
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The home of Zoar United Methodist Church, Philadelphia, 
whose story embodies the struggle of African-Americans with 
United Methodism. Zoar was founded in 1794 by disaffected 
black members of St. George’s, who nonetheless opted to 
remain within the mainstream Methodist Episcopal Church.  
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Stee•ple•chase (noun) A track event in which the runners 
must jump over a water jump as well as hurdles. 

 
 When I was in high school, I competed in track, eventually 
achieving status as one of the top performers in my chosen event. 
Performing at those levels enabled me, for the first time, to see a 
competitive steeplechase race in which the runners are required to run 
through an obstacle course of sorts, in a long distance race testing their 
agility, stamina, skill, strength and endurance. 

I thought it was the most absurd competition I ever witnessed.  
Why would anyone subject themselves to such a grueling con-

test when there were plenty of demanding races on the very same track 
that could push athletes to their human limits, without the dangers of 
clearing water hazards and actual “steeples,” which were better suited 
for horses and not runners. After pondering this at several track meets, I 
finally got the gumption up to ask one of these “steeple-chasers” to 
explain to me what would motivate them to pursue this obscure sport. 

His answer was both simple and profound: “We run because the 
race is worth the prize.” 
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 African American clergy in the United Methodist Church could 
be accused by outside spectators of running the same type of absurd race 
in pursuing their ministry throughout the history of the denomination in 
the United States. Why, one could argue, would anyone stay within a 
denomination that refused to allow persons of color to worship 
alongside its white brothers and sisters, actively support the separation 
of part of its own denomination based on that segregation, institute a 
structure of segregation based on race, and feel the effects of those 
policies for more than 200 years? 
 As a United Methodist clergyman of color, my answer remains 
that we run because the race is worth the prize… that is, using the power 
of our struggle to bring the Good News of the God we serve.  
 

A LONG STRUGGLE 
 

In fairness, Methodism has always struggled with the presence 
of African Americans within the denomination in the United States, as 
the country itself grappled with the same issues. Historian William B. 
McClain asserts: 

 
    ...the United Methodist Church, and all its predecessors, grew up 
with and mirrored this nation in their dominant attitudes toward the 
black presence. All major denominations were divided over the issue of 
slavery. While the very young Methodist Church took a very strong 
stand against slavery, it was a position that could not be maintained 
under the pressures of social reality. When, after some time, the church 
had to face up to the problem of race, it did so by separate Black 
Annual Conferences, dating back to the end of legal slavery. Long 
decades passed before the major bodies of Methodism were united 
again. And again, the question arose: “What, now, of the black 
presence?” The answer this time was structural segregation, the 
Central Jurisdiction, which existed from 1940 to 1967. Therefore, both 
as great contributor to and mirror of the culture, the Methodist 
Church had – and has – its own dilemma.1  

 
The institutional responses to these dilemmas have provided the 

hurdles and water hazards for African American Methodist clergy as 
they continued to persevere in running the good race. As early as the late 
1700s, African Americans were present when the denomination was first 
                                                 

1William B. McClain, Black People in the Methodist Church: Whither Thou Goest 
(Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Publishing Company, 1984), xiv. 
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formed during the early days of a colonial America contemplating 
revolution from Mother England. Historian Lewis Baldwin observed:  

 
Methodism began in America in the 1760s, with the work of indepen-
dent laypersons. Figures such as Barbara Heck, Philip Embury, and 
Robert Strawbridge have been widely recognized as pioneers in this 
effort, but there were Negro laypersons involved. When Strawbridge 
formed the first American Methodist Society near Sam’s Creek in the 
Northern part of Maryland in 1764, an African slave named Anne 
Sweitzer was said to have been among the charter members.2 

 

 Besides Sweitzer, Baldwin mentions other examples, including 
the slave woman Bettye, who was one of the five persons present when 
the John Street Society was organized in New York in 1766. Yet even 
with these individual instances, the Negro presence was “never meant to 
suggest full equality of the races.”3 
 This perspective of persons of color being considered “less than” 
certainly reflected the sentiment of the country at the time, and also 
influenced how the denomination would handle its Negro membership. 
Even though Methodism has had a long history as an institutional 
opponent of oppressive systems such as slavery, many of the individual 
writings of John Wesley, founder of the Methodist movement, reflect a 
race-conscious view that is sometimes disparaging and disdainful.  
 Consider these writings by Wesley as they relate first to the 
Native Americans he encountered during his mission trip to colonial 
America. Initially, Wesley’s view was hopeful, as reflected in a letter 
dated October 10, 1735, prior to his leaving England: 

 
I hope to learn the true sense of the gospel of Christ by preaching it to 
the heathen. They have no comments to construe away the text; no 
vain philosophy to corrupt it; no luxurious, sensual, covetous, 
ambitious expounders to soften its unpleasing truths. They have no 
party, no interest to serve, and are therefore fit to receive gospel in its 
simplicity. They are as little children, humble, willing to learn, and 
eager to do the will of God.4  

                                                 
2Lewis V. Baldwin, “Early African American Methodism: Founders and 

Foundations,” in Grant S. Shockley, ed., Heritage & Hope: The African American Presence in 
United Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), 23-24. 

3Ibid., 24. 
4John Telford, ed., The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, 8 vols. (London: Epworth 

Press. 1931), 1:188. 
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             ------------------------------- 

 

Peter Williams, one of the 
earliest Methodists in New 
York City, converted under the 
preaching of Thomas Webb and 
Philip Embury.  Born a slave, 
Williams was an early sexton of 
the John Street ME Church, and 
later became a founder, along 
with James Varick, of the AME 
Zion Church. His son, Peter 
Williams, Jr., was the second 
African American priest to be 
ordained in the Protestant 
Episcopal Church (the first was 
Absalom Jones).  

 

        ------------------------------- 
 

 While we know that Wesley’s first foray into ministry within 
the young country was far from successful – for other reasons not related 
to his work with this indigenous community – his view of Native 
Americans was vastly different upon his departure: 

 
   [The Georgian Indians] are not so properly nations as tribes or 
clans, who have wandered thither at different times – perhaps expelled 
[from] their native countries by stronger tribes; but how or when they 
cannot tell, being none of them able to give any rational account of 
themselves… They are likewise all… gluttons, drunkards, thieves, 
dissemblers, liars. They are implacable, unmerciful; murderers of 
fathers, murderers of mothers, murderers of their own children.5 

 

When analyzing these writings, one can see the patriarchal (and 
often patronizing) tone of Wesley’s perspective. The Native Americans 
are “heathens” who are “fit to receive the gospel” and characterized “as 
little children,” likely to submit to unfamiliar teachings. When they 
would not submit, they were “gluttons, drunkards, thieves, dissemblers, 
liars… implacable, unmerciful.” Wesley’s opinion of Negroes was more 
positive, but still prejudicial:  

                                                 
5W. Reginald Ward and Richard P Heitzenrater, eds. The Works of John Wesley, 

Vol. 18: Journals and Diaries, 1735-1738 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1988), 202.   
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Upon the whole… the Negroes who inhabit the coast of Africa… are so 
far from being the stupid, senseless, brutish, lazy barbarians, the fierce, 
cruel, perfidious savages they have been described, that on the 
contrary, they are represented by them who had no motive to flatter 
them, as remarkably sensible, considering the few advantages they 
have for improving their understanding; as industrious to the highest 
degree… as fair, just and honest in all their dealings, unless where white 
men have taught them to be otherwise; and as far more mild, friendly, 
and kind to strangers than any of our forefathers were.6 

 
EARLY PIONEERS 
 

These views, as expressed by Wesley, were commonly shared by 
those in the mainstream of the time. It’s no wonder that the one person 
of color routinely raised up as the standard-bearer for the African 
American presence in the early life of Methodism – Harry Hosier – is 
more often identified by his complexion (“Black Harry”) than his 
competence as a clergyman, when described by mainstream historians. 

William McClain describes Harry Hosier as one of the “Black 
Sons of Thunder” in the early Methodist Church: 
 

Harry Hosier… [was] a traveling companion to several of the best known 
preachers of Methodism at the latter part of the 18th century. W. H. 
Daniels, a prominent Methodist historian of more than a century ago, 
said: “At different times (he) acted as driver for the carriage of Asbury, 
Coke, Whatcoat and Garrettson; but he excelled all of his masters in 
popularity as a preacher.” Inasmuch as Harry Hosier could neither read 
nor write, there are no personal records or journals from his own hand – 
no sermons, papers, or letters. Much of what we know of him comes 
through oral tradition, stories, legends and references made to him by 
those who knew him personally. Thus, we see him through the eyes of 
others – those who traveled with him and heard him preach. Freeborn 
Garrettson records his impressions of… Hosier in his writings; and Coke 
makes several references to him in his Journal. (Hosier) is reported to be 
the first Methodist preacher, white or black, to be commented upon in a 
New York newspaper, The New York Packet.7  

                                                 
6John Wesley, Thoughts Upon Slavery (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1773), 14. 
7McClain, 41. The W.H. Daniels quote taken from an unpublished paper by 

John W. Coleman, “Heroic Black Figures of Early Methodism” (1981), 7. See also Warren 
Thomas Smith, Harry Hosier, Circuit Rider (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).  
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        McClain’s reference to the 
writings of Bishop Thomas Coke, 
who recorded his first-hand 
impressions of Harry, is worthy 
of quoting at length:   

 
I have now had the pleasure of 
hearing Harry preach several 
times. I sometimes give notice 
immediately after preaching 
that in a little time Harry will 
preach to the blacks; but the 
whites always stay to hear 
him… I really believe that he is 
one of the best preachers in the 
world, there is such an amazing 
power [that] attends his 
preaching, though he cannot 
read; and he is one of the 
humblest creatures I ever saw.”8 

  

              “Black Harry” Hosier, from       This eloquence and preaching 
            a painting at old St. George’s           power  prompted  Bishop  Coke  to 
         -----------------------------------         write, “any story of the beginning 
of Methodism in America which does not give a prominent place to 
Harry Hosier… is inadequate. Surely he deserves a place in Methodism’s 
Hall of Fame.”9 If not the Hall of Fame, Hosier’s ministry led to his 
representing the African American presence in 1784 as the Methodist 
denomination was formed in Baltimore at the Christmas Conference.  

This important gathering implemented Wesley’s plan for 
American Methodism. Though America had won political independence 
and established civil authority, Wesley observed that “no one either 
exercises or claims ecclesiastical authority.” In September 1784, Wesley 
took it on himself to ordain and appoint leaders to establish a new 
church in the new nation, and dispatched three men – Thomas Coke, 
Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey (with Coke set apart as 
“superintendent”) – to the United States: 
                                                 

8John A. Vickers, The Journals of Dr. Thomas Coke (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 
2005), 37.  

9Baldwin, 25, taken from an article written by M.S. Davage, “Methodism: Our 
Heritage and Hope,” The Daily Christian Advocate, May 11, 1939, 474. 
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Coke, Whatcoat and Vasey arrived in New York and proceeded to 
Philadelphia, where at St. George’s Church, they publicly revealed 
Wesley’s plan for the American Methodist churches. It was agreed that 
a meeting of the preachers should be called, and Freeborn Garrettson 
was commissioned to notify all preachers to attend a conference during 
the Christmas season at Lovely Lane Chapel in Baltimore. Perhaps as 
many as three-quarters of the preachers responded and participated in 
the conference, including… Harry Hosier and Richard Allen.10 

 
Another key early pioneer, Richard Allen (1760-1831) was 

licensed to preach by the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784, within 
which he continued to pursue his ministry until the 1790s. About 1792, 
he and a small group of Negroes walked out of St. George’s ME Church 
in protest, after being pulled from their knees during prayer, because 
they violated segregated seating rules in the Philadelphia church. “This 
event culminated in the organization of the Bethel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church… and it was here that the preliminary work for an 
independent African Methodism in the United States was advanced to a 
new and significant level.”11  
 Within the denomination, Grant Shockley points to Mother 
African Zoar as the focal point for the “Black Remnant that remained in 
the Methodist Episcopal Church as a matter of choice, integrity, and 
positive protest following the walk-out of Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, 
and their followers.”12 Other historians – including a pastor of Zoar, Rev. 
Joshua Licorish – credit Harry Hosier with founding Zoar,13 which was 
established in 1794, its first building dedicated by Bishop Asbury in 1796. 
 While the Zoar United Methodist Church is widely recognized 
as the oldest black congregation in the denomination, it remained under 
white control for more than forty years, and had little authority over its 

                                                 
10John G. McEllhenney, ed., United Methodism in America: A Compact History 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 41-42. 
11Baldwin, 30. See also Alfred T. Day III, “Creaking Timbers and Conflicting 

Traditions: Richard Allen and the St. George’s Walkout” in Annals of Eastern Pennsylvania 
#4 (2007), 3-11. 

12Grant S. Shockley, “The Methodist Episcopal Church, Promise and Peril: 
1784-1939,” in Heritage and Hope, 43. 

13McClain, 42; see also Joshua E. Licorish, Harry Hosier: African Pioneer Preacher, 
Including a Brief History of African Zoar Methodist Church, Founded 1794 (Philadelphia: Afro-
Methodist Associates, 1967). 
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own affairs, though not without protest. In 1821, the trustees of Zoar 
petitioned the Philadelphia Conference for a measure of self-governance:  

 
      We… have no power whatever… to transact any business according to 
our wishes and no charge, either, of money, books nor prayers, Burial 
grounds, nor neither can have we deeds or papers of any kind in our 
possession. Neither have we Stewards, Class Leaders nor any Exhorters 
among us… We want nothing more than is common for trustees to have 
in other colored churches…. [yet we] still wish to remain with our white 
brethren providing we can enjoy our liberties and privileges.14 

 

In 1835, Zoar was assigned its first black pastor, Perry 
Tilghman.15 Tilghman, however, was not ordained and had no standing 
within the conference, and therefore remained under the authority of the 
mainstream-dominant conference.  

 
THE LONG ROAD TO CONFERENCE MEMBERSHIP 
 

The chronology of clergy of color being accepted into and 
appointed by annual conferences  begins  not  within  the  United States,  
but  with  the  work  of the denomination in Liberia, which allowed 
bishops to appoint agents “for  African  colonization  when  asked  by  an  
Annual  Conference.”  A prominent example was the Rev. Francis Burns, 
who later became the first African American preacher to be consecrated 
a bishop in the ME Church. Burns was ordained a deacon and an elder 
and sent to Liberia in the 1840s.16  

Rev. John H. Mars (1804-1889) is credited as the first black 
preacher admitted into full membership in an annual conference in the 
United States. Licensed to preach around 1828, Mars was ordained a 
local deacon in the 1830s, and on March 30, 1864 was ordained an elder 
in full connection within the New England Conference – several months 
before the General Conference of 1864 finally allowed for full conference 
membership for black preachers, albeit in segregated conferences. For 
Rev. Mars, it took him 36 years of his ministry before achieving status as  

                                                 
14The full text is in Discovery: A Quarterly of Methodist Historical Treasures (North-

eastern Jurisdictional Association of Methodist Historical Societies, Spring 1963), 10. 
15See J.  Gordon Melton, Zoar United Methodist Church: The Other African Methodist 

Church in Antebellum Philadelphia (Unpublished Paper presented to the American Academy 
of Religion, Philadelphia, November 2005), 11. 

16Shockley, 53-54. 
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------------------------------ 

 

Francis Burns (1809-1863), 
the first black preacher 
consecrated a bishop in 
the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, in 1858. However, 
since no white conference 
would then accept his 
authority to preside over 
their annual proceedings, 
he was consecrated as a 
“Missionary Bishop,” and 
appointed to govern the 
work of the church in 
Liberia. Not until the 
twentieth century would 
African American bishops 
preside over conferences 
within the United States.  

 

------------------------------ 
 

an elder in full connection.17 
 To be sure, the educational requirements and probationary 
status within an annual conference enabled the denomination to keep 
black clergy from the highest ministerial ranks for nearly a century. 
Again, the denomination reflected the conditions of the country, which, 
from the time Mother African Zoar was established in 1794 to the 
ordination of the first black elder in full connection in 1864, was a 
fractured nation. The United States had endured the end of the 
American Revolution, the War of 1812, the Mexican American War and 
finally the Civil War – with the struggle between North and South 
having the greatest implication for the status of the country’s African 
American population.  

Throughout this period of the country’s growth, and even with 
Negroes participating in just about every aspect of Methodism’s denom-
inational life (from circuit riders, to forming its first societies and 
operating within its conferences), their experience continued to be 

                                                 
17Shockley, 53, following John H. Graham, Black United Methodists: Retrospect and 

Prospect (New York: Vantage Press, 1979), 34–35. 
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defined and prescribed by the leadership of the mainstream. As Shockley 
points out, with this “racially circumscribed relationship that Negroes 
had in white churches and Conferences… it was only a matter of time 
before they needed and desired their own Annual Conferences.”  
Enduring the conditions within the mainstream were made more 
poignant in this description: 
 

…in the urban North, where most of the Negro Methodist Episcopal 
churches were located prior to the Civil War, Negroes belonging to 
these churches were taunted by members of the AME [African 
Methodist Episcopal] and AMEZ [African Methodist Episcopal Zion] 
churches for belonging to the “white man’s church.” They were 
reminded that they were disallowed ordained elders, presiding elders, 
bishops, Annual Conferences, and representation in their General 
Conferences. This caused Negro Methodist Episcopal churches to lose 
members, with many defecting to other Negro Methodist bodies and to 
some non-Methodist Negro churches. Second, only Annual 
Conferences could provide the necessary status, security, and 
opportunity for ordination, Conference membership, eligibility for 
appointments as district superintendents and bishops, General 
Conference representation, and special appointments.18 

 

In following Methodist polity, Negro preachers and laypeople 
protested this included but unequal treatment within their churches by 
petitioning their annual conferences. As early as March 1821, black 
congregations in Philadelphia and New York jointly appealed to their 
respective conferences for greater inclusion. “We have not the least 
expectation that African or coloured preachers will be admitted to a seat 
and vote in the Conferences of their white brethren, let them be how 
much so ever qualified for the work of the ministry,” the petition frankly 
stated, adding, “nor do we desire to unite with our Brother Richard 
Allen’s connexion, being dissatisfied with their general manner of 
proceedings.” The petitioners asked for the creation of an African 
conference, which would remain under the umbrella of the ME Church, 
and be supervised by white bishops, but allow for the ordination and 
appointment of black preachers. “Such an establishment would tend 
greatly to the prosperity of our coloured brethren, and be the means of 
great encouragement to our preachers…” While the Philadelphia Con-
ference supported the proposal, the New York body demurred, leading 

                                                 
18Shockley, 55. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chasing Steeples                                                     55 
 
to the establishment of yet another breakaway denomination, the AME 
Zion Church. The lead signer of the 1821 petition was James Varick 
(1750-1827), who became the first bishop of the AME Zion Church.19 

During the 1830s and 40s, the mainstream Methodist Episcopal 
Church was rocked by controversy over slavery and slaveholding within 
its ranks, as a resurgent abolitionist movement pushed for reform in both 
the church and the larger society. This culminated in a north-south 
schism at the 1844 General Conference, resulting in the creation of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, the following year. 

At the 1848 General Conference of the ME Church – the first to 
be comprised only of conferences from the north – Philadelphia delegate 
John Price Durbin presented a petition “from the coloured preachers of… 
Pennsylvania, Delaware and Maryland” asking for the formation of black 
annual conferences, under the supervision of white bishops. A similar 
petition was received from “the Sharp Street and Asbury station of 
colored members in the city of Baltimore.” While the request was 
rejected as being “inexpedient at present,” the conference voted to 
amend the Discipline, so that “bishops may employ colored preachers to 
travel and preach, where their services are judged necessary.”20  

In 1852, yet another petition was submitted by “the coloured 
brethren from Philadelphia,” requesting the formation of black annual 
conferences. Again the General Conference demurred, but did authorize 
the presiding bishop to convene an annual assembly of the region’s black 
preachers “for the purpose of conferring with said coloured local 
preachers with respect to the best means of promoting their work, and 
also for the purpose of assigning them their work respectively.”21 
Accordingly, on August 23, 1852, a “Convention of Colored Pastors” was 
convened in Philadelphia’s Zoar Church. Though no bishop was present 
to preside, more than a dozen African American preachers met for five 
days of discussions and meetings, which included assigning preachers, 

                                                 
19For a concise summary of the failed petition and establishment of the AME 

Zion Church, See Emory Stevens Buck, gen. ed., The History of American Methodism, 3 vols. 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1964), I:609-614. The text of the March 1821 petition, as well as 
that of the Philadelphia Conference resolution urging its adoption, may be found in 
Discovery, op. cit. (1963), 3-9. 

20Journals of the General Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal Church, Vol. III: 1848-1856 
(New York: Carlton  and Porter, 1856), 1848:35, 130. The Philadelphia Conference at that 
time included within its bounds the eastern shore of Maryland and the state of Delaware.  

21Ibid., 1852:65.  
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and organizing committees to oversee mission work, and establish a  
“Preacher’s Aid Society.”22 

Petitions were received again in 1856 from black members in the 
Baltimore, Philadelphia and New Jersey Conferences, and this time a 
new section was added to the Discipline, entitled “Of the Rights and 
Privileges of our Colored Members,” adding to the published law of the 
ME Church the affirmation that “colored preachers and official members 
shall have all the privileges which are usual to others in quarterly 
conferences, where the usages of the country do not forbid it.” The 
section also reaffirmed the advice set forth four years earlier, allowing 
bishops to assemble “a conference each year of our colored local 
preachers.”23  In August 1857, Bishop Levi Scott convened just such a 
conference in Zoar ME Church, gathering preachers from Pennsylvania, 
Delaware, the Eastern Shore of Maryland and New Jersey. This 
“Conference of Colored Local Preachers” would meet annually for seven 
years, while pressure mounted on ensuing General Conferences to create 
fully functioning annual conferences.24 

At the 1860 General Conference, yet another petition was 
received calling for the creation of an annual conference for Negro 
preachers, which would specifically allow for ordination and conference 
membership. This was rejected because it could not be done “without 
doing violence to our usages and disciplinary regulations.”25   

                                                 
22See Minutes of the Convention of Colored Pastors of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 

Convened in Zoar Church, Philadelphia (1852), reprinted in Lewis Y. Cox, Pioneer Footsteps 
(Cape May, New Jersey: Star and Wave Press, 1917), 5-10.  See also Lewis V. Baldwin, 
“The Convention of Colored Local Preachers: Forerunner of the Delaware Annual 
Conference,” in Commemorative Booklet: Delaware Annual Conference, 1864-1965 (Dover, 
Delaware: Peninsula Conference Commission on Archives and History, 1990), 10-15. 
Baldwin mistakenly asserts that the resolution passed by the 1852 General Conference 
was created by the convention at Zoar. It is unclear if the convention met again after 
1852; the Cox book is the only source that preserves the 1852 minutes, and it then jumps 
to reprints of minutes of the later “Conference of Colored Local Preachers and Laymen,” 
which commenced in 1857. There is tradition at Zoar Church that another Convention of 
Colored Local Preachers was held there in June 1855; see Licorish, 9.   

23Journals of the General Conferences, op. cit., 1856:183;  
24Minutes for all seven of the conferences, held 1857-1863, are also reprinted in 

Cox, Pioneer Footsteps, 10-60.  
25Journal of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church Held in Buffalo, NY, 

1860 (New York: Carlton and Porter, 1860), 40, 308-309. The minutes record that the 
petition sent to General Conference was signed by black preacher John G. Manluff, who 
later became a founding member of the Delaware Conference.  
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Finally in 1864, the General Conference, meeting in Philadelphia, 
created the “Committee on the State of the Work Among People of 
Color,” which voted to authorize the creation of “Mission Conferences,” 
where and when the bishops deemed it necessary, and specifically 
named and delineated the boundaries of the first two:  

 
         The Washington Conference shall embrace Western Maryland, 
the District of Columbia, Virginia, and the territory south.  

The Delaware Conference shall embrace the territory north and 
west of the Washington Conference.26  

 
The first to be established was the Delaware Conference, which 

was convened by Bishop Edmund S. Janes in Philadelphia’s Calvary 
Methodist Church (now Tindley Temple) on July 28, 1864, and which 
included black Methodists from the state of Delaware, the Eastern 
shores of Maryland and Virginia, New Jersey and Pennsylvania. At that 
session seven men were ordained deacons, and three – Joshua Brinkley, 
Frost Pollett and Solomon Jackson – were ordained elders and admitted 
to full conference membership. For the first time in the history of the ME 
Church in America, three black men were appointed to the office of 
presiding elder: Isaac Hinson, James Davis and W. S. Elsey.27 

The Washington Conference was organized in October 1864, 
under the supervision of Bishop Levi Scott. Before the next General 
Conference of 1868, Negro Mission Conferences were also established in 
Mississippi, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Georgia, as the 
northern church followed Union armies into territories formerly under 
the exclusive jurisdiction of the ME Church, South. By 1925, some 
twenty-five Negro Annual Conferences would be established through-
out the country. 

 
A NEW ERA OF BLACK LEADERSHIP 
 

The General Conference of 1864, according to many African 
American historians, was a turning point for blacks in the denomination. 
In  his  analysis  of  the  1864  General  Conference,  McClain  identifies  two 

                                                 
26Journal of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church Held in Philadelphia, 

PA., 1864 (New York: Carlton and Porter, 1864), 252-253, 255, 266.  
27Minutes of the First Session of the Delaware Annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal 

Church (Philadelphia: Perkinpine and Higgins, 1864), 1, 10-11. Hinson, Elsey and Davis 
previously had been ordained as local elders.  
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The territory of the Delaware Conference, which operated on a 
segregated basis from 1864 to 1965, but first allowed black clergy full 
conference membership. Churches under its auspices later became part 
of today’s New York, Greater New Jersey, Eastern Pennsylvania, 
Peninsula-Delaware and Virginia Conferences.  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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avenues of approach that focused on the large unattached (and now free) 
black population: First, to establish separate black missionary annual 
conferences in the overall structure of the Methodist Episcopal Church; 
and second, to invade the South with teachers and missionaries to aid 
the blacks in adjusting to their new status as citizens. The plan 
developed was a tentative answer to the church’s question: “What shall 
we do with the blacks?”28 
 Although the 1864 General Conference created the first confer-
ences organized based on race, it also established black presiding elders 
as a “new” class of black leadership, along with the formulation of twelve 
black colleges (starting with Rust College in Mississippi in 1866) that 
would serve as the foundation for a system of higher education among 
African Americans, to this day. McClain writes eloquently about how 
these colleges met an urgent need that was both neglected and overdue: 
 

The story of the founding of the twelve black colleges traditionally 
associated with the United Methodist Church is a story of sacrifice, 
courage, love, heroism, and hope. Founded at a time when the doors of 
most institutions of higher learning were closed to the recently freed 
slaves, and when the prevailing attitude of this nation was that black 
people did not need and were not capable of the development of their 
minds, these institutions withstood the pressures and the sentiment 
against them to become vital centers of education and nurturing.29  

 
 With this newfound leadership of a church within a church, and 
new institutions of learning taking root, the “steeples” being hurdled by 
Negro clergy were still significant, but their proficiency in running the 
race was steadily improving. As it related to the mainstream of the 
denomination, the question posed as to “what to do with the blacks” 
was effectively being solved by segregating the denomination, thus 
allowing them to seek and implement their own solutions within their 
own cultural comfort zones. However, the rest of the denomination had 
a significant head start, with its leadership shaping the denomination for 
more than a hundred years before ordaining and granting clergy rights to 
persons of color, and 135 years after John Wesley started his theological 
training. Nevertheless, blacks took advantage of the newly established 
structure and polity, as the schools graduated more professionals of 

                                                 
28McClain, 65. 
29Ibid., 68-69. 



 
 
 
                           
     

  
60                                    Journal of the Historical Society of the EPA Conference 
 
color than any other time in the history of our country. This new 
educated class began steadily to take leadership positions within their 
respective conferences.  
 

THE CENTRAL JURISDICTION 
 

 The denomination continued to operate under this structure 
until 1939 when the Central Jurisdiction was established, which many 
African Americans describe as among the darkest days of Methodism. In 
his book, McClain uses the firsthand account of an African American 
delegate who attended the special session of General Conference that 
year to describe the emotional setting: 
 

Dr. James P. Brawley, former President of Clark College and a delegate to 
the so-called “Uniting Conference of 1939,” reports that when the Plan 
for Union was adopted, reuniting the three white bodies of Methodism 
(the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal, South, and 
the Methodist Protestant Church) “delegates arose, after the voting, to 
sing ‘We Are Marching Upward to Zion,’ [but] the Negro delegates 
remained seated and some of them wept.” They had just witnessed the 
Methodist Church’s latest answer to the question: “What shall we do 
with the blacks in the Methodist Church?” They had been present as 
their fate was decided.30 

 

 Simply described, the action brought together the three main 
branches of American Methodism into one body, now called simply The 
Methodist Church. But it did so by dividing the country into six 
“jurisdictions,” five defined by geography and one – the Central 
Jurisdiction – created by combining the 19 black conferences that then 
existed throughout the country. McClain continues: 
 

For the first time in the Methodist Episcopal Church history there was 
an official policy of segregation. While the plan made provisions for the 
black membership to have equal jurisdictional participation in the 
national denomination’s General Conference, General Boards, [and] 
Council of Bishops… and gave to the black membership the right to elect 
its own leadership and establish its own policies and procedures, the 
Methodist Church was, by the same token, establishing a policy of 
dealing with its black membership on the basis of race.31 

                                                 
30McClain, 75. 
31Ibid., 76. 
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 The flawed logic of this denominational action was to treat as 
homogenous the variety of issues shaping the lives of African Americans 
of the late 1930s residing in different parts of the country; though 
previously accommodated by 19 individual black conferences, they now 
were formed into one, monolithic jurisdiction. Even with the ability to 
participate in the larger polity existing within the combined Methodist 
environment, the Central Jurisdiction required the type of consensus, 
diplomacy and political skill that would have been a challenge for any 
jurisdiction. Added to this was the very real sting of resentment of being 
marginalized within one’s own denomination once again. 

This marginalization came at a time in the life of the United 
States when significant social change was occurring. From the time that 
the Negro Annual Conferences were being established (1864-1925), large 
numbers of African Americans began to migrate to major urban centers 
from the Southern states in search of economic opportunity. More 
pressure was being placed on social services as the African American 
churches sought to keep pace with this burgeoning population.  
 By the time the Central Jurisdiction was established, the United 
States had already endured the industrialization of its economy, World 
War I and the Great Depression. World War II marked the environment 
under which the Central Jurisdiction was formed, and an urban strategy 
was already underway that would stretch African American Methodism 
even further – raising the steeplechase stakes even higher. In Urban 
United Methodism: Structures and Strategies, 1945-1990, authors Lloyd Hartley, 
William Ramsden and Kinmoth Jefferson assert that during the fifty 
years following the creation of the Central Jurisdiction, Methodists 
pursued five strategies for dealing with urban ministry issues:  
 

1) congregational extension and development, 2) interdenominational 
cooperation, 3) missionary enterprise, 4) pan-urban denominational 
agencies and coordinating structures, and 5) independent Methodist 
movements operating outside judicatory oversight… [At the same time] 
Methodist urban policy has... proceeded through four distinct but 
overlapping time periods… each with its own predominant theme: 1) 
suburban church extension from the 1940s to early 1960s, 2) urban racial 
crisis and new church forms in the 1960s and early 1970s, 3) ethnic and 
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racial transition of communities and churches in the 1970s and 1980s, 4) 
new urban ethnic congregations in the 1980s and 1990s.32 

 
 Overlaying these strategies against the time periods outlined by 
the authors, the Central Jurisdiction, from the time of its introduction in 
1939 to its demise in 1968, was in place through the period marked by 
suburbanization and urban racial crisis. Within that context, the 
Methodist strategy of this period was characterized by seeking new 
growth areas as opposed to investing in decaying ones: 
 

         Along with other Protestant denominations, [Methodism’s] first 
priority was developing a suburban church extension strategy, with 
renewal or closing of troubled city churches as a second priority. For 
Methodists, the suburban extension plan involved the Conferences 
acquiring property located where suburban expansion was anticipated. 
When a central-city church closed, its assets were usually sold and the 
proceeds given to erect new buildings on suburban sites, sometimes 
before the first houses were started. 
        Studying an entire metropolitan region led the researchers not only 
to provide planning information about the growing parts of the city, but 
also to call attention to the inner cities’ worsening social conditions, the 
effect of racial change in neighborhoods, and the negative impact of 
urban renewal and highway construction on existing local churches. 
       Moreover, the ruinous effects of “white flight” to the suburbs became 
increasingly apparent… The appeals of black Methodist church leaders 
for church extension aide to help them respond to the rapidly growing 
numbers of blacks migrating to northern cities went largely unheeded, 
sounding a leitmotif prescient of the urban crisis years in the 1960s.33 
 

 To summarize, the black Methodist Church is not only back in 
the steeplechasing business (saving souls and building lives), but the 
hurdles of poor education have gotten higher, the water hazards of crime 
and violence have become more dangerous, and the investment to ensure 
we have the right equipment to run the race continues to flee from the 
track! These sentiments are affirmed by several African American United 
Methodist pastors pursuing ministry in Philadelphia. Rev. Herbert 
                                                 

32Lloyd H. Hartley, William E. Ramsden and Kinmoth Jefferson, “Urban 
United Methodism: Structures and Strategies, 1945-1990,” in Clifford J. Green, ed., 
Churches, Cities and Human Community: Urban Ministry in the United States, 1945-1985 (1996), 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 235-236. 

33Ibid., 242–243. 
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Gibbons, a former president of the Black United Methodist Preachers 
(BUMP) and Senior Pastor of Emmanuel UM Church observes:  

 
      Relative to our church building at Emmanuel, the expense… just to 
the upkeep is a heavy enough burden. Considering the age of the 
building (off-hand late 19th or early 20th century) there exists a 
constant need for repairs; some of them being of an immediate need, and 
others being put on the back burner with hope that the building won’t 
fall before we are able to afford the essential repairs. The early 
congregation purchased, at the market price, this present site around the 
year 1951 from another white United Methodist congregation. But we 
believe that God didn’t bring us this far to leave us.34 
 

 Rev. Laurie Ann Rookard, Senior Pastor of Camphor Memorial 
United Methodist Church, echoes the misplaced emphasis in many 
urban ministry settings in the physical plant the churches have 
inherited, at the expense of the lives they are called to transform: 

 
       Many urban United Methodist churches are keeping buildings that 
cost more than they have, rather than looking for ways to do ministry in 
which the budget is not so heavily weighted in the building maintenance 
area. We spend the majority of our money to maintain a building and 
very little money on ministry, due to the fact that there are emotional 
ties regarding property. There is no question in my mind that if we were 
to re-prioritize the needs for ministry, that we would share buildings 
and let go of high-cost buildings in order to accommodate ministry.35 

 

 Despite these assertions, there is hope. United Methodism 
continues to attract some of the brightest young talent to its 
denomination, as it remains in the vanguard of being one of the most 
progressive and socially active of all the mainstream religions.  Beyond 
the pulpit, our congregations are comprised of laity with advanced 
degrees and experience in everything from urban planning to economic 
development, and to the extent we can work in partnership, the stronger 
our overall ministry can be. Further, as it relates to the urban 
environment, both the Black United Methodist Preachers (BUMP) and 
Black Methodists for Church Renewal (the national organization 
formed as the Central Jurisdiction was being dissolved, and which 

                                                 
34Oral interview with Rev. Herbert Gibbons, November 30, 2007. 
35Oral interview with Rev. Laurie Ann Rookard, November 30, 2007. 
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represents more than 2,400 Black United Methodist congregations and 
some 500,000 African American members across the United States) have 
recently elected new leadership in the Eastern Pennsylvania Conference, 
and have already started planning collaborative efforts to strengthen the 
ministry to which the organizations have been called. Finally, the 
presence of deacons within the Eastern Pennsylvania Conference is 
beginning to grow, as this clergy order continues to serve as an active 
and gifted bridge between the community and the church. 
 When God promised us as believers that He would never leave 
or forsake us, it wasn’t because the road upon which we would be 
traveling would be smooth and uneventful. To the contrary, our resolve 
lies in the faith that will continue to guide and strengthen our efforts. 
And when the curious in the crowd asks us again, why run the race? Our 
answer will remain as simple as the one that started our journey: We run 
because the race is worth the prize.  
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The End of the Central Jurisdiction 
Joseph F. DiPaolo 

 
From its start, the Central Jurisdiction had faced opposition – 

not just from black Methodists, but from many white denominational 
leaders as well. As early as 1944, the General Conference declared, “We 
look to the ultimate elimination of racial discrimination in The 
Methodist Church.” During the 1950s, pressure for desegregation was 
building within The Methodist Church, against the social backdrop of a 
growing Civil Rights Movement, and legal actions such as the 1954 
Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, outlawing segregation 
in public schools. The 1956 General Conference enacted a constitutional 
amendment to integrate Central Jurisdiction conferences into their 
geographic areas with “reasonable speed.” However, little was done for 
eight years, and the 1964 General Conference, meeting in Pittsburgh, 
was besieged by both petitions and protesters demanding action. A plan 
finally was adopted to abolish the Central Jurisdiction by September 
1967. Though that date was postponed at a special session of General 
Conference in 1966, the Central Jurisdiction was finally eliminated in the 
merger plan of 1968, uniting the Methodist and Evangelical United 
Brethren Churches, which made no provision for a structure based on 
race. Even so, it would not be until the 1970s that the last of the black 
annual conferences in the south was finally dissolved.  
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Locally, the Delaware Conference – the first black conference to 
be created within the mainstream Methodist Church – became the very 
first to merge. After enabling legislation passed at the 1964 General 
Conference cleared the way, the 1964 Northeastern Jurisdictional 
Conference, meeting in June at Syracuse University, accepted the 
transfer into its structure of the two Central Jurisdiction conferences 
within its bounds – Delaware and Washington – and ordered that both 
be dissolved and its churches transferred into the geographic 
conferences by July 1, 1965. Bishop Prince A. Taylor, Jr., who had 
previously been assigned by the Central Jurisdiction to superintend the 
two bodies, became the first African-American bishop to serve within 
the Northeast Jurisdiction, and was assigned to the New Jersey Area. 
Bishop John Wesley Lord, episcopal leader of the Washington (DC) 
area, assumed oversight of the Delaware and Washington Conferences.  

The last session of the Delaware Conference was held April 27-
28, 1965 in Philadelphia’s Tindley Temple. On May 13, a celebration was 
held at Arch Street Methodist Church to welcome 21 former Delaware 
Conference Churches, with 14,000 members and 30 ordained ministers, 
into the Philadelphia Conference. On the same day in Wilmington’s 
Grace Church, 196 churches, numbering some 17,500 members, and 80 
ministers, took their places alongside their white counterparts as part of 
the Peninsula Conference, which later took the name it retains to this 
day, the Peninsula-Delaware Conference. Other former Delaware 
Conference Churches and ministers became part of the New York, 
Northern New Jersey, and Southern New Jersey Conferences.   
 At the final session of the Delaware Conference, presiding 
Bishop John Wesley Lord said, “We are restoring that which is broken. 
This is a return to the way The Methodist Church began. It was our sin 
which brought division… Surely now, we have much to share with all 
Christ’s Church and this great dream will be now pouring out into the 
life of the new conferences that are being organized.”36 

                                                 
36Quoted in Edwin Ellis, “Reflections,” in A Commemorative Booklet, 101. Sources 

for this summary are found in Major Jones, “The Central Jurisdiction: Passive 
Resistance,” in Shockley, Heritage and Hope, 195-206; Official Journal and Yearbook of the 
Delaware Annual Conference (1965); Together News Edition: Washington Area, October 1965; 
Together News Edition: Philadelphia Area, July 1964 and July 1965; Richard Stazeskey, “A Brief 
History of the Merger of the Delaware and Peninsula Annual Conferences,” in 
Commemorative Booklet, 92-96; and McEllhenney, 120-121.  


