his ideas. Moreover, it may
have been Wesley's latitudinarian attitude that made it
possible for Fletcher's views to become so influential in
the Methodist church in America during the following

century.37
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Chapter 3

American Shortcuts to Perfection

Perfection of the New Republic

When the Methodist preachers first began arriving in
America in 1766 they carried Wesley's doctrine of a second
blessing with them. Moreover, the foundations of American
perfectionism, derived from non-Methodist sources,--namely
the Reformed tradition--were already beginning to emerge in
advance of their arrival in the colonies. These
non-Methodistic forms of perfection gradually evolved and,
in the ministry of Holiness theologian Phoebe Palmer,
interplayed with Wesley's theology creating a distinctly
American form of Christian holiness and promising a shorter
and simpler route to perfection.1

During the eighteenth century, New England
Congregationalism underwent a shift in social perception
from a strongly covenantal community perspective toward a
more balanced mix of communal interests and increased
emphasis on the individual. Heavily influenced by

Enlightenment principles of human integrity, a number of



79

New England clergy began accentuating the individual's
ability to reason. As a consequence of the development of
this novel form of "rational religion," American Reformed
theologians in the eighteenth century came to regard the
individual conscience with considerably more optimism than
had their Puritan forebears. 1In the years preceding the
Great Awakening (1738-43), as one scholar has observed,
"the notion of the perfectibility of the individual--
through the cultivation of implanted faculties (chiefly
reason)--began to make its way into colonial theological
discourse."2

During the latter half of the century, New Divinity
Reformed theologians experimented with a redefinition of
God, suggesting that he actively sought the happiness of
his people and was even obligated to do so for the sake of
his personal glory. Even thoroughgoing Calvinists like
Samuel Hopkins (1721-1803) maintained that persons
preordained by this benevolent God could themselves be
tranformed from their selfish unconverted state to selfless
purveyors of good works. Hopkins nurtured such a strong
optimism for the human race that he eventually developed a
postmillennial theology based upon his convictions that
converted humans empowered to strive for the improvement of
society would some day help usher in a Christian golden age

that would finally secure the happiness of all
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creation--~Hopkins believed this new age would commence some
time in the nineteenth century. Hopkins, like his mentor
Jonathan Edwards, looked for the establishment of the
millennium in America, but Hopkins introduced the concept
of active social reform as a means of precipitating its
realization. Antebellum Holiness preachers later
jettisoned Hopkins's exclusory Calvinism with its limited
atonement theology but readily accepted his ideas of the
importance of human happiness. Moreover, they took up his
theme of an American-centered millennium that would at long
last be realized by men and women with perfect hearts.3

Connecticut Congregationalist Timothy Dwight
(1752-1817) had even greater influence on a later
generation of northern Holiness preachers. Dwight adopted
the New Divinity theology of a benevolent God, yet he
advanced his theology along lines that would prove overtly
beneficial to the newly formed United States. Applying the
rationalist-deistic concept of a balanced, well-organized
universe to his theology while sustaining the Calvinistic
tenet of God's dominion, Dwight was able to assert that the
design of creation proves that a reasonable and benevolent
God ordered and sustains it. Providence need no longer be
accepted obsequiously in terms of mystery. Rather, for
Dwight and his disciples, the activities of a reasonable

God should be evaluated by rational, enlightened means.

Carefully following Hopkins's assertion that God is
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attentive to the happiness of his creatures, Dwight
determined that God's purpose in creating the universe was
the ultimate happiness of his people.4

Dwight and a majority of his New England colleagues
began describing America as a promised land that had been
made free by God and firmly established as the principal
agent in securing the eventual happiness of all humanity.
Dwight maintained that utility in the procurement of
greater happiness was valid not only at the institutional
level but at the level of the individual as well. Any
activity that served a useful purpose in the advancement
and perfection of the social order in America, Dwight
legitimized as theologically valid. As Sidney Mead
expressed it, Dwight, along with his disciples Nathaniel
Taylor and Lyman Beecher "were never so concerned with
building a coherent system of thought as in getting
results."” Dwight called on all Protestant leadership to
combine their efforts in the elimination of the great
social evils in an increasingly pluralistic America.
Sabbath-breaking, intemperance, and ignorance of the Gospel
headed a long list of precept violations targeted by Dwight
and other pragmatic-minded divines of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. A changed heart was, for
Dwight and his followers, clearly evidenced by the
exhibition of fairly specific types of social and moral

behavior. Consequently, among American evangelical
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Christians in the nineteenth century, whether Calvinistic
or Arminian in orientation, revivalism and social reform
would remain fused in a pragmatic union. Within the
hegemonic borders of American Protestantism, the people's
cultural aspirations, derived from an Enlightenment-based
demand for happiness, became the central influences upon
their theological opinions, and, in turn, the revivalists
and other dispensers of theology worked feverishly to
convert Americans and promote the behavioral
characteristics essential to the establishment of the
Protestant kingdom. Dwight, Taylor, Beecher and other
American Protestants believed that converted individuals
working within the institutions of church and government
could some day perfect American society entirely and
establish there the long-awaited Zion.5

The influence of Enlightenment ideas of reason,
happiness, and utility incorporated in the theology of
Hopkins, Dwight, and their successors rapidly caught on as
the driving force of evangelical activity in American
Protestantism. Within a few years of the close of the War
of 1812, the New Divinity's principle of a benevolent,
reasonable God dominated American Protestant thought.
After 1815, a substantial portion of Protestantism readily
accepted the notion that the United States as sacred space
was also a land of remarkable opportunity. American

Protestants, consequently, grew to expect that true
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happiness could be realized not only in heaven, but in
America as well. As the century wore on, Protestants
increasingly sang the praises of American republican
institutions. 1In some respects, the Wesleyan expressions
of personal holiness sounded remarkably similar to the
perfectionist views applied to social and political
institutions by American Calvinists, and by mid-century,
the two forms of perfectionism were so closely allied that

clear distinctions were hard to detect.6

American Methodists Join the Quest for a Perfect Republic

American Methodists did not always share the Reformed
tradition's optimism for America as the new Zion. During
the early years, denominational leaders found themselves
struggling just to prove their loyalty to the new nation.
After 1776, John Wesley, who never developed an especially
comprehensive millennial view, entertained political
opinions that created a painful thorn in the flesh of
Methodists living in the colonies. Wesley's intense
loyalty to the crown cast a trans-Atlantic shadow of
suspicion on the itinerants he dispatched to the colonies
in the 1760s and '70s. It was problem enough for the first
Methodists in America that they were an auxiliary movement
within the Anglican Church. A logquacious Wesley only

éompounded the problem by publicly broadcasting his
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heart-felt Tory sentiments during and after the American
Revolution. So deep ran his convitions in this regard that
he once observed that any subject of the Crown who "does
not love the King . . . cannot love the Church." Suffice
it to say, Wesley detested all republican forms of
government. He justified Britian's militaristic response
in the Revolution as an act of self defense--an attitude
that apparently remained unmitigated until shortly before
his death in 1791 when he autocratically declared, "We
Methodists are no republicans and never tend to be."7

The earliest American Methodist leaders did not share
the Reformed tradition's growing optimism fo; America as
promised land. Yet they were deeply embarrassed by
Wesley's ill-timed invectives. Francis Asbury, the only
itinerant appointed by Wesley who elected to remain in the
colonies after 1776, thought it most expedient to conceal
himself during the Revolution because it was widely assumed
that he harbored the same political sentiments as his
mentor. Native-born Methodist evangelist Freeborn
Garrettson, like most of his colleagues, was sympathetic
toward the American cause, bgt his pacifist leanings,
coupled with his refusal to swear an oath of loyalty,
landed him in jail on more than one occasion. The
procurement of individual salvations provided the primary

raison de etre of the early circuit riders. Subsequently,

there is little evidence that the Methodists saw themselves
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as participants in a utilitarian race to establish the
Kingdom in the United States. Moreover, the first
generation of American Methodists could not conceive of
America in such optimistic terms because they were excluded
from the covenant by virtue of their ties with John Wesley
and Anglicanism.8

Though American courts frequently accused Methodists
of Toryism and disloyalty, the writings of Garrettson, and
Jesse Lee, the first historian of American Methodism,
reflected a commitment to the United States government.
And yet early Methodists leaders drew clear distinctions
between their politics and religion. Though deeply
affected by the Revolution, Asbury offered sparse
commentary about his feelings toward the campaign. The
comments he did offer were characteristically bereft of
political opinion. On one occasion, as hostilities between
Great Britian and the colonies intensified, Asbury remarked
that it was his "business" at that critical time "to be
more intensely devoted to God." Moreover, after full-scale
war broke out, Asbury reported that his chief concern for
America was that the struggling nation experience "a
gracious revival of religion.” Asbury and his colleagues
pursued the regeneration of individual souls, but in
contrast to their Reformed neighbors they neglected to
comment on the perfectability of political and social

institutions.9
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American Methodists were not long willing to separate
their religion from their political aspirations, however,
and in the early decades of the nineteenth century
Methodism moved rapidly toward an alliance with the
emerging consensus of an idealized unified Protestant
America. Jesse Lee, who, like Garrettson, spent time in
jail for his pacifist convictions during the Revolution,
found himself unexpectedly elected chaplain to the United
States House of Representatives in 1809. His decision to
accept the position elicited the immediate reproach of his
fellow preachers, who characterized his willingness to
fraternize with the elite members of the nation's chief
legislative body as an indication of his "worldliness."
Methodists' image of themselves as the common person's sect
dissipated rapidly during the second decade of the
nineteenth century. Methodists, especially those located
around eastern urban centers, shared in the nation's
post-war industrial prosperity. Subsequently, as northern
Methodists began to enter the ranks of the middle and
upper-middle classes, they developed considerable tolerance
for what rural and lower-class Methodists understood as
"worldly" affairs. Moreover, well before mid-century, they
were being fed from the pulpit by preachers engaged in the
same sort of nationalistic rhetoric originally advanced by
their Congregational neighbors. Northern Methodism quickly

assimilated the Protestant vision of America as promised
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land with its white Anglo-Saxon inhabitants as the chosen
race.10

As Methodism flourished and gained widespread

acceptance in the eastern urban centers and along the
frontier its proponents jettisoned the peculiar Wesleyan
emphasis on entire sanctification and drew closer to the
mainstream Reformed vision of a perfectable social order--
a vision that in the words of Dwight disciple Lyman Beecher
would "enlighten and renovate the world." Lamenting the

decline of interest in the Wesleyan doctrine of perfection,

one Methodist minister wrote Methodist Magazine in 1819

observing that efforts among his colleagues, "to raise the
standard of Christian perfection" had grown "few and
feeble." The writer remained sanguine, though, that a
revival of the Holiness doctrine would arise and that
Americans would one day "see sanctifications as frequent as
justifications.™ A revival of personal sanctification
could best be achieved, he explained, through the formation
of "special meetings" for the promotion of holiness
structured along the lines of Wesley's original societies.
The minister's anticipated revival of Wesleyan
perfectionism would arrive within a decade following the
publication of his article. What he could not have
foreseen, or perhaps even understood, was that the emerging
revival product would be a curious mix of Wesleyan and

Reformed perfectionism.11
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At the time the article appeared some Methodist
leaders had already embraced the Reformed tradition's
vision for a more perfect social order. 1In an introductory
address to their readership in 1817 the editors of

Methodist Magazine offered no mention of the doctrine of

personal holiness, choosing instead to extol the
"auspicious events" occuring during "the few years of the
present century" that were relative to the establishment of
the "kingdom of God 6n earth." The editors, Joshua Soule
and Thomas Mason offered evidence of the principal factor
leading to the "Americanization" of Methodist theology. It
was, they asserted, the "united exertions of thousands of
all denominations" which had finally furnished "a pleasing
prospect of the extensive triumph of evangelical
truth."12
The proliferation of voluntary parachurch
organizations and Methodist participation in those
societies in the early decades of the 1800s precipitated
the church's shift toward the Reformed tradition's style of
perfectioﬂism. Predicated on the theological ideas of
Hopkins, Dwight and Taylor that promoted the "disinterested
benevolence" of God, these voluﬂtﬁry societies sought to
incorporate the assistance of all major Protestant groups
in an effort to evangelize individuals with the pragmatic
goal of remaking society in the image of God's kingdom.

Historian James Turner notes that the influence of these
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associations "amounted to a kind of end run around
secularization.™ But, as Turner also points out, in order
to enact with the broader secular world, church leaders had
to urge "their followers to put on secular attire."
Throughout the century, targeted by Hopkins as the age of
the millennium, church and voluntary society leaders grew
more ambivalent about the supernatural aspects of their
faith and turned toward a more rationally oriented religion
that opened the door to closer communion with the culture
they sought to influence.13

Editors Soule and Mason appealed to more than the
religiously convinced and demonstrated the shift toward
rational, enlightened faith even before 1820. "The
Governor of the universe recognizes man," they opined, "as
a subject of reason."™ Faith, they asserted, "must be
grounded in evidence." With a note of certitude that
suggests a fairly common acceptance among Methodists of
their views, Soule and Mason went on to point out that it
"should never be forgotten that the age of miracles is
past." Such rhetoric suggests that the other-worldly
religion so prominent among early Methodists was beginning
to give way to a much more "this-worldly" emphasis.14

By 1820, some American evangelicals depicted God as a
deity who impersonally followed natural laws in all matters
pertaining to nature and yet who remained involved at a

personal level with the individual believer in matters of a
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spiritual nature. As scientific inquiries began to unravel
their causes, evangelicals were less likely to view natural
phenomena like storms, earthquakes or drought as something
attributable to the God's wrath and increasingly recognized
such events as natural, mechanical effects of an imperfect,
fallen world. As one such empirically-minded Methodist put
it: "God has established the inanimate creation upon
certain principles, which philosophers have, by common
consent, termed 'the laws of nature,' and which determine
its movements so that each cause produces its corresponding
effect, and this in its turn becoming also a cause,
produces its subjacent effect."” The Deity became far less
mysterious and, subsequently, many nineteenth-century
theologians abandoned the principle of his immutability
altogether. Arminians and New Divinity Congregationalists
alike agreed that human actions influenced the divine
plan. This flagging of God's mysterious attributes was
reflected even in the sorts of popular literature enjoyed
by evangelicals during the period. James Turner observes
that the "'0ld steady sellers' of the eighteenth-century
book trade--devotional volumes featuring a mysterious,
unpredictable Jehovah--expired about 1820." 1In place of
these, evangelicals substituted more rationally oriented
literature that usually challenged the reader with some
reform or missionary objective intended to advance the

perfection of the republic and the world.15
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Like most evangelicals, Methodist preachers attempted
to maintain some relic of God's mysterious nature.
Ironically, such efforts were themselves frequently
structured upon rational arguments., In 1828 a New Jersey
Methodist minister, Joseph Holdich, described God's
mysterious attributes in purely mechanical terms as "an
intricate piece of mechanism, comprising many springs, and
levers and cogs" that mortal humans cannot fathom. Holdich
continued on in his sermon to note, however, that nothing
God does is "without reason, and no reasons subsist but
such as contemplate the happiness of man and the glory of
God."™ Methodist ministers and their Congregational
neighbors continued to debate some of the finer points of
surrounding the issue of human perfectibility, but after
1820, they were in complete agreement regarding God's
ordering of the universe with humanity as the center.
Throughout the early decades of the century Methodist
leadership and a growing body of an increasingly affluent
constituency traded the Wesleyan perception of an
essentially sovereign God for the New Divinity's Deity
whose glory depended on human happiness.16

Methodists readily adopted the ambitious social
control agenda of the Congregationalists—-especially
Christian education, temperance, anti-gambling sentiments,
and concern with proper observance of the Sabbath--

interplaying revivalism and a form of social engineering
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deemed necessary to procure true happiness and eventually
the realization of the millennium. Having long since
discredited any serious suspicion as "Tory sympathizers,"
the majority of urban Methodist leaders took on the role of
zealous accomplices in the Protestant mission té
Christianize America and the world. Happiness and utility
in virtually every aspect of evangelism went hand in hand
with Methodist theology after 1815. An anonymous writer to

the Methodist Magazine in 1820 observed that missionary

activity among native Americans must be stepped up so that
"whenever [God's] Kingdom shall extend to the 'uttermost
parts of the earth,' these depressed children of the desert
shall be comprehended within its limits." Offering the
kingdom to the natives would, he observed, grant them "the
same happiness we would enjoy ourselves." Moreover, the
writer clarified the utilitarian if not romantic aim of
such missions. Once the "peace and happiness" of the
native tribes have been secured, "instead of the savage
yvell, the murderous tomahawk, and all the sad effects of
savage warfare, your ears shall be saluted with the songs
of redeeming love, and the shouts of salvation; and behold
all those advantages which flow from friendly and mutual
interchange of acts of justice and kindness." Furthermore,
he asserted that such benevolent activity would ultimately
"connect the happiness of the present and future life

together."17
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Utilitarianism as an application of "right means" in
the promotion of superior Protestant culture was, by 1830,
the predominant force behind Methodist leadership'‘'s
objectives. In his inaugural address as president of the
newly established Wesleyan University in Middletown,
Connecticut, a sanguine Wilbur Fisk proclaimed that the
"Kingdom is gaining strength and enlarging its
operations." The principles of the Kingdom, which for
Fisk, a New York City minister, revolved around a program
of social and political reform were "onward," and, he
optimistically declared, "if the proper means are used,
[Kingdom expansion] will continue to be onward until the
final rennovation of our world." Fisk announced to his
audience that it was only through the agency of benevolent,
self-sufficient Christians that "the general happiness of
the world" could be at long last secured. Methodist
minister and a successor to Fisk at Wesleyan University,
Stephen Olin echoed Fisk's sentiments and in his sermons
remarked that "the Gospel takes care of the moralities and
virtues of society. . . . No system . . . is so
comprehensive, so plain, or so effective." Long before
Dwight Moody figured out the application of capitalist
theories in the promotion of his revivals, Olin called for
the incorporation of "the system of business to duties--to
prayer--reading--self examination--public worship--adapt

means to ends." "Use right means," Olin admonished his
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audiences "expect God's help when promised to every
effort--sacrifice~-gift. . . . Entire consecration of soul,
body and substance is our duty."™ John Lindsey, a minister
from the New England Conference, applied John Fletcher's
version of "the promise" as a cleansing from sin to the
American Protestant expectation of fulfillment. In an 1835
sermon, Lindsey declared that not only was God able to
cleanse the believer from all sin, "but he has promised to
do this. . . . Believe that you have now come to the moment
of glorious promise. . . . and ye shall be clean.“18

Olin and his colleagues were certain that a God who
selflessly seeks the happiness of his creatures could be
"expected" to deliver on all His promises. Following
broader American Protestant influences, moreover,
Methodists and other evangelicals were reminded that God
expected them to uphold their covenantal obligations by
advancing the accepted types of social reform. In effect,
the enlightened rational faith rapidly evolving within
American Methodism countenanced no delay in the
establishment of the Kingdom. Catherine Albanese has
observed that Americans of the nineteenth century "were
doers more than thinkers."™ Americans have always been in a
hurry, and this propensity for speed has certainly played a
role in their religious outlook. Protestants in the United
States, especially Northerners, viewed delay as something

altogether un-American--a proclivity that eventually
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fostered a growing sentiment of immediatism in northern
abolitionism. A benevolent God, whose glory depended upon
the happiness of his creation, would not expect his
covenant people to put off the promises he made to them.
Stephen Olin, like the great majority of his urban-based
colleagues, looked upon delays in matters of salvation as
symptomatic of sloth. "Procrastination is," he argued, "an
offense against the reason and well-being of man." The
conversion process should be not hindered by unnecessary
postponements because of subjective emotions of guilt or
unworthiness. 0lin deemed a senseless waste of time
conversion experiences that required long periods of
reflection and confession. 1In fact, true conversion need
not even be preceeded by "deep, pungent convictions, nor
profound sorrow, nor plenteous tears."” The prospective
convert need only "deliberately choose the better, resolve
determinantly and at once to give his liﬁe to God's
service." The common-sense approach to salvation espoused
by Olin dictated that the important element in salvation
was a conscious, rationally based decision for "absolute
submission both in purpose and life." Once "we have
submitted,” 0lin observed, we "can claim the promises . . .
grace flows in spontaneously now the obstacle [of the self]
is out of the way."19
Olin's fascination with the themes of utility, speed,

and simplicity of doctrine were by no means unique.



96

Nineteenth-century evangelicals in every major denomination
extolled similar themes in their revival services. Charles
G. Finney, attorney turned Presbyterian evangelist and a
key player in the early phase of the American Holiness
movement, formulated his revival techniques along
pragmatic-rational lines. It was in Finney that the New
Divinity principle of social perfectability dovetailed with
the Wesleyan position on individual holiness. Finney did
not view revivals as a consequence of direct divine
intervention, rather he saw them as events that could be
precipitated through application of "right means."
Rejecting mystery and recognizing and exploiting specific
traits of human psychology, Finney applied the same pattern
of "measures" in order to effect the salvation of his
followers in urban areas as well as along the frontier.
Carefully targeting the emotions of his audience, Finney
cleverly brought the unconverted to a point of existential
crisis. The remedy for this crisis could be found easily
enough by leaving the pew and going forward to the "anxious
bench" where Finney or a co-laborer could present the plan
of salvation on a more personal basis. Though most "New
Divinity" proponents denied it, Finney was really applying
the same principle to his revivals advocated by Dwight and
his progeny: if it works, use it. Finney, who once
remarked that "a revival is not a miracle; it consists

entirely in the right exercise of the powers of nature,"
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was simply reflecting the temperament of his time. His
revival technique appealed to Americans who envisioned
themselves as rugged individualists ordained by God to
sponsor reform among those did not yet fully appreciate
their efforts.20

At the same time that Methodist preachers were
incorporating plans for social perfection into their
theological world view, clergy from several other
denominations were taking a serious look at Wesleyan
perfectionist ideas. Congregationalists, Baptists,
Presbyterians, and even Episcopalians recognized the
doctrine of personal perfection as a potentially viable
tool for the advancement of the millennium. Writing in
1835 B. F. Shepharé, a professor at the Protestant
Episcopal Seminary in Virginia, declared that he had no
reservations about the expression "sinless perfection."
Moreover, he asserted that Christians should attain this
state, and indicated that the doctrine was receiving
widespread attention in several denominations at that
time. At about the same time, Charles Finney was reading
Wesley and began dabbling with the doctrine of personal
perfection; and in his "Lectures to Professing Christians,"
he opined that the privilege of entire sanctification was
available to all Christians. Finney accepted an
appointment to the faculty of Oberlin College in 1835,

Soon afterwards a Holiness revival broke out at the
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college, and Finney and the Congregationalist president of
the school, Asa Mahan, claimed they experienced entire
sanctification. Though Finney and Mahan's views on the
doctrine of perfection differed in some regards, their
views on the topic of Christian perfection were clearly
influenced by their Reformed backgrounds. In general, the
Oberlin brand of sanctification placed greater emphasis on
the perfectability of the individual will. Though the
Oberlin theologians gave considerable emphasis to the role
of "faith™ in the perfecting of the Christian, they tended
to view entire sanctification simply as one's conscious
decision not to sin. Finney, for example, described
conversion and regeneration as "a radical change of the
ultimate intention.“21

Like a growing number of nineteenth-century
Protestants, Finney held "happiness"™ as the supreme goal in
life. Happiness could be found only by choosing to align
one's life perfectly with the "will of God." With a
flawless society as the aim and the immediate
perfectability of the individual simply a matter of the
right choice, Oberlin theologians set about modeling the
ideal society within their own community. Finney and his
colleagues never doubted, moreover, that the "Church can
compel the world to transact business upon the prinicples
of the law of God." Linking the doctrine of entire

sanctification with social reform, Oberlin became a hotbed
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of Christian activism for abolition and women's rights and
was the first institution in America to grant degrees to
women and blacks. Historian John L. Peters suggests that
Mahan and Finney were popular advocates of perfection among
the Methodists and, consequently, their "Reformed
interpretation" of the Wesleyan doctrine "tended to become
the standard view even in these quarters."™ While it is
true that the Oberlin theologians provided a unique
synthesis of Wesleyan perfectionism and the Reformed
emphasis on the establishment of a model society and
millennium, the Reformed emphasis was already pervasive in

most branches of American Protestantism. 22

An American Theologian: Phoebe Palmer

In a theological world dominated almost entirely by
males, it is important to recognize that the most
influential contributor to the nineteenth-century
perfectionist impulse was a woman. Despite the limiting
definition of the woman's domestic sphere, Victorian women
did play a significant role in nineteenth-century American
church life. Most of their activity was carefully
circumscribed by the males who filled positions of
leadership, but the image of the obsequious housewife is,
to a great extent, an illusion. Women organized their own

prayer groups, Sunday School associations, and benevolent
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and reformed societies. They comprised the majority of
Protestant church membership, and were, of necessity,
required by the male dominated leadership to help in the
Christianization of the world. The ministerial attitude
toward Christian women was generally patronizing, of
course, but with other avenues of expression withheld from
them, Victorian women found that church work offered the
best available opportunity to make a direct impact on
society. By the end of the Federalist period, it had
become nearly a commonplace in America that mothers were
superior creatures to fathers in their ability to transfer
the Christian faith to their children. There is compelling
evidence to support the argument that women of the early
nineteenth century received the willing support of their
male leaders for their function as domestic evangelists.
While the males conducted their business and other more
mundane affairs, women accepted the responsibility for
introducing the virtues of Christianity to their children.
The Protestant ministry, moreover, actively encouraged
women to learn the Bible and evangelize others with it in
order to ensure that succeeding generations could provide
the army needed for establishing the kingdom of God in
America and, eventually the world. Women's function as the
"prayer warriors" of the church was perhaps the most
influential factor in preparing women for non-traditional

roles in the church and the community at large. Historian
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Nancy Cott observes that women's prayerful contact with God
enabled them "to assert themselves, both in private and
public ways." Moreover, this contact with the transcendent
helped them "to rely on an authority beyond the world of
men and provided a crucial support to those who stepped
beyond accepted bounds.“23

Holiness evangelist Phoebe Palmer certainly played
fast and loose with the boundaries of propriety established
by the males of Victorian America. Palmer established her
remarkable theological synthesis and ministry totally upon
her presumption that she had received her'charge from
beyond the world of mortal men. The wife of a well-known
New York City physiéian, Palmer possessed the resources of
time available to the upper middle classes necessary for
the pursuit of an evangelistic career. Palmer and her
sister Sarah established a women's prayer meeting group in
Phoebe's New York City home in 1835. Palmer eventually
took full charge of the meeting énd transformed her
domestic orb into a school for the promotion of
second-blessing holiness. Palmer's "Tuesday Meeting for
the Promotion of Holiness"™ was a great success and provided
its female participants an opportunity to support one
another as they sought to achieve a level of spirituality
not even their pastors could fully appreciate. Patterned
after Wesley's select societies, Palmer's Tuesday Meeting

was open only to those persons who were in the experience
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of the second blessing or who earnestly sought to receive
it. After 1839 Palmer extended membership in her group to
men and a number of well-known males from a variety of
denominations were sanctified wholly under Palmer's
teaching. Among the list of Palmer's converts were
Episcopalian physician, Charles Cullis; later Methodist
bishop, William Taylor; philosopher Thomas Upham;
theologian Nathan Bangs; apd eventually, Stephen Olin.24
Born in 1807, Palmer was reared in a stable but
"sober" Methodist household. She once commented that she
did "not remember ever to have been willfully disobedient
to any parental command."™ Like the majority of women of
her era, she received only a rudimentary education. Yet
she possessed a brilliant intellect that would later serve
her ability to communicate ideas effectively. Serious and
unemotional by nature, Palmer possessed a strong analytical
bent and preferred to act on objective rather than
subjective evidences. Having experienced no definite
religious conversion as a child or young adult, Palmer came
to regard any "feeling" of being saved an unnecessary
qualification of justification. What was far more important
was the conscious, rational action of believing in God and
accepting his covenant promise that he received those who
did so. Moreover, Palmer modified the Wesleyan view of
perfection as a gradual process leading to the second

blessing, promoting in its place what she described as the
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"shorter and easier way" to perfection. Palmer's shortcut
to the second blessing was ideally suited to the American
context: it was quick, easy, and a practical means for
achieving a perfect heart.25

Palmer framed her theology of entire sanctification in
the form of a contractual or covenantal agreement. The
believer recognizes her need for cleansing from all sin and
agrees to abide by requirements of God to have sin removed
from her life. The requirement was full surrender of one's
life to God and an agreement to serve Him faithfully. God
demands of all believers "an act of deliberate and
irrevocable surrender." Palmer based her theology upon the
words of Jesus found in Matthew 23:19 in which he observes
that it is "the altar that sanctifies the gift." The
unsanctified Christian must, then, Palmer reasoned "take
steps toward God's hallowed altar,” in order to be purified
entirely. "It is not knowledge" or assurance of cleansing
the seeker requires, Palmer observed. What is important is
the "action"™ which is the "appointed means of grace."
Palmer's "altar theology" was, then, essentially a
syllogism: Jesus said "the altar sanctifies the gift,"
therefore this is a promise of God. God keeps all his
promises, hence anyone who offers herself entirely as a
gift to God receives the promise of entire sanctification.

So absolute was this "promise of the Father" for Palmer

that she considered it an "insult to the Saviour™ not to
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believe his word that the sacrifice was received. Palmer's
theological understanding dictated that delay in achieving
perfection was, to use a more modern expression,
un-American. A benevolent God whose primary reason for
existence was to secure the happiness of His creatures
would not expect His faithful to put off His promises.26
Palmer's use of deductive reasoning came in handy
during her evangelistic career that blossomed after 1840.
On the basis of human reason, she granted certitude of
God's promises kept to seekers who had received no
objective assurances of their salvation or perfection.
While holding a revival meeting in England, Palmer
encountered a young man who was "intellectually convinced
of his need of salvation" but who complained that he "had
not received those sensible emotions of joy" as a testimony
to his acceptance in God's kingdom. Palmer observed that
he was seeking a "sign or a wonder"™ and admonished him to
"act on the principle that you belong to God." Stephen
Olin and other Methodists were using similar language in
their own rational approaches to salvation, but Palmer was
apparently the first to make an overt connection with the
Wesleyan theology of the second blessing.27
Palmer's concept of personal perfection exhibited a
nuance of pragmatism. Entire sanctification was, she

arqgued, a "preparation for usefulness" which, she observed,

equipped the Christian to participate fully in "the work of
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establishing [God's] kingdom on earth." The Lord required
a vast army of sanctified Christians in order to inaugurate
his earthly kingdom. "The cause of Zion now demands,"
Palmer wrote in 1857, "that every soldier enlisted under
the banner of Christ . . . should come to the work." The
all-out effort to usher in the kingdom was not feasible
apart from the involvement of all Christians regardless of
gender or denominational affiliation. Once the majority of
Protestantism realized the value of the shorter way to
perfection, sanctified Christians would "shake the world,
and bring the reign of Christ." Later in the century,
women Holiness evangelists in Georgia and other sections of
the South would embrace Phoebe Palmer and her faster way to
holiness, but by that time, most would reject her
millennial optimism.28

Palmer proclaimed that women could boldly enter the
convenant of self-sacrifice and service for God because the
experience of sanctification embued them with the same
power granted to men. Palmer believed that the prophetic
message found in Joel 2:28--"and it shall come to pass . .
. that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your
sons and your daughters shall prophesy"--was coming to
fulfullment in her own day. Incorporating language in her
theological writings that was more in line with the
theology of Fletcher than of Wesley, she described the act

of sanctification as the "full Baptism of the Holy
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Spirit." Palmer's theology of "Spirit baptism"™ granted to
men and women of_the nineteenth century the same "endowment
of power; such as the male and female disciples received on
the day of Pentecost." "Heart holiness and the gift of
power," should, Palmer taught, "ever be regarded as
identical."” Women empowered in this manner were required
by God to serve in many of the same capacities as their
male counterparts. Women should be permitted to exhort and
testify publicly to their experience of full salvation.
Men who thwarted this God-ordained ministry of women were
guilty of the sin of grieving the Holy Spirit. "How
strange and unwarrantable," Palmer quipped, "the
infatuation of some who professed to be Christ's disciples
of the present day, who contemptuously hear 'the testimony
of Jesus, which is the spirit of prophesy,' because it
falls from the lips of a woman!"™ And at the height of the
Victorian Age in America, Palmer heaped upon those men who
denied the woman's right to preach the most ignominious
insult imaginable by describing them as "unmanly."29

The opinions of mortal men, Palmer argued, did not
exempt women from exercising-the right to preach the
gospel. When "church order is at variance with divine
order," Palmer maintained, "it is better to obey God than
man." Historian Susie Stanley observes that for Palmer and
for other Holiness women the "authority or command of the

Holy Spirit superceded any command by mere man." Moreover,
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Stanley writes, "the Biblical injunction of Acts 5:29 to
obey God rather than man became the basis for the
Wesleyan/Holiness women to challenge the authority of those
who attempted to prevent them from preaching." Later in
the century, southern Holiness women would find support in
Palmer's writings as they began preaching in the churches
and on the camp meeting circuit. In the 1880s, one
southerner, Alma White, diagnosed her own reticence to
preach publicly as the result of a "man-fearing spirit" and
observed that it was only through the experience of entire
sanctification that she was able to overcome this
affliction.30

Palmer faced her share of male detractors, but her
sense of self confidence, the product of her recognition
that she was empowered by the Spirit for a specific task,
attracted more men than it repulsed. "Endued with power"
from a source that was far beyond the world of mortal men,
Palmer possessed the authority necessary to launch a
successful, albeit radical, evangelistic campaign.
Ministers from several denominational backgrounds flocked
to her Tuesday meetings and many invited her to speak from
their pulpits. She possessed a power they desired.
Moreover, she knew a quick and easily comprehended means to
the acquisition of that power. Palmer could exercise power
over male and female audiences because she was the

undisputed expert.in her field, and because she was willing
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to share her wisdom with men who were seeking their dreanm,
the perfection of American society--and the shorter the way
to this perfection, the better.31

Palmer's sober upbringing and life-long pietistic
leanings led her to conclude that the sanctified life was
easily identified because those who were "second blessed"
exhibited the proper social behaviors. Perfected saints
were endued with the power necessary to reject worldly fads
and amusements. Theater attendance, undue emphasis on
fashion, dancing, card playing, and the use of intoxicating
beverages headed a long list of strict Holiness taboos.
Palmer considered such "worldly appendages™ as an
indication that the individual who participated in them was
a child "of this world rather than a child of the
kingdom." Women who were truly filled with the spirit "put
aside" their "jewelry and artificials."™ Men, she opined,
cast "aside the noxious weed, and other gquestionable
habits."™ Even fictional literature was to be carefully
avoided since such stories frequently provided script
material for the theaters. So adamant was she on this
point that she severed her friendship with Harriet Beecher

Stowe because Uncle Tom's Cabin was made into a theatre

production. Later still, she accused Stowe of "aiding the
kingdom of Satan" because she advocated billiards and
nine-pin bowling as wholesome forms of recreation. Yet

Palmer's rigorous social values were never as seriously
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received in the North were as similar principles in the
nineteenth-century South and the rural Midwest. Northern
Methodists were so optimistic of the coming millennium that
they generally avoided emphasizing the issues of
worldliness—-—-at least in this regard they were far less
circumspect than their southern counterparts. Of greater
importance to northern Holiness proponents like Bishop
Jesse Peck, Syracuse University president Daniel Steele,
and Holiness abolitionists such as Gilbert Haven were the
broader forms of institutionalized sin.32
Phoebe Palmer was the master craftsperson who merged
the pervasive American attributes of utility, simplicity,
and speed in the pursuit of happiness with the distinctive
Wesleyan theology of the second blessing. 1In so doing she
formulated a unique theological synthesis that appealed to
Americans who wanted their theology to be practical, easily
grasped, and quick to yield results. One disciple of
Palmer's "shorter way" noted that Palmer gave him "a
tangible view of the great doctrine of holiness."
Moreover, he remarked that he "saw this blessing standing
out in a substantial, practical form." Palmer did for
Americans what Wesley had failed to achieve: define the
Holiness doctrine in simple terms and offer it as something
that could easily be attained. Palmerism, with its
emphasis on "altar sacrifice" and subsequent integration of

Fletcher's "Holy Spirit baptism" became the standard model
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of theology for the Holiness movement in every region of
America after the Civil War. Most of her writings and

especially her 1843 monograph, The Way of Holiness, and her

1849 apologetic for women preachers, Promise of the Father,

gained wide acceptance in the North during her life and
quickly grew in popularity in the southern states soon
after her death in 1874. Her simple, rational approach to
the doctrine of entire sanctification inspired male and
female evangelists alike to press believers to cast
themselves on their altars, surrender their 1i§es to God,
receive "the power of the Holy Spirit," and join fellow
Protestants in an effort to establish a more perfect

world.>3
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Notes

1. Anglican cleric and famous evangelist of America's
First Great Awakening, George Whitefield, arrived in the
colonies in 1738. Though never a member of a Methodist
Society, Whitefield was heavily influenced by Wesley's
pietism and especially his emphasis upon the necessity of
the new birth. For a good biological sketch of Whitefield,
see S. C. Henry, George Whitefield: Wayfaring Witness (New
York, 1954).

2. In addition to Enlightenment influences, the
Puritan dialectic between the covenant of grace and works
was antecedent to the eighteenth-century Reformed
tradition's optimism for human potential. There are a
number of sources providing a more detailed explanation of
the two-fold covenantal idea of grace and works found among
the Puritans. See, for example, Michael McGiffart,
"Covenant of Grace and Works," Harvard Theological Review,
75 (1982), 463ff., Joseph A. Conforti, Samuel Hopkins and
the New Divinity Movement (Grand Rapids, 1986) 59f; and
Jens Moller, "The Beginnings of Puritan covenant Theology,"
Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 14 (1963): 46f£f; Quoted
in Moller 65. R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism
to 1649 (Oxford, 1977). Kendall argues that Theodore Beza,
John Preston and Thomas Hooker altered Calvin's theology of
grace into a covenant of works wherein salvation is
attained by a human act. von Rohr, The Covenant of Grace,
1-33; recognizes the human voluntaristic element within the
Puritan view of salvation, but he is critical of Kendall
for failing to recognize the Puritan dialectic between
God's unconditional sovereignty and human conditionality.
See also, William K. B. Stoever A Faire and Easy Way to
Heaven: Covenant Theology and Antinomianism in Early
Massachusetts (Middletown, Conn., 1978). Stoever, like von
Rohr, carefully demonstrates the subtle balance between
human action and God's sovereignty in Puritan thought, a
balance he aptly describes as "a significant dialectical .
. . between divine and human autonomy.", 15. Taking their
cue from the Ramist-based writings of William Anes,
colonial Puritans attempted to uphold the Calvinistic
doctrine of predestination while at the same time infusing
their theology with a relatively optimistic outlook of
human potential. American Puritans believed that the
fullness of God's grace was, in many respects, offered on a
contingent basis to an obedient people. John Winthrop, for
example, warned the early Puritans of Massachusetts that
their failure to live up to the covenantal standards of
behavior woul result in the Lord's "wrath against us."
Quoted by Alan Simpson "The Covenanted Community," in
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Religion in American History, Ibid., 20. For a more
thorough explication of American applications of Ramist
thought see Andrew Gibbs translation and commentary on
Ames' Technometry (Philadelphia, 1980). A brief but
illuminating description of the continuity between the
thought of European and American Puritans is given by David
Hall, "Understanding the Puritans,™ in John F. Maulder and
John F. Wilson, editors, Religion in American History
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1978) 1-16. There is now
considerable debate as to how self-conscious first
generation Puritans were of their place in history as a
chosen people and even more discussion regarding their
perceptions of America as promised land. What is more
certain is that the early Puritans who elected to remain in
America knew beyond any doubt that they had to focus their
energies on the establishment of a Christian society that
would rival or eclipse in perfection what they had known in
England. For more on the early Puritan perception of its
place in America see Edmund Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma:
The Story of John Winthrop (Boston, 1958), 69f; Harry S.
Stout, The New England Soul (New York, 1986) 105ff. Perry
Miller described the traditional view of the Puritan
National mission in America an "errand into the
wilderness." Miller argued that Winthrop and other early
Puritan leaders were conscious of their place in history as
special messengers sent by God to establish an ideal
society. Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (New York,
1956). Miller's thesis is accepted today by scholars such
as Sacvan Bercovitch who finds the early Puritan optimism
of America's sacred calling to be even more pervasive than
what Miller had found. Berkovitch, The American Jeremiah
(Madison, Wisc., 1978). More recent revisions of Miller's
thesis has been helpful in the less than sanguine feelings
that perhaps the majority of early Puritans held toward
their new home. See, for example, Andrew Delbanco The
Puritan Ordeal (Cambridge, Mass., 1989); and Theodore
Dwight Bozeman, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist
Dimension in Puritanism (Chapel Hill, 1988). Both Bozeman
and Delbanco present solid arguments in support of the
premise that Miller's Puritan mission thesis has been built
largely upon a questionable use of seventeenth-century
literary remains. Delbanco views the Puritan immigrations
after 1630 as a flight from persecution in England rather
than a mission to a promised land. Moreover, Bozeman
convincingly demonstrates that the Massachusetts Bay
project was not inspired by millennial expectations. He
admits that millennialist themes did emerge in New England
within a decade following the arrival of the Puritans, but
he shows that these themes should not be characterized as a
sort of millennialism that would lead to a true paradise on
earth before Christ's final coming. See also Jack P.
Greene, Pursuits of Happiness: The Social Development of
Early Modern British Colonies and the Formation of American
Culture (Chapel Hill, 1988). John Corrigan, The Hidden
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Balance: Religion and the Social Theories of Charles
Chauncey and Jonathan Mayhew (New York, 1987) 3; See also
John Corrigan The Prism of Piety: Catholick Congregational
Clergy at the Beginning of the Enlightenment (New York,
1991) 61-4. Corrigan demonstrates that progressive
Congregational ministers of eighteenth century began to
view the human being, including the body, as essentially
holy, and in "an orderly interconnected universe, the body
was useful, even beautiful . . . less corrupt and the
affections seemed more trustworthyv."” For more on the
Enlightenment and its stress upon reason as the means of
attaining truth, see Peter Gay, The Englightenment: The
Rise of Modern Paganism (New York, 1977). See also Herbert
May, The Enlightenment in America (New York, 1976). Though
Enlightenment thinkers encompassed a wide variety of
religious views from Theists to Deists and skeptics, all
optimistically believed that humankind could be enlightened
through sound education and reason. Jonathan Edwards and
his New Divinity coterie reflected the influence of
Enlightenment ideas of the essential goodness of humanity
and subsequent trustworthiness of the affections. Yet
Edwards continued to place less emphasis upon social
benevolence or what he called "holy action"™ than on the
contemplative steps leading to the highest virtue of
regeneration., Bruce Kucklick Churchmen and Philosophers:
From Jonathan Edwards to John Dewey (New Haven, 1985) 21.
Douglas J. Elwood The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan
Edwards (New York, 1960) 148-9. Elwood notes that for
Edwards the experience of God's presence "is the highest
act of human apprehension.”™ On Edward's relating religion
and public life and his appreciation of individual human
rights and liberties, see Gerald McDermott, One Holy and
Happy Society: the Public Theology of Jonathan Edwards
(State College, Pa., 1992).

3. For an excellent summation of Hopkins' view of God
and millennialism see Conforti, Ibid., 117ff; 167ff; See
also Sidney E. Mead, Nathanial William Taylor, 1786-1858: A

Connecticut Liberal, (Chicago, 1942), 104.

4. Stephen E. Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy:
Timothy Dwight and the Origins of American Evangelical
Orthodoxy, (Hamden, Conn, 1974), 83ff. Kenneth Silverman,
Timothy Dwight (New York, 1969).

5. Dwight asserted that Americans should cast off
selfishness and work with God in promoting benevolent
activities that would augment human happiness. Utility
played the primary role in Dwight's theology. Whatever
promoted God's kingdom on earth was valid; whatever did not
enhance the coming kingdom should be discarded. The
Revolutionary War was effective inasmuch as it liberated
the colonies from the tyranny of the old world, and,
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therefore, it served as a barometer of God's blessings on
the new nation. In a Yale commencement speech following
the signing of the Declaration of Independence, Dwight
commented that America was the "favorite land of heaven"
where, he observed, "the progress of temporal things toward
perfection will undoubtedly be finished."™ Dwight quoted in
Berk, Ibid., 21-23, Silverman, Dwight, 22-3. Silverman
demonstrates that Dwight borrowed his language from English
authors like Alexander Pope, but he replaced the tradition
that made England great with a forward looking
millennialism that would be granted America by God. Nathan
Hatch, The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought and
the Millennium in Revolutionary New England, (New Haven,
1977) 21-54. Hatch observes that "by the time American
victory [in the Revolution] seemed assured, the rhetoric of
New England sermons was brimming with euphoric images of
America's role in hastening the Kingdom. Earnest Lee
Tuveson, Redeemer Nation: The Idea of America's Millennial
Role (Chicago, 1968) 20-25. See also Ruth Bloch, Visionary

Republic: Millennial Themes in American Thought 1756-1800
(New York, 1985) 75-93. Bloch observes that with "varying
degrees of biblical literalism, millennial aspirations
became a prominent feature of American Revolutionary
consciousness." Moreover, Bloch suggests that "the
distinction between secular and religious utopianism [in
late eighteenth-century Americal] is difficult to make."

The Enlightenment's visions of enduring happiness, liberty,
virtue, knowledge, plenty, and peace, whether on a national
or universal scale, contained many of the same elements as
biblical millennial interpretations of the Revolution."”
Bloch finds that at the time of the Revolution
"Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Baptists seem to
have been the most overly . . . millennial groups." See
also James Turner, Without God, Without Greed: The Origins
of Unbelief in America (Baltimore, 1985) 35-72. Mead,
Nathaiel William Taylor, 99-100. Berk, Calvinsm versus
Democracy, 185-188. Donald G. Mathews has suggested that
at the time of the Second Great Awakening, denominational
leadership sent out "professional organizers and literature
merely [to make] sure that the local churches would be more
or less alike." Mathews suggests that the similarity
maintained between thousands of churches at the local level
helped establish "a common world of experience" in the
young nation. Mathews, "The Second Great Awakening as an
Organizing Process"™ in Religion in American History, 215.
For a more comprehensive description of the expansion of
Protestant hegemony in America see Martin E. Marty,
Righteous Empire: The Protestant Experience in America,
(New York, 1970). For a more thorough look at the
nationalistic millennial theme see Tuveson, Redeemer Nation
and H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New
York, 1937). After 1800 and the emergence of the revivals
of the Second Great Awakening, Dwight grew increasingly
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optimistic about America's role in the millennium and,
subsequently, as Kenneth Silverman put it, he "became newly
ambitious of redeeming society." The timing of the
millennium vacillated throughout Dwight's career but before
his death in 1817, his millennial optimism returned. 1In an
article titled "Observations on the Present State of
Religion in the World"--Dwight declared that in America
"all the rude, gloomy, and gross scenes have vanished."
Quoted in Silverman, Dwight, 150. Bloch, Visionary
Republic, 131-44. Bloch's analysis strongly suggests that
Dwight was not alone in his wavering between optimism and
pessimism. She demonstrates that before 1790
premillennialism and postmillennialism were not polarized
views as was the case in the nineteenth century. Both
positions were, in fact, "linked with a seemingly intimate
combination of magical, otherworldly, naturalistic,
optimistic and pessimistic points of view." After 1800,
postmillennial views became increasingly connected to
optimistic views of America's future while
premillennialists tended to move toward a more pessimistic
appraisal of America and the future of this world.

6. Turner, Without God, 64~72. Turner shows how the
Englightenment's pragmatic appreciation of religion's place
as a principal support for civil morality readily
dovetailed with the concerns of eighteenth-century American
church leaders. Enlightened Christians, Turner argues,
"divorced morality from spirituality, played down the
latter, and made of religion mainly a moral guide." C¢£.
Gay, The Enlightenment, 3. American Protestants of the
nineteenth century enjoined the Enlightenment ideals of
individual freedom of speech and freedom to recognize one's
potential in the world unhindered by the constraints of
arbitrary powers. A helpful compendium of Revolutionary
period sermons that illustrate American Protestant concerns
with personal happiness and liberty is provided in Religion
and the Coming of the American Revolution, Peter W.
Carroll, ed. (Waltham, Mass., 1970) 121-57. James Maclear,
"The Republic and the Millennium," in Religion in American
History, 186. Maclear observes that "As the bearer of
history's promise, the Republic and its political life
could never be consigned to a secular sphere free from
religious direction. Rather, they were progressively
perfected and spiritualized, and the religious resources of
this task were to be mobilized by expectations of imminent
victory." Maclear quotes Congregationalist minister Samuel
Worcester, who, before mid-century wrote that "this country
« « o 1s still not our own. God owns it all., And it is
ours in the covenant of his gracious providence, that it
may be beautiful with holiness."™ Martin E. Marty,
Righteous Empire (New York, 1970) 89-99. Marty argues that
the bonds between American political institutions and
Protestants was so close "that a basic attack on American
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institutions would have meant at attack on Protestant
Christianity itself."™ Peter W. Williams, Popular Religion
in America Symbolic Change and the Modernization Process in

Historical Perspective (Urbana, I1l., 1989) 173-4. Turner,
Without God, 82-4.

7. See Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 382, for a brief
description of Wesley's millennialism. A better survey of
Wesley's ambiguous millennialism is provided by Kenneth O.
Brown "John Wesley--Post or Pre-Millennialist?" Methodist
History 1 (1989): 33-41. Wesley, Works, 1ll: 197. Wesley
quoted in Haford Luccok and Paul Hutchinson, The Story of
Methodism (New York: Abingdon, 1926), 154. For a closer
look at Wesley's political theory, see Briane Turley,
"Wesley and War" in Methodist History, January 1991,
107ff. Wesley, Works, XI; 80-90, In 1775 Wesley published
his "Calen Address to the American Colonies™ in which he
severely criticized Americans for their anti-monarchical
policies and admonished them to "fear God and honour the
King." Asbury, Journal Vol. I, 132, Of Wesley's political
stance Francis Asbury opined in 1776 that he was "truly
sorry that the venerable man ever dipped into the politics
of America."

8. Luccok and Hutchinson, Story of Methodism, 151;
Nathan Bangs, The Life of Freeborn Garrettson, (New York,
1845). 1In 1791, Jesse Lee, Methodist "missionary" to New
England lamented that some Christians rejected him simply
on the basis of his connection with Methodism. "The most
friendly Society that I have found in Boston," Lee quipped,
"is the Universalists." From an unpublished letter in the
New England Methodist Historical Association Library quoted
in Peters, Christian Perfection, (New York, 1956), 95.
William Warren Sweet, Methodism in American History (New
York, 1961) 88-91; Sweet has documented the persecution
that Asbury, Joseph Hartley, Freeborn Garrettson, Philip
Gatch, and other early Methodists encountered in the courts
and from mobs during the war years. Freeborn Garrettson,
The Experience and Travels of Mr. Freeborn Garrettson,
Minister of the Methodist Episcopal Church in North-America
(Philadelphia, 1791).

9. Francis Asbury, The Journal and Letters of Francis

Asbury, Elmer T. Clark, ed., Three Volumes, (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1958), Vol. I, 162; 295. American
Methodist avoidance of political commentary is also
indicated in Jesse Lee's A Short History of Methodism in
the United States published in 1809, Lee's history managed
to evade any reference to the value of the American
Revolution or to American institutions in general. See
also Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American
Christianity (New Haven, Conn., 1989) 186. Hatch notes
that first generation "Methodist preachers . . . were
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preeminently soul savers and revivalists. They considered
political involvement a distraction at best. . . . Lacking
interest in politics or millennium, Asbury still marveled
that Providence had so graciously prospered the designs of
American Methodists." See also A. Gregory Schneider's
exellent description of Methodism's relationship with the
new republic in The Way of the Cross Leads Home: The
Domestication of American Methodism (Bloomington, Ind.,
1993), 149-68.

10. Peters, Christian Perfection, 100. Peters
observes that the Methodist's "rising prosperity" in
post-war America "did not provoke deepening piety."
Consequently, the doctrine of entire sanctification
received little attention during this period. Leroy M.
Lee, The Life and Times of the Rev. Jesse Lee, (Richmond:
John Early, 1848), 468. Peters, Christian Perfection,
100. Even the politically silent Asbury remarked in his
final address to the General Conference in 1816 that he
envisioned in the "unexplored and unsettled part of the
great western country . . . the glory of the whole Earth."”
Asbury, Journal and Letters, Vol. 3, 538. For an excellent
account of American Methodists move after 1815 toward
"respectability” and the mainstream in American culture,
see Hatch, Democratization, 93; 201-6.

11. "A Preacher," Methodist Magazine, 2 (1819): 342,
Cf. Peters, Christian Perfection, 99. William McLoughlin,
Revivals, Awakenings and Reform: An Essay on Religion and
Social Change in America, 1607-1977 (Chicago: 1978) XIV,
129. Though McLOughlin's observation that the American
Protestant belief in the perfection of individual, nation
and eventually the world "has been a constant" in American
history, is too broad; such themes are a major component of
American Protestantism after 1776 and especially throughout
the nineteenth century. Smith, Revivalism and Social
Reform, 28. Smith argues that the Reformed camp embodied
in the New School movement of the nineteenth century was
able to move toward perfectionism because they replaced
"the notion that original sin was imputed guilt with the
view that it was a diseased condition of the moral
nature.” Once the New School came to this conclusion it
"was only one step to the conception that salvation was
also subjectively real." See also Michael Barkun Crucible
of the Millennium: The Burned-Over District of New York in
the 1840's (Syracuse, 1986) 25-29. Lyman Beecher The Works

of Lyman Beecher (Boston, 1852) 1: 322.

12. Joshua Soule and Thomas Mason, "Address,"
Methodist Magazine, 1 (1817): 3ff. On the specific
Protestant hope of the establishment of God's Kingdom in
America, see H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God, 64-98.
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13. Turner, Without God, 87-8. Tuveson provides a

concise description of Dwight and Beecher's anticipation of
moral America as Kingdom of God, Redeemer Nation 169-73. A
helpful and well-written description of American Lutheran's
encounter with the evangelical idea of American reform is
given by Willard D. Albeck in his chapter: "A Heritage in
Tension," in A Century of Lutherans in Ohio (Yellow
Springs, OH, 1966) 84-109. Also see note 19 for more on
the Baptist's millennial vision.

l14. Soule and Mason, "Address."

15, For a more thorough treatment of the
nineteenth-century evangelical shift toward Enlightenment
ideas, see Turner, Without God, 74-99. Joseph Holdich,
"The Government of God," Methodist Magazine 12 (1828):
249, After 1820, the popular church presses abound with
articles informing readers how to apply their faith in
tangible, coherent ways by supporting or participating in
the Christianization of the world. Theodore Dwight
Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science The Baconian
Ideal and Antebellum American Religious Thought (Chapel
Hill: 1977). Bozeman demonstrates that American
Protestants (he relies on Presbyterian voices) were eager
to embrace science and use it to support their theological
convictions. The Presbyterians, Bozeman explains,
"undertook to dissipate the supposed discord between
intellect and orthodox belief and myth and mental
backwardness" (48). Methodists and many Baptists gradually
accepted the Reformed traditions interest in cultivating
science alongside their theology often downplaying the role
of the miraculous--though never dispensing with it
entirely. An anonymous writer warned his Baptist audience
in 1839 not to seek miraculous signs from God. Instead, he
suggested, remember that the Holy Spirit "operates by
clearly exhibiting, and bringing [his will] home to our
consciences." "For the Christian Watchman," The Christian
Watchman, January 18, 1839, 1. Another minister wrote,
"Let the people have light beaming from science and
religion, and the great question of self-government, that
has so often trembled on the balance, will be resolved and
settled as every patriot desires." Reflecting the
Protestant mentality of the era the minister proclaimed
that "religion's influence should be mingled with
intellectual cultivation." "Religion and Science,"
Christian Watchman, July 3, 1839,1. The evangelicals'
infusion of science into their biblical premises
occasionally led to some remarkable observations. One
minister set out in 1839 to demonstrate scientifically that
the biblical view of the millennium was valid and that the
geological structure of the earth lent itself to being
burned, so that God might establish his Kingdom here. The
writer did not indicate whether he was post- or
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premillennial in his outlook. See also Walter H, Conser,
God and the Natural World: Religion and Science in
Antebellum America, (Columbia, S. C., 1993); and also
Wesley Norton, Religious Newspapers in the 0ld Northwest to

1861: A History, Bibliography, and Record of Opinion
(Athens, Oh., 1977) 101l. For more on the application of
science to Protestants millennialism see Bozeman, Ibid.,
119-24, Baptists did join Presbyterians, Methodists and
other evangelicals in the antebellum reform movements and
the hope for the post millennial Kingdom of God. See, for
example, J. W. Olmstead, "Millennial Discourse,”" Christian
Watchman, April 8, 1842, 1. William McLoughlin has
provided a well-documented essay on Baptist interest in
reform and the millennium in his New England Dissent,
1630-1833: The Baptists and the Separation of Church and
State, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1971), 2: 1265-74.

16. Holdich, "Government of God," 247..

17. "On the Necessity of Evangelizing the Aborgines of
America," Methodist Magazine 4 (1820): 323ff. 1In his
memoirs written during a tour of Europe, Methodist minister
and college president Wilbur Fisk displayed acceptance of
the need for Protestant social control and even opined that
the purpose for keeping a journal of his travels was to
help young people learn of the moral state of the world in
order to prepare them "for the great purposes of their
being." Fisk noted that the "signs of the times clearly
indicate that the moral conflicts which have heretofore
been conducted with but partial success . . . must take a
wider range . . . in the various departments of political,
moral and religious reform. Wilbur Fisk, Travels on the
Continent of Europe (New York, 1838) iv.

18. Wilbur Fisk, "The Science of Education," Methodist

Magazine and Quarterly Review 15 (1831): 423. Moody
received significant financial contributions from several
of America's most wealty businessmen. In return, they
requested that he conduct his revival services-~-sometimes
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on Moody's pro-capitalist bent, see James Findlay, Dwight
L. Moody, (Chicago, 1969). Stephen Olin, The Works of
Stephen 0lin, 2 vols., (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1852), 1: 323ff. John Lindsey, "Gospel Purity," Methodist
Magazine and Quarterly Review, 17 (1835): 42.

19. Catherine L. Albanese, America Religions and
Religion (Belmont, Ca, 1981), 255. Albanese offers a
delightful treatment of the themes of speed and doctrinal
simplicity in nineteenth-century American Protestantism.
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The American penchant for achieving results quickly and

easily remained with Americans into modern times. As
Albanese points out, "Fast food had become a symbol of
American culture with the golden arches of McDonald's
hamburgers; the imposition of a fifty-five-mile-an-hour
speed limit was a national tragedy."™ One might add that
the revocation of the national speed limit was a cause for
celebration among the majority of Americans. For more on
American's fascination with rapid advancement, see Richard
D. Brown Knowledge is Power: The Diffusion of Information
in Early America: 1700-1865; and Jay Martin, "The
Intersection of Past and Future" in America Now, ed., John
G. Kirk, (New York, 1968) 203. Martin suggests that
Americans have now begun to reach certain limits. Olin,
Works, I: 337, 23, 6, 26. Olin's fascination with quick
advancement and speedy conversions was not unusual for
Protestants in the North before the Civil War. Lyman
Beecher echoed the same sentiments and fully expected the
United States "should instantly rush up from barbarism to
civilization."™ Lyman Beecher A Plea for the West
(Cincinnati, 1835) 8. Urban Methodists like Olin, Fisk and
Soule collaborated with Beecher and other Reform-oriented
ministers in pressing for the speedy establishment of the
Kingdom of God in America. See also Tuveson Redeemer
Nation, 169-71. For a helpful examination of the change in
conversion styles in early America, see Jerald C. Brauer,
"From Puritanism to Revivalism," Journal of Religion (July
1978) 227-43, A fascinating narrative study on the topic
is offered by Rodger M. Payne, "When the Times of
Refreshing Shall Come: Interpreting American Protestant
Varieties of Conversion, 1630-1830," (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Virginia, 1988), and see also J. M. Bumstead
and John E. Van de Wetering, What Must I Do to be Saved?
(Hinsdale, Il11., 1976) 145-7.

20. On Finney's use of "right means™ in the conducting
of a revival, see, for example, Peter W. Williams, Popular
Religion in America: Symbolic Change and the Modernization
Process in Historical Perspective, (Chicago, 1989),

114-16. Williams recognizes in Finney's "new measures" a
religiously-oriented form "of social engineering and
manipulation." It was his "enormous personal charismatic
power," Williams observes, that helped generate his success
as a revivalist. Finney quoted in McGloughlin Revivals,
122-31. McGloughlin suggests that Finney leaned more
toward "common sense and experience" than toward
rationalism in his theology. Ruklick, Churchmen and
Philosophers, 106-8. Kuklick shows the close relationship
between Finney's theology and New Haven ideas "with Beecher
as the 1link." Moreover, Kuklick points out, "the beliefs
of Finney and his associates--Oberlin's perfectionist
theology--were indebted to the New Haven Theology being
taught at Lane Seminary where Beecher was president." See
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also William McLoughlin's article "Charles Grandison

Finney," in Ante-Bellum Reform, ed., David Brion Davis,
(New York, 1967), 97-107. McLoughlin points out that
Finney probably "adopted the doctrine of disinterested
benevolence without realizing who its authors were,"--that
is to say, the New Divinity theologians like Hopkins.
Moreover, McLoughlin notes that "Finney transformed the
doctrine [of holiness] into cosmic utilitarianism. He
defined benevolence in terms of the greatest happiness of
the greatest number."™ My findings concur with
McLoughlin's, yet I am convinced that Finney's
utilitarianism was by no means unique but in fact permeated
American Protestant theology by in the North by 1830.
Turner Without God 78-9. Albanese, America 157. Charles
G. Finney, Finney's Life and Lectures, William H. Harding,
ed., (Grand Rapids, 1943). 1In his "Revivals of Religion"
lecture, Finney observed that "Religion is the work of

man. It is something for man to do."™ He believed that God
must bless "the work of man" in bringing about religious
revivals, but he felt it important to recognize that when
individuals were converted, "They are not enabled to put
further exertions which they were unable to put forth. 1In
other words, each human being possesses the innate capacity
to find salvation; the subject need not wait on some
special providence from heaven. 1In fact, for Finney, it is
important not to detract the prospective convert by
pointing out God's activity in the salvation event. See
Charles G. Finney, Sermons on Important Subjects (New York,
1836), 51-3. Finney argued that 1f the sinner's attention
is directed towards God's activity in the conversion
process, "his submission is impossible. He can only submit
when his entire attention is directed to the reasons for
submission. Every diversion of his attention is but
multiplying obstacles in his way." Hence, while Finney
believed in God's activity in the process of conversion, at
a practical level it was as he described it, an "irrelevant
matter."

21. The best source that examines the widespread
influence of Wesleyan Perfectionism in American Protestant
thought remains Timothy L. Smith's Revivalism and Social
Reform, (New York, 1965) passim. B. F. Shepherd, "An Essay
on Christian Perfection,"” Methodist Magazine and Quarterly
Review 17 (1835): 380ff. See Smith pp. 107-9 for a
succinct description of the influences played by New School
Calvinism on the theologians at Oberlin College. See also
Kuklick, Churchmen and Philosophers, 106-7. Some American
Lutherans took interest in the new measure revivalism of
Finney and substituted more traditional mode of worship
with Lutheran revival meetings. Lutheran newspapers such
as The Lutheran Observer were critical of "new measure
Lutherans"” who employed protracted meetings and the anxious
bench in their efforts to help their congregations find
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salvation. Albeck, Century of Lutherans 86-95. See also
Pioneer Experiences; The Gift of Power Received by Faith,
ed., Phoebe Palmer (New York, 1868). Palmer completed the
testimonies of 80 ministers who claimed to have received
Christian perfection. The list of ministers include
representatives from Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist,
Congregationalist, Dutch Reformed, and Episcopalian
Churches.

22. Finney referred to entire sanctification as the
"manhood in religion." He espoused the doctrine primarily
on pragmatic grounds because, he believed, without it
"revivals would become more and more superficial and
finally cease."™ Oberlin Evangelist, January 3, 1839, 25.
Finney argued, moreover, that the "tendency and effect of
obedience, is to make the obedient individual happy." 1In
fact "the state of mind required by the law, is itself
happiness."” When enough fully sanctified Christians have
achieved this happiness, Finney argued, there will be an
increase in "public and individual happiness." The
doctrine of entire sanctification and its pragmatic link
with his revivalism was of supreme theological importance
for Finney. If everyone in America would simply receive
sanctification it "would create a perfect state of society:;
and for any community to live together, in conforming to
this principle, would be heaven itself." [Oberlin
Evangelist, March 13, 1839, 49.] Finney's abolitionist
sentiment was based upon his principle of happiness. "In
the light of this law," he wrote, "how perfectly obvious is
it, that slavery is from hell." Asa Mahan promoted entire
sanctification on a similar pragmatic basis. The doctrine
"must be," he wrote, "of the highest practical utility;
because it lays the only adequate foundation for the most
vigorous and prayerful efforts after those attainment of
holiness, at which all admit we are bound to aim. Oberlin
Evangelist, June 19, 1839, 110. Asa Mahan, Autobiography:
Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual (London: T. Woolmer,
1882), 267. Mahan boasted that he was "the first man in
the history of the race who conducted women through a full
course of liberal education, and conferred upon [them] the
degrees of A. B. and A. M." Peters, Christian Perfection,
116. On the pervasiveness of New Divinity among branches
of American Protestantism, see Smith, Revivalism, 32-3;
225-37; and passim.

23. The Seneca Falls Woman's Rights Convention which
inaugurated the woman's rights movement in the United
States met at a Wesleyan Methodist Chapel in Seneca Falls,
New York in 1848, The Wesleyans championed the abolition
of slavery and many applied their perfectionist leanings
toward the advancement of black and women's rights. See
Nancy Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in New

England, 1780-1835 (New Haven, 1977), 132ff, for an
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overview of the nineteenth-century woman's relationship

with the church and the clergy. For a helpful essay on the
role of women in antebellum reform efforts see Nancy
Woloch, Women and the American Experience (New York, 1984)
167-200. Barbara L. Epstein, The Politics of Domesticity:
Women, Evangelism, and Temperance in Nineteenth-Century
America (Middletown, Conn., 1981). Mary P. Ryan "A Women's
Awakening Evangelical Religion and the Families of Utica,
New York, 1800-1840" in Women in American Religion, ed.,
Janet Wilson Janes (Philadelphia, 1980), 89-110. Ryan has
quantified revival converts in the area round Utica, New
York during the early 1800s. Her data suggest that about
"30 percent . . . were preceded into full church membership
by persons who shared their surname." Moreover, Ryan
points out, the "first family member to enter the church
was twice as likely to be female as male." These data
suggest, then, that women were "instrumental in a host of
other conversions among their kin of both sexes. See also
Martha Thomhave Blauvelt "Women and Revivalism" in Women
and Religion in America, eds., Rosemary Radford Ruether and
Rosemany Skinner Keller, (San Francisco, 1981) 1l: 1-45,
Blauvelt observes "that females often acted as evangelists
within their homes and communities and helped instigate the
century's frequent revivals." (1) Further, she suggests
that evangelical theology "encouraged religious activism"
among females "by maintaining that the church member's
daily life attested to the reality (or fraudulence) of her
conversion, indifference to God's cause suggested that one
had not been saved after all. It is for this reason
Blauvelt contends, that the "clergy explicitly demanded
that laity work for revivals."™ Evangelical theology, in
effect, had a liberating influence upon many female
converts., Victorian women were assigned a significant
ministerial role as chief theologians an preachers to the
children of the household, and, as directors of the Sunday
Schools, their ministerial influence extended to the young
people of the church., The burden of teaching the youth,
sustaining missionary ventures and benevolent societies and
importantly praying for the success of the kingdom were all
given the women of the church. Cott, Bonds of Womanhood.
140. ‘

24. Harold Raser, Phoebe Palmer: Her Life and Thought,
(Lewiston, N. Y., 1987) 79ff. ©Lori D. Ginzberg, Women and
the Work of Benevolence: Morality, Politics, and Class in
the Nineteenth-Century United States (New Haven, 1990).
Ginzberg analyzes women's religious and benevolent
activities in the nineteenth century in light of what she
sees as "the essentially class nature of benevolence." (7)
Middle-class women like their male counterparts were, she
argues, partially motivated in their activities by an
elitist class consciousness. "“Thus," argues Ginzberg, "the
control of services to the poor and outcast was a key
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element in the dominant groups' control of resources and of
standards of behavior." (216) Although Ginzberg's
reductionistic analysis may be helpful in understanding
motivation underlying the actions of female reformers and
evangelists like Palmer, she fails to consider seriously
the ramifications of religious conversion and the
subsequent ambition to share the experience with others. A
more sanguine appraisal motivating factors in women's
benevolent and mission activities is given by Carolyn De
Swerte Gifford, "Women in Social Reform Movements"™ in Women
and Religion in America 1: 294-340.

25. Raser, Palmer, 26; 29; 47; 166. See also Palmer's
comments in her Faith and Its Effects: Fragments From My
Portfolio, (New York, 1848), 232. Palmer admonished a
fellow minister and friend simply to "try this short and
easy way" to perfection.

26. Phoebe Palmer, Promise of the Father (Boston,
1859), 169; Phoebe Palmer, Four Years in the 014 World,
(New York: Foster and Palmer, 1866), 57. By the 1850s
Palmer's "shorter way" to Christian perfection dominated
American Holiness thought. See, for example, the comments
of Episcopalian priest, F. Emerson Judd, in Pioneer
Experiences ed., Palmer 272. Judd claims to have received
sanctification in 1955 when another Episcopalian priest
encouraged him to "Believe that ye receive these things,
and he shall have them. Judd later found support for this
experience from Methodist Bishop Hamline and his
"heavenly-minded wife."

27. 1Ibid., 136-7. See also Raser, Palmer 255-6.
Raser establishes a probable link between the "altar"
terminology of eighteenth-century Englishwoman and Wesleyan
leader Hester Ann Rogers and the common sense "duty to
believe" God's promise approach of English lay preacher,
William Carvosso. While it is certainly true that Palmer
must have drawn from Roger's formulation of her "altar
theology," and she was almost certainly familiar with
Carvosso's Autobiography,--she never acknowledged the
influence of either--as this study shows, the requirement
to "accept God's promises by faith" was so pervasive in
American Protestant circles, that Palmer could hardly have
dodged its influences. Moreover, Palmer's pragmatic
interest in speedy conversions was significantly different
from Roger's approach. Palmer wrote, "I cannot believe
that there is any lingering on the part of God in
fulfilling his promises to the 'seeking soul. When we come
to him in the way of his requirements, we are met with his
blessing."” Phoebe Palmer, Faith and its Effects, 30-1l.
For an extensive list of other Methodists providing
testimony to their speedily sanctification "by simple
faith." See Pioneer Experiences ed., Palmer, passim. A
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friend and admirer of Phoebe Palmer, Stephen 0lin told her
in 1842 that he believed "in the doctrine of Christian
holiness," but he was less sure about possessing a clear
evidence of the experience. 0lin, Life and Letters, 43-5.
Two years later, in 1844, Palmer boasted in her diary that
"Dr. Olin now enjoys the blessing." Wheatley, The Life and
Letters of Mrs. Phoebe Palmer (New York, 1881l), 244.

28. Palmer consitently interplayed the Reformed
tradition's stress on pragmatism and human happiness with
her own emphasis on Christian holiness. In the 1840s she
observed that "God requires that I should be holy, in order
that I may be more useful, and consequently more happy."
Phoebe Palmer, Faith and Its Effects, 87; 256. Palmer, The
Guide to Holiness, May 1873, 169-71. Palmer, "A Laity for
the Times," The Christian Advocate and Journal, February
26, 1857, 33. Palmer quoted in Raser, Palmer, 93:95.
Palmer's postmillennialist view was similar to views
expressed by Beecher, Finney, Olin and other northerners.
At one point in her career, during the early days of the
Business Man's Revival of 1857-58, Palmer indicated that
she believed the dawn of the millennium may already have
arrived in America. Palmer, Promise, 172. She felt the
millennium was at hand because she sincerely believed that
the Protestant denominations "are gradually coming to the
light" of the short and easy way to perfection. Palmer,
Faith and Its Effects, 232.

29, Palmer, Promise, 172; 17; 28. Susie Stanley,
"Empowered Foremothers: Wesleyan/Holiness Women Speak to
Today's Christian Feminists," Wesleyan Theological Journal
(1989): 104; 107.

30. Stanley,"Empowered Foremothers," 106; 107.

31. Psychologist Daniel Levinson observes that for
every man, there are women who serve as special
instructors. These "true mentors," as Levinson describes
them, help to "animate" the part of the man that contains
his "dreams."™ Perhaps on a macroscopic scale, Palmer
became such an animator of dreams for the men to whom she
preached. Men viewed her as a harbinger of their dream of
a perfect America. Daniel Levinson, The Seasons of a Man's
Life (New York, 1978). See also, Jean S. Bolen, Gods in
Every Man (New York, 1989) 7.

32. Palmer, Promise, 190; 211. Raser, Palmer, 218-9,.
Wheatley, Life and Letters , 450-1.

33. Thomas Upham quoted in Darius Salter, Spirit and
Intellect: Thomas Upham's Holiness Theology (Metuchen, N.
J., 1986) 67. Perhaps Phoebe Palmer's career can best be
understood in light of a paradigm of American religion




126
suggested by Nathan Hatch. Hatch observes that in the
nineteenth century, "Powerful self-made leaders continued
to rise within their movements. They came to prominence on
a wave of popular acclaim, and their democratic appeal was
difficult to squelch. These firebrands called their
followers back to the first principles of the movement and
noted how far the current generation had fallen."™ Hatch,
Democratization, 206.




Chapter 4

The Southern Problem

Methodists and the Culture of Honor

Future Georgia Holiness evangelist Miller Willis
dropped by an Augusta race track one afternoon in 1857. 1In
a mischievous frame of mind and craving excitement, Willis
wandered down to the track and "whooped and yelled like a
demon" for a mare who had just won a heat. Willis intended
his mettlesome cheers as an obvious insult to a rider whose
horse had performed poorly in the race. His taunts
achieved the desired effect, and the offended rider
approached him, angrily demanding that he "hush, or I will
slap you down."

"Well," Willis shot back, "you are big enough but if
you do I will be with you when you do it." Apparently
unimpressed by Willis's physical size--he stood only
5'6"--the rider slapped Willis and sent him sprawling to
the ground. Drawing his knife--an action that was almost
instinctive to him--Willis sprang to his feet and
retaliated by sticking his "knife in him three or four

times." Willis recalled later that the rider's "blood flew
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all over me and him." The rider later died from wounds
inflicted by Willis. Willis was never prosecuted.1

Such incidents of violence were anything but uncommon
in the 01d South. Southern society through the period of
Reconstruction was dominated by a system of honor that
precipitated violent activities and then encouraged acts of
retribution to counter insult and physical aggression. The
authorities overlooked Miller Willis's slaying of the rider
in Augusta because public sentiment ran in his favor. As
Willis put it, "I will kill any man who slaps me down, and
I will be thought well of by my friends for doing it."
Willis's "friends" confirmed that his decision to seek
retribution "was right."™ He was, after all, protecting his
honor. But as Willis's biographer observed, it was this
sort of "public sentiment" justifying violence in the name
of honor "that has made many murderers."2

Like their laity, southern Methodist ministers were
well acquainted with the vehement tendencies of their
society. While holding a Methodist quarterly meeting near
Tallahassee in 1854, S. P. Richardson, an itinerant
minister from South Carolina, endured the heckling of seven
young men who seemed determined to disrupt the service.
Later that day the same party attempted to “"run over" him
with their horses. The ruffians eventually retreated when
the "brethren grabbed sticks and anything they could lay

their hands on." Yet late that evening, as Richardson and
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a local preacher, "brother Dyke," were making their way
home, "a brother came back at full speed and informed us
that those fellows were just ahead . . . waiting for us;
and that they had loaded their pistols and whetted their
knives at the turpentine mill that afternoon for the
purposes of putting us through."”

Richardson expressed reservations about the wisdom of
continuing on, but Dyke bristled at the suggestion that
they avoid a fight, declaring that "no set of scoundrels
could push him off the track."” As the two men approached
the location on the road where they anticipated the ambush,
Richardson began to notice that brother Dyke was frightened
and would be unable to offer'much resistance. Opening his
"fine, large, long-bladed new knife . . . in cold blood,"
Richardson realized any attempts "to reason with them would
be futile,” so he determined "to kill as many as I could
before they got ready."™ Richardson quickly devised a
scheme to overcome them "by placing my long, keen blade
below the ribs." Fortunately for Richardson and his
companion, a large group of Methodist laymen, having caught
word of the group's intentions, interceded before the
showdown and sent the roughs away. Consequently,
Richardson narrowly avoided what likely would have been a
grizzly encounter.3

Another Methodist, Alabama preacher John Harmon

Nichols, like Richardson, was no stranger to violence nor
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to threats of violence. While stationed in DeKalb County
in 1866, Nichols received a warning from a former
Confederate Captain to leave the area "and not show your
d__ 4 face here again," or, as the Captain put it, he
would "blow a hole through you that a raccoon can jump
through." The veteran backed up his threat by poking the
barrel of his pistol into Nichols's chest. The preacher
stood his ground, however, and refused to abandon the
region and his circuit. Impressed with Nichols's
fearlessness, the captain later offered his hand in
friendship.4

Nichols was not always so self-controlled in his
dealings with troublemakers, however. Two years later, in
1868, while stationed in Decatur, Alabama, the preacher
crossed paths, coincidentally, with another Confederate
veteran, in this case a colonel whose "war blood was still
warm in the veins." The colonel "walked about the streets
with a brace of pistols buckled around him" hurling
obscenities at males he encountered, regardless of their
age, race, or station. The colonel verbally accosted
Nichols one day on a street in Decatur. At first the
preacher made a valiant effort to avoid a disturbance, but
the colonel, determined to precipitate either a battle or a
surrender, followed Nichols through the streets and into
the post office where he continued his verbal assault. As

the two squeezed through "a narrow passageway between two
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counters" the colonel started cursing, Nichols later
recalled, "right in my face." "When I caught the colonel's
eye," wrote Nichols, "a wave of resentment dashed through
my whole being."™ In a blind rage, Nichols "thrust both
hands into the colonel's hair and, jerking him to the floor
on his back, fell on his breast with both knees, still
holding to his hair, and raised his head and pounded it
against the floor several times with great violence.“5

The timocratic aspects of southern white society
dictated that men of virtually every socio-economic and
professional rank adhere to certain aspects of the honor
code. The culture demanded that when a man was "slapped
down," laughed at, or insulted he was expected to fight in
order to maintain his honor and the dignity of his family.
When a man refused to meet insult with violence, his peers
invariably regarded him as a coward. From their pulpits
and through the press, southern evangelicals spurned the
honor code and the violence it fomented, but the system was
S0 pervasive among southerners that even well-meaning
Christians found themselves participating in the violence
of the period. Willis, Richardson, and Nichols later
regretted their actions and their contemplated acts of
vengeance. Yet each was prepared against his better
judgment to render an eye for an eye rather than suffer
meekly. Dickson Bruce has observed that rural southerners

"may have lost their fondness for recreational 'knock down
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and drag outs' when they found religion, but they did not
lose their belief in the'efficacy and necessity of
violence." Perhaps the majority of rural southern
preachers found it necessary to resort to violence or
threats of violence from time to time in order to control
"rowdies" who frequented camp meetings and other religious
gatherings. Lamenting the penchant toward violent behavior
that permeated the culture, one nineteenth-century
southerner observed that "farmers, merchants, bankers,
physicians, lawyers, even ministers of the gospel, often

slay their fellow man in private warfare."6

The Southern Duality

Superficially, at least, nineteenth-century southern
evangelical leadership repudiated the seemingly ubiquitous
violence endemic to the region. At the same time, aspects
of their theology were supportive of the honor system that
supplied the primary catalyst for the society's
tumultuousness. Southern evangelical ministers tended to
view their world as a dichotomy of good versus evil, light
versus darkness. This simplification of the issues of
right and wrong helped perpetuate the notion that the wrong
should be checked by the force--or violence--of the right.

Southern Methodist minister and editor of the Quarterly

Review, Henry B. Bascom, admonished his peers to be aware
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that two classes of good and evil coexisted in society and
declared that "Every minister . . . should be a prophet of
plagues and curses, as well as a messenger of peace. He is
obliged, even by kindness as well as by duty, to point to
the dart of vengeance trembling in the air!" God is
"eminently merciful" to those who serve him, Virginia
Methodist John Granbery assured his congregation, but the
"blazing glory of infinite holiness is to the sinner a
consuming, quenchless fire: the majestic arm of His
avenging justice wields a whetted sword that spares not a
victim and misses not an aim." Georgia Methodist Ira
Potter proffered similar assurances to his congregation and
then cautioned that the "anger of the Lord" was "like a
stream of brimstone; and, indeed, when his wrath is
kindled, and his sword whetted against the finally
impenitent, fire and brimstone might seem a heaven compared
to it."7

In the mid-nineteenth century, southern preachers and
their congregations recognized a vast array of social ills
and looked to God for the destruction of sin and the
establishment of a truly moral society. They rejected, or
at least attempted to reject, corrupted society in as much
as this was possible. As Donald G. Mathews has pointed
out, in rejecting the culture "they called it ‘the
world.'" The emphasis southern preachers like Bascom,

Granberry, and Potter placed upon the austere attributes of
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God suggests that nineteenth-century southern culture
exerted a significant impact upon church leadership--an
impact the evangelical congregations could hardly have
missed. Moreover, the preachers' theological interest in
seeing justice served in "the world" provided a source of
vindication for individuals who, like Richardson and
Nichols, took matters of justice into their own hands from
time to time. Southern Christians recognized that heaven
offered a perfect society, yet "the world" they inhabited
fell so far short of this ideal they found it expedient to
confront the world on its own terms until a vengeful God
intervened. Southern evangelicals were, it seems, trapped
between two cultures. On the one hand was the Kingdom of
God, an unrealized otherworldly society; on the other hand
Protestants were forced to live in "the world" and to come
to grips with its manifold imperfections--and no
imperfections were more glaring than the region's
proccupations with violence and slavery. Within this
cultural context, the evangelicals understood the world as
a place that could never be redeemed, but would have to be
destroyed and rebuilt .from scratch.8

Honor and a keen sense of justice were not, of course,
the only factors supporting the behavioral violence of the
South. Nineteenth~century southerners sought ebulliency
and excitement in many facets of their lives. Frederick

Law Olmsted once observed that the amusements of most
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southerners "must be exciting, their festivities are
exhausting, as if they were trials of muscular agility.”
Augustus B. Longstreet's humorous examination of antebellum

Georgia society in his popular Georgia Scenes reveals a

culture in which eye gouging "rehearsals"™ and
no-~holds-barred fights were waged between grown men. The
restoration of honor smirched was a way of life, as well as
a form of entertainment, in the rural South. It comes as
no surprise that the religion of rural southerners needed
to be every bit as sensational as the other activities in
which they participated. As Olmstead put it, the religion
of the O0ld South like its violent entertainment was "a
matter of excitement--of spasms and experiences . . . of
maddening despair and of ecstatic hope and triumph.®" The
advent of the camp meeting revivals in the early
nineteenth-century provided the forum in which rural
southerners were able to find temporary refuge from the
world, to unburden their suppressed guilt for
transgressions committed during the course of the year, or
since the last revival, and to socialize with others of
like mind. Held in a forested area, usually during the
fall of the year, and sometimes attracting thousands of
participants, the camp meeting was, above all else, a place
where the unsaved could find salvation from the world and
9

evade the vengeance of God.

As evangelists stood before their transient
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congregations issuing white-hot warnings about the destiny.
awaiting all who did not turn to God and conform to his
will, the visible and audible evidences of conversion
manifested themselves. One North Carolina Methodist
reported that backsliders and the unsaved who attended a
North Carolina camp meeting in 1802 fell "under preaching,
their whole length on the ground, and with such suddenness
and violence as seemed almost enough to kill them."™ He
went on to observe that some of his "neighbors fell at my
feet like men shot in battle. This the people called being
'struck down,' and when they professed religion, they
called that 'coming through.'" The writer also witnessed a
"mysterious exercise”" common to most southern campmeetings
called "the jerks." "Sometimes," he explained, "their
heads would-'be jerked backwards and forward with such
violence that it would cause them to utter involuntarily, a
sharp, quick sound similar to the yelp of a dog; and the
hair of the women would crack like a whip." Still others
"foamed at the mouth" or climbed poles or trees to "shout
the victory." Witnesses to such activities occasionally
reported that other individuals, frightened by what they
observed happening around them, attempted "to fly from the
scene," but even these folks would "fall by the way," under
the influences of the preachers or, as the participants
understood it, the power of the Holy Spirit.10

The stringent realities of southern rural culture
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demanded that conversion experiences be as dramatic and as
turbulent as the social environment. The individual who
came under conviction for his or her past life of
sinfulness fully recognized that conversion was not
something to be entered into lightly. Conversion, for the
rural southerner, meant a sincere attempt to separate
oneself from the world, including the 0ld friends and
associates who remained ensnared in that wretched state.
The Methodist evangelists who conducted campmeetings in the
South before the Civil War came to understand their role as
something like a moral police force whose principal duty
was limiting the unhappy effects of a brutal society and
clearing the path to heaven. John L. Peters has pointed
out that in this sort of environment the Methodist preacher
"must inevitably, have felt that the burden of his message
should be a warning 'to escape the wrath to come' rather

than an exhortation 'to go on to perfection.'"11

Declension of Holiness Theology in the South

Despite the rough conditions they encountered there,
Wesley's earliest disciples did convey the message of the
second blessing to their revival audiences in the South and
along the western frontier. Francis Asbury, Freeborn
Garrettson, and other Methodist leaders in the Second

Awakening acknowledged that they preached on the theme to
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audiences in the rural South; they also found evidence that
some southerners claimed the experience. Yet there is no
evidence to suggest that the doctrine of instantaneous
second-blessing perfection ever received more than scant
attention in the rural South during the years preceding the
War of 1812. Moreover, it appears that those who
experienced perfect love did little to pass the idea along
to others. 1In 1814, Kentucky itinerant Benjamin Lakin
interviewed an "old Brother" who told him that religion had
fallen on hard times in that region because "for a long
time he had not heard the doctrine of sanctification
enforced." Since the doctrine had received little
recognition in that region of the country by 1814 it seems
likely that it had failed to take root among the rural
Methodists Lakin ministered to there. The Wesleyan
doctrine of second-blessing holiness did not receive a
widespread following among Methodists in either the North
or the South during the early decades of the nation's
existence. The leaders in the northern revival of the
1830s and '40s exhibited a generally optimistic outlook
toward the human potential for good. Linking their views
of perfection with the need for social reform, Charles
Finney and a growing number of perfectionist leaders came
to regard the southern institution of slavery as the
primary hindrance to national revival and the eventual

perfecting of American social and political institutions.
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Subsequently, the perfectionist revival that finally swept
across denominational and state lines in the North after
1830 received a chilly reception in the South among the

Methodists whose Discipline officially recognized entire

sanctification as a viable part of the church's
doctrine.12
Several factors played a role in the South's almost
complete rejection of perfectionist religion before the
Civil War. One hindrance to the cultivation of
perfectionist teachings may be traced to a strong
undercurrent of individualism within southern society. The
nurturing of Christian perfection required a considerable
amount of guidance and communal upkeep from those already
in the experience. Wesley established his select societies
with this required system of support in mind. Phoebe
Palmer and other leaders of the antebellum northern
perfectionist revival organized prayer meetings
specifically intended to sustain what they recognized as a
fragile experience. Southerners, however, were never as
community-minded as their northern neighbors., They were
too independent, too self-sufficient, and in many cases,
too geographically isolated, to devote the energy needed to
sustain a communal mechanism of mutual support for what
most southern Methodists came to regard as a theological
nicety.13

Southerners did, of course, appreciate certain social
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aspects of their faith, but their cosmology was dominated
by a good versus evil mentality that was skeptical of
northerners's efforts to perfect the human race. The
church as they understood it existed primarily as a shelter
from the iniquity of a patently imperfect world. 1In the
church the Christian could find refuge with like-minded
brothers and sisters. Within their community the
individual's spiritual needs received considerable
attention. A well-delivered sermon, an emotional testimony
from a fellow member of the copgregation, a prayer inspired
by the Spirit and delivered with power: these were the
hallmarks of a positive church meeting or revival. What
was most important to Southern Protestants was that they
"got happy" or blessed when attending religious services.
Those who "grew happy" during a revival service or
campmeeting "shouted the praises™ of their maker. The
great majority of southern Christians were satisfied with
their religion as long as it met their individual needs.

In contrast with their northern cousins, southern preachers
placed little emphasis on the radical reform of society.
Some urban ministers asserted that the world could be
helped to some extent but most preachers argued that in the
final analysis, humans could do little to ameliorate
corruption. Rev. T. V. Moore of Richmond realized in 1857
that the world was far too rotten to be reformed by human

effort and warned the readership of the Quarterly Review of
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the M. E. Church, South that indications of God's impending

judgment were everywhere. The world would soon be
destroyed by fire, so all humanity should "look forward
with shivering apprehension to some fearful scene of
judgment that lies in the undeveloped future." Years
before Moore issued his grim forecast, the relatively
urbane Henry Bascom referred to the earth as "the theatre
of crime" and "the dishonor of the universe," and welcomed
the day when "a baptism of fire, wipes away this
disgrace."”™ 1In Bascom's opinion, the feeble efforts of
mortal men and women to stay or even delay God's wrath,
while necessary and good, were at best temporary fixes, for
the time of the judgment's "occurrence is settled by
absolute pre-determination and special arrangement.“14
Southern Methodists tended to reject the northern
understanding of human progress that sprang from that
section's postmillennial view 0f history. The second
coming of Christ was, for perhaps the majority of southern
Methodists at mid-century, a premillennial event. The
optimism of the early frontier revivals was, as the century
wore on, supplanted by a more despondent perception of
history preceding the second coming. Southerners
anticipated the advent, not as a natural result of the
perfectibility of the race but, as Tennessee Methodist John
Hanner described it, as a "catastrophe.™ 1In 1847, writing

in the Quarterly Review, yet another southern preacher
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dismissed the postmillennial view of social progress as a
theory "of modern origin."™ The writer observed that the
central purpose of his essay was "to show that it is not
the scriptural doctrine--that no such season of perfect
peace and universal virtue is to be expected before the
Second Advent--that the Second Advent is not to follow, but
to precede and introduce the millenium." Like many of his
ministerial associates, the writer interpreted his world
"as being full of wickedness and infidelity till the
glorious coming of Christ."15

The southern outlook was not always so bleak. John
Boles has demonstrated that a postmillennial optimism was
prevalent among southern evangelicals who witnessed
conversions during the Great Revival at the beginning of
the nineteenth century. The early optimism dissipated
significantly as the century wore on. By mid century the
writings of evangelicals in the region clearly reflected a
less confident historical outlook. As postmillennial hope
gave way to premillennial gloom, southern Methodists
expressed less and less interest in salvaging society,
unless it was a piece at a time, conversion by conversion.
While Northern evangelicals extolled the virtues of the
state and viewed it as a positive factor if not a
full-fledged partner in the establishment of the Kingdom of
God on earth, evangelicals in the South perceived it at

best as a "necessary evil," a temporary means of
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controlling the more seemly elements of the world. It was
something to be maintained and obeyed, but it was to be
carefully separated from the business of the church. The
majority of southern evangelicals were, as Anne Loveland
has suggested, mainly preoccupied "with the conduct of
individuals, rather than entities like corporations or
governments." Southern Protestants did address concerns to
government officials from time to time, but the issues
involved nearly always pertained to the state's
responsibility for maintaining justice and order within the
boundaries of a given state. Only within an orderly
society were the evangelicals capable of doing what they
were called to do: convert sinners. God, they argued, d4did
not call converts to become active in political affairs.

As Southern Methodist Josephus Anderson put it, "It is
greatly injurious"™ for the Christian to be "noisy about
political questions, and contentious about matters of Civil
government." Southern society, including the State, was,
moreover, only as good as the church, for the church was
the only truly decent institution in society. "Religion
is," Anderson remarked, "the best safeguard of a nation."
Few Southerners professed optimism, therefore, concerning
the potential for sweeping social reform through political
and other secular channels. Though he served as a Chaplain
under Robert E. Lee during the Civil War, Georgia Methodist

Anderson J. Jarrell remarked to his congregation that the
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government was “crookedness from center to circumfrance.
Its rules its manners, its customs, its standards of right
are entirely out of harmony with the laws of God. 1Its
paths are not f£it for the King of glory to walk over them."
Jarrell, like most southern evangelicals believed that
individual reform through conversion and not government
intervention was the key ingredient advancing a better
society.16

The religious mood of the South before the Civil War
was not, then, especially conducive to ideas of individual
and corporate perfectionism. Rural southerners especially
possessed no utopian sentiments concerning the potential of
humanity and society. Southerners confronted a harsh and
oftentimes brutal existence. The evangelicals had a
difficult time thinking in terms of the new Zion arriving
anytime soon in a part of America where violence and guilt
were much more apparent than progress. They believed that
might had to be met with might, not with something as
abstract as the Wesleyan tenet of perfect love.
Southerners did not share northern views on the topic
because their culture was dominated by a preoccupation for
justice rather than mercy, for honor and not
self-sacrifice. Sin had to be judged, offenders punished.
With few exceptions, southerners gave little consideration
to the establishment of a perfect society; they were too

preoccupied trying to imagine ways just to establish
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order.17

Certainly there were some Methodists in the South who
took an interest in the resurgence of perfectionist ideas
in the North after 1835. The two sections of the country
were culturally different, to say the least, but it would
be an interpretive blunder to suggest that on the issue of
perfectionism the regions held nothing in common. Georgia
Methodist minister and physician Lovick Pierce, for
example, "accepted the views of the modern interpreters of
Mr. Wesley, as represented by . . . Mrs. Palmer as being
not only true, but thoroughly Wesleyan." Pierce along with
two of his colleagues in the Georgia Conference, Russell
Reneau and Samuel Anthony, claimed to have experienced
entire sanctification before the Civil War. For a brief
time in the ‘late 1840s, Pierce, Reneau and Anderson managed
to foster some interest in the writings of Palmer and New
England perfectionist Thomas Upham among their peers, but
their efforts met with only limited success, and after
1850, the three preachers seldom mentioned the holiness
doctrine as a second definite work of grace among their

southern audiences.18

Southern Gradualism Versus Northern Immediatism

Some southerners sought and received the blessing but

few were able to maintain their experiences for any length
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of time. Rural Virginia itinerant John Wesley Childs
received the blessing in the 1830s, but in a letter to his
fiancee he lamented that he enjoyed the experience "for
five months" and then lost it. Childs continued throughout
his career to offer testimony concerning the importance of
the doctrine, but he never reached a clear decision about
his own experience. Moreover, Child's ministerial
associate and biographer described Child's intense interest
in the subject as a "peculiar emphasis." 1In August 1851,
Southern Methodist evangelist John Tillet "made a
profession of entire sanctification.”™ Tillet noted in his
diary that the "instrument which my heavenly Father
employed to guide and urge me into this blessed state was a
book written by Mrs. Phoebe Palmer, of New York." Like the
Georgia preachers, however, Tillet's zealousness for the
experience was short-lived and by 1853, "he seldom
mention[ed] the subject."™ After Tillet's death, his son
recalled that his father "changed his views somewhat as to

the instantaneousness of the experience of sanctification

and preached later in life more on growth in grace from

conversion onward and less on instantaneous experience as
the method of attaining i;.“lg

With few exceptions, Southern Methodists who wrote much
about the topic of sanctification described it as a gradual

process rather than an instantaneous event. Lovick

Pierce's son George adhered to the gradualist view, denied
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the need for a second blessing, and yet was overwhelmingly
elected to the episcopacy by the General Conference of
1854--all this despite the fact the delegates were well
aware of his views on the topic. In his popular book on

theology, The Bible Christian, Josephus Anderson asserted

that sanctification was, "under the gospel, a glorious

privilege." He observed, moreover, that "holiness is a
progressive work, and the believer is required to employ
the whole of life in ‘'perfecting holiness in the fear of

God.'" 1In his book for young people, Experiential

Religion, Leonidas Rosser, a Methodist from Virginia, who
following the War came to terms with Palmer's approach,
also described holiness as a "progressive" work "in which
growth in Christian graces is gradual and slow."20
The vision of perfection "now" rather than later, so
prevalent in the antebellum North, attracted little
interest among evangelicals in the southern states. Far
more comfortable with the concept of "growth in grace" or
gradual improvement, Southern Methodist Henry Bascom
perhaps best summed up his colleague's feelings on the
matter when he warned that the "dreams of modern progress

and perfectibility are misleading millions.“21

An Imperfect Institution

Southerners were restrained in their optimism because

of the social ambiguities they encountered as a matter of
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routine., Certainly the evangelical efforts to balance
their religion against the violence of their environs
created a craggy seedbed in which to cultivate
perfectionist aspirations, but the challenge of another
systemic evil made the quest for perfection an even less
likely prospect. 1In the minds of some northern
abolitionists the slave institution remained a formidable
opponent to the establishment of the Kingdom of God on
earth. Orange Scott (whose strong abolitionist sentiment
caused him to abandon the Methodist Episcopal Church in
order to form the Wesleyan Methodist Connection), Charles
Finney, Asa Mahan, and Theodore Dwight Weld, a Finney
convert, all argued that the kingdom of God could not be
realized in America before the abolition of slavery. Not
all northern perfectionists were abolitionists, but most
were deeply troubled by the institution. Despite her
opposition to slavery in principle, Pheobe Palmer had
little to say about the enterprise, choosing instead to
trust in the ability of Providence to bring an end to the
evil in due course. Palmer, nevertheless, like Finney and
other perfectionists of her day, seemed to recognize
slavery as something that was subject to the judgment of
God--a hindrance to the advancement of the kingdom of God
in America.2

The relationship of Christian perfectionism with the

South's acceptance and defense of slavery is extremely
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complex. The question of 'slavery and southern culpability
has recently come under the scrutiny of several scholars,
whose efforts have brought understanding to the topic.
James Oakes has established what is perhaps the best
argument for the pervasiveness of guilt among slave-owning
Christians. Oakes admits that there is a paucity of
written confessions of guilt among antebellum slaveowners,
and yet he has provided enough evidence to establish that a
significant number of southerners were at least bothered to
some extent by their participatibn in the institution. 1If
one cannot say with certainty that most southern
evangelicals experienced a sense of remorse, it can be
argued with greater confidence that the experience of slave
ownership gave them a sense of what might best be described
as nervousness. That is to say, for many southerners, and
not just evangelical southerners, slave ownership was
accompanied by various kinds of apxiety.23

Eugene Genovese has observed that he detects a sense of
guilt among southern slave owners, but he points out that
they never did "wallow in guilt." Genovese suggests that
southerners "felt guilt about everything. But everything
in this respect equals nothing. Their guilt feelings
ended, as they began, as a personal matter." Genovese may
be correct when he argues that southerners's approach to
slavery was not significantly influenced by their sense of

remorse, and yet as these sensibilities influenced their
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theological opinions, the emotional climate amounted to
something rather important. As it played a role in the
lives of antebellum southern Methodists, the emotional and
intellectual burdens that accompanied complicity with the
institution of human bondage rendered the dream of instant
perfection as a virtual impossibility.24

Donald Mathews has observed that the southerners most
likely to express anxiety over the question of slave
holding were women who, he points out, "poured out their
despair in diaries."™ Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas, a
Methodist from Augusta, writing in her journal in 1859
reflected upon her appreciation of Harriet Beecher Stowe's
writings and observed thét "Southern women are I believe

all at heart abolitionists but there I expect I have made a

very broad assertion but I will stand to the opinion that

the institution of slavery degrades the white man more than
the Negro and oh exerts a most deleterious effect upon our
children."” Thomas's anxieties about the institution
stemmed from a deeply set fear that the burden of providing
for her father's slaves might one day fall upon her.
Another Methodist, Mary Burruss McGehee, in a letter
written to her son in 1836, complained that the "subject of
slavery . . . is the most perplexing that I have ever tried
to think on." McGehee asserted that those whites burdened
by the "acknowledged evil" of slavery should "as far as

possible mitigate the evils of the lot & yet use every
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exertion to have the evil removed."25

Southern males occasioqally echoed the same sentiments
in their journals, but few dared vent their misgivings
publicly, especially after 1830 with the rapid expansion of
abolitionism in the North. Perhaps most southern
evangelical leaders who were against slavery, or at least
ambivalent toward the practice, in the 1820s and 30s
demonstrated greater complicity toward its existence in the
decades that followed. The writings of Henry Bascom, an
individual Larry E. Tise has accurately described as a
"proslavery clergyman," graphically illustrates the shift
in attitude that occurred in the South as the tone of
northern criticism grew increasingly indignant. In an 1832
address given by Bascom on several occasions for the
benefit of the American Colonizétion Society, he admonished
his listeners "to exert yourselves in wiping away the most
defacing stain,--that of slavery,--that is seen lingering
in the azure heaven of your country's reputation." "I
conjure you," Bascom exclaimed, "by the outrage of dignity
and violated sanctity of your kind to rise and alleviate
the sufferings of those who were created to be as free and
as happy as yourselves."26

As the impracticality of the colonization movement
manifested itself, Bascom's writings began to mirror some
of his 0ld racial prejudices, and he became the chief

Methodist apologist for the slave institution--a
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transformation that is best described as a transition due

to nerves. In his 1845 monograph Methodism and Slavery,

Bascom came short of declaring slavery a "positive good,"
for whites, but he did assert that "the Bible recognized
the jural and social relation of master and slave as a
concern of civil government, with which the church has no
right to interfere." Bascom was prepared to admit the
immorality of slaveholding as long as the convenience of
emancipation in Africa seemed a possibility, but the idea
of freed blacks occupying his turf worried him enough that
he shifted back to a more conservative position.27
The literary remains of Thomas, McGehee, Bascom, and
other southern evangelicals strongly suggest that they were
not troubled with the morality of slavery so much as they
were bothered with what they peceived as inconveniences
brought about by their personal relationship with the
institution. They referred to it as "an evil” because it
was for many a burden, and, worst of all, an unavoidable
impediment, having "a most deleterious effect," as Thomas
surmised, upon their children. Evangelicals secretly
recognized slavery as a burden because it often created
more problems than benefits for those perpetuating the
system. As one South Carolina minister put it: "In this
state of slavery I almost feel that every apparent blessing
is attended with a curse.” 1In his essay on the career of

Charles Colcock Jones, Donald Mathews has demonstrated that
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for some evangelicals, like Jones, the question of personal
morality and the principle of slave ownership was really
not the most pressing issue facing evangelicals. What was
more pressing for the southern Christian were the
self-imposed questions concerning his or her personal
qualifications as a slave owner. That is to say, once
southerners determined that slaveholding was, at a personal
level, not a moral issue, any feelings of guilt they
experienced were usually associated with either the burdens
of the institution or feelings of insecurity stemming from
a desire to be ideal Christian masters, an aspiration that
remained for most southern evangelicals an irredeemable
pursuit. Southern Methodist preachers were almost
unanimously proslavery--at least by 1840 most affirmed the
worthiness of what they described as "biblical slavery"--
but they continually reminded their congregations that it
was the slaveholder's duty to ameliorate the misery endemic
to the system. The ministers believed that a contented
slave population could be more readily converted, and,
subsequently, more easily controlled.28
Josiah Lewis, a Methodist presiding elder in Georgia,
reminded his listeners about the injustices he had
witnessed among Methodist slaveholders. Lewis was,
according to George G. Smith, "fearfully severe in his
denunciation of their course in withholding from the

negroes their just due of food and clothing." The ministry
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also admonished the slaveowning laity to give their slaves
plenty of rest--especially on the sabbath--and to pfovide
them with adequate and comfortable dwellings. Such
admonitions were not handed down all that frequently, of
course, but evangelicals could not hope to escape knowledge
of what the clergy meant by the notion of "Bible
slavery."” Few whites possessed the resources needed to
provide their slaves with all the benefits demanded by
their spiritual leaders. When they gave the matter any
consideration, they were troubled by the burden of their
insufficiencies though not by any particular concern with
the morality of slavery itself. Methodist slave owners
came to the conclusion that there was simply no way to
perfect a baleful institution, though they believed it
their Christian duty to try and bring about gradual
improvement wherever and whenever possible.29
In some respects, the improvement was more apparent
than real. Like non-evangelicals, southern Methodists,
Baptists, and Presbyterians frequently resorted to violence
in the management of their slaves. Ministers and lay
persons alike whipped, flogged, bound, and slapped their
servants in retdliation for even the most trifling
offenses. Moreover, the most moderate voices among the
southern Methodists vaunted the positive effects of
corporal punishment when "administered properly" to an

obdurate laborer. The concept of beating a grown man or
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woman was reprehensible to most evangelicals, but as
inhabitants of an imperfect world southern Christians
believed it necessary to make certain compromises with the

exigencies of slave ownership. Editor of the Nashville

Christian Advocate and future southern Methodist bishop

Holland N. McTyeire recognized this principle when he

declared in his popular Duties of Christian Masters that

the "mawkish sentimentalism that pronounces against all
corporal punishment and deals in moral suasion only, must
be deferred to the millennium. It does not suit the world
as it now is, and human nature as it is." McTyeire
inveighed against excessive use of force in his treatise,
but he failed to offer any examples of what he believed
constituted such excesses of punishment, except to say that
these episodes of violence usually occurred when the master
struck his servant "in anger."™ Unfortunately, when
Methodists and other evangelicals became angry, they did
strike out against their slaves, and when this happened
many likely recognized that their actions were in violation
of what their churches defined as biblical slavery--a fact
that only intensified their burden.30
Methodists had a particularly difficult time justifying
their involvement in slavery. Wesley and most early
Methodists were explicitly opposed to the institution, and
the Methodist church in America was established in 1784 as

an antislavery institution. By the turn of the century,
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however, the denomination had, with only a few exceptions,
given up on efforts to excuse slaveholding laity from

membership. The church Discipline continued to require

that ministers and other church officials avoid any
personal involvement with the institution, but at the
General Conference of 1816 the church delegates caved in
for all practical purposes to the patterns of slave
ownership by then well established among church membership.
The Methodists learned to accept the fact that a
significant number of their constituents were already
enjoying the aristocratic benefits of slave ownership, and
that number was increasing daily. "Little can be done,"
the Committee on Slavery reported, "to abolish the practice
so contrary to the principles of moral justice."™ By 1820
slave ownership among Methodist ministers was becoming an
increasingly common phenomenon, and denominational
leadership took few steps to stop this trend. Any
remaining antislavery sentiment eroded quickly as the
leadership learned to accept the exigencies of
slaveownership. Finally, in 1844 the denomination split
along sectional lines when northern Methodist abolitionists
made a well-organized attempt to have Bishop James Andrew,
a native Georgian, removed from the episcopacy because he
had inherited a number of slaves--slaves, he argued, he was
required by Georgia state regulations either to sell or

retain. The southern delegations to the convention voted
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to secede rather than permit Andrew to surrender his
office, and in 1845, delegates from fifteen conferences met
in Louisville, Kentucky, and formed the Methodist Episcopal
Church, South.31
The schism over a slave issue notwithstanding, until

1850 the southern Methodists officially opposed slavery and

retained statements in their Discipline that referred to it

as a "great evil." 1In response to abolitionist pressures,
however, several of the annual conferences maintained a
position that now seems diametrically opposed to the
official church stand. The Georgia Annual Conference for
1837, for example, decreed that "Whereas, there is a clause
in the Discipline of our Church which states that we are as
much as ever convinced of the great evil of slavery; ang
whereas, the said clause has been perverted by some, and
used in such manner as to produce the impression that the
Methodist Episcopal Church believed slavery to be a moral
evil . . . it is the sense of the Georgia Annual Conference
that slavery as it exists in the United States is not a
moral evil."32
As a church that continued to maintain nominal
resistance to the positive influences of slavery, southern
Methodists experienced some difficulties in phrasing their
proslavery arguments in such a way that they were able to
justify the "evil" while at the same time avoiding the

positive good theory as it pertained to whites. Southern
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Methodists, following the leadership of Bascom and other
proslavery Methodists, attempted in 1845 to come to terms
with the ambiguities of an accepted evil. Southern
Methodists wanted to maintain, in effect, that slavery was
the product of an imperfect world, a systemic evil, but by
no means a personal moral evil. Like the retributive
violence they looked upon as a necessary component of
justice, southern evangelicals understood slavery as
something that was less than perfect and yet a superior
alternative to the abolitionist's demands for rapid
manumission. The result was a compromise with an imperfect
world and a rejection of perfectionism in any form other
than that which could be achieved gradually.33

Though few southerners were deeply humbled by the
effects of the war, the Confederacy's defeat in 1865 gave
believers opportunity to ponder the meaning of God's
judgment of the South. Few southerners were willing to
admit the intrinsic wickedness of the slave system but
determined instead that defeat served as punishment for
their failure to Christianize properly their slaves.
Toward the end of Reconstruction, as the southerners came
to terms with defeat and began reordering their ambitions,
the antebellum rejection of the doctrine of instantaneous
perfection gave way to acceptance among a growing number of
Methodists. Moreover, after 1880 the doctrine of Christian

perfection became a widely acceptable teaching among
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southern Methodists, and nearly every southern state
boasted a Holiness association. At century's end, one
advocate of the doctrine, Georgia Holiness Association
President William Asbury Dodge looked back upon the
attitudes pervading his region before the Civil war and
remarked that the necessity of the Civil War indicated that
the "public heart was not ready for a great work like
this." A friend of Dodge's, Kentucky Holiness evangelist
Henry Clay Morrison, apparently agreed with Dodge's
assessment and opined: "Human slavery, civil war, and the
troublesome times and social upheavals of reconstruction
did not contribute to deep piety, and the doctrine of
holiness and the experience of perfect love were sadly
neglected." Writing during a less turbulent--though by no
means an entirely settled--period in southern history,
Dodge and Morrison were able to envision a type of
southern Methodism completely dedicated to the propagation
of perfect love. The South still experienced more than its
share of violence and bigotry, but slavery