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Abstract
In 1994, Na than Hatch chal lenged his to ri ans to con duct more re search on

Amer i can Meth od ism, en gag ing what Hatch called “the puz zle of Amer i can
Meth od ism.” This ar ti cle re views sig nif i cant de vel op ments in Amer i can Meth -
od ist his tor i cal schol ar ship since 1994, cul mi nat ing in two re cent pub li ca tions: 
The Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica by Rus sell Richey, Ken neth Rowe, and
Jean Miller Schmidt, and The Cam bridge Com pan ion to Amer i can Meth od ism
ed ited by Ja son Vickers. These two works un der score the cre ative his tor i cal
schol ar ship on Amer i can Meth od ism that has been writ ten over the past
twenty years; they also pro vide an op por tu nity to re as sess the cur rent state of
Amer i can Meth od ist schol ar ship—what the au thor re fers to as the “Meth od ist 
His tor i cal Pie.” This es say ex plores pos si ble themes that might char ac ter ize fu -
ture his tor i cal writ ing on Amer i can Meth od ism and ad dresses ques tions of
how the study of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory can be for ma tive for min is try in
The United Meth od ist Church.1
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Introduction
A few years ago, a grad u ate stu dent ac quainted me with a folk song pop u -

lar ized in the 1930s by Gene Autry called “Meth od ist Pie.” The song in stills a
sort of nos tal gic vi sion of Meth od ism as a re viv al ist faith that pro vides spir i tual
care of the soul, fel low ship with one’s neigh bor, and in good Meth od ist fash -
ion, tasty food. The song’s re frain re flects a clas sic theme of American religious
populism:

I’m a Meth od ist, Meth od ist, that’s my be lief
I’m a Meth od ist till I die
Till the old grim death co mes a-knock ing at the door
I’m a Meth od ist till I die.2

In many ways, this song rep re sents themes that are prom i nent in sev eral
his tor i cal stud ies of Amer i can Meth od ism. Par tic u larly, it em bod ies Meth od -
ism as a tra di tion steeped in re viv al ism, of fer ing per sons an easy-to-un der stand 
faith that is deeply per sonal, yet ap peal ing to a wide range of peo ple. The met a -
phor of the Meth od ist Pie re flects upon some thing that is quintessentially
Amer i can, in its pop u list theo log i cal vi sion of sim plic ity and ubiq uity. But from 
an his tor i cal stand point, is this im age the most ac cu rate storyline for un der -
stand ing Amer i can Meth od ism?

Twenty years ago, Na than Hatch pub lished an im por tant ar ti cle, “The
Puz zle of Amer i can Meth od ism.”3 Based upon his 1994 pres i den tial ad dress to
the Amer i can So ci ety of Church His tory, Hatch chal lenged schol ars to do
some thing that he felt many Amer i can re li gious his to ri ans had avoided: en -
gage in sus tained re search and writ ing on Amer i can Meth od ism. I think us ing
Hatch’s ar ti cle is im por tant, not just from the stand point of show ing how
much dis tance we’ve trav eled in twenty years. But the ques tions Hatch raised
in 1994 help us iden tify how the writ ing of Amer i can Methodist history might
develop in the future.

Hatch ar gued that a se ri ous study of Amer i can Meth od ism of fered his to ri -
ans a com pel ling al ter na tive of Amer i can re li gious his tory to the com mon tra -
jec tory that fo cuses on New Eng land Pu ri tan ism. Pick ing up on the ra tio nale
from his 1989 book, The De moc ra ti za tion of Amer i can Chris tian ity, Hatch
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2 I am grateful to Matthew Sigler, now serving as assistant professor of Wesleyan
theology at Seattle Pacific University, for bringing this song to my attention.

3 Nathan O. Hatch, “The Puzzle of American Methodism,” Church History 63 (June
1994): 175–89.
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called for a decentering of the Pu ri tan nar ra tive by look ing at how Meth od ism
re told the story of Amer i can re li gion from the per spec tives of re li gious vol un -
ta rism, pop u lar re li gion, and the shap ing of a nine teenth-cen tury dem o cratic
cul ture.4 For Hatch, prioritizing Amer i can Meth od ist his tor i cal sources would
pro vide his to ri ans with a com pletely dif fer ent in ter pre ta tion of Amer i can re li -
gious his tory from the his to ries of fered by schol ars such as Perry Miller, Win -
throp Hud son, Sid ney Mead, and Syd ney Ahlstrom.5 As op posed to fo cus ing
on re li gion as in tel lec tual his tory, by en gag ing the “puz zle” of Amer i can Meth -
od ism, “we would more readily un der stand re li gion as ex pe ri ence and commu-
nity rather than as ab stract ideas.”6

Since the pub li ca tion of Hatch’s ar ti cle, one can point to two dis tinc tive
gen res of Amer i can Meth od ist his tor i cal stud ies.7 First, we have seen nu mer -
ous mono graphs that have dealt chiefly with Meth od ist his tor i cal sources (and
like Hatch’s work, have pri mar ily fo cused upon the nineteenth cen tury). Sec -
ond, schol ars have writ ten de nom i na tional-ori ented his to ries, in par tic u lar
works that fo cus upon the his tor i cal de vel op ment of The United Meth od ist
Church. In re view ing these works, his to ri ans have made great strides to ward
en gag ing Hatch’s “puz zle.” How ever, many as pects of this puz zle re main to be
ex plored, in terms of in ter pret ing the his tory of Amer i can Meth od ism and en -
gag ing how this scholarship contributes to United Methodist identity.
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4 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989).

5 See, for example, Perry Miller, The New England Mind, 2 vols. (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1939–1953); Winthrop Hudson, The Great Tradition of the American Churches (New York:
Harper & Row, 1953); Sidney Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in
America (New York: Harper & Row, 1963); and Sydney Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the 
American People (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972). Ahlstrom’s 1972 study has
often been seen as the culmination of a “consensus model” of historiography that focuses
upon the wider institutional dominance of what has been called mainline Protestantism.
For a more recent interpretation of this earlier tradition of Protestant historiography, see
Christopher H. Evans, Histories of American Christianity: An Introduction (Waco: Baylor
University Press, 2013).

6 Hatch, “The Puzzle of American Methodism,” 189.
7 By American Methodism, I am referring primarily to faith traditions with historical

antecedents in The United Methodist Church. For a wider treatment upon broader histor-
ical movements within the American Wesleyan heritage see Jonathan R. Baer, “Holiness
and Pentecostalism,” in The Blackwell Companion to Religion in America, ed., Philip Goff
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 569–86; and Christopher H. Evans, “Wesleyan
Tradition,” in The Blackwell Companion, 684–98.
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My pur pose in this es say is to ad dress two ques tions. First, where might the 
study of the Amer i can Meth od ist his tor i cal “pie” lead us in the fu ture, in terms
of un der stand ing Amer i can re li gious his to ri og ra phy? In par tic u lar, I wres tle
with the ques tion of whether the re cent stress on evan gel i cal pop u lism called
for by Hatch has ob scured other sig nif i cant ques tions and top ics in terms of in -
ter pret ing Amer i can Meth od ism. Sec ond, how might the var ied “slices” of this
his tor i cal pie serve as in ter pre tive tools for min is try for ma tion for per sons
within the United Meth od ist tra di tion? As The United Meth od ist Church
wres tles with nu mer ous ques tions re gard ing its fu ture, how can these emerg ing 
in ter pre ta tions of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory pro vide in sights into the
Church’s mis sion and the ol ogy?

The His tor i cal Pie of Amer i can Meth od ism
Even a cur sory view of some of the mono graphs pub lished since 1994 in di -

cates that Amer i can Meth od ism has be come a cen tral field for many re li gious
his to ri ans. Pick ing up on some of the pop u list themes dis cussed by Hatch,
schol ars such as Greg ory Schnei der, Chris tine Heyrman, John Wigger,
Cynthia Lyerly, and Da vid Hempton have ex plored the ways Meth od ism
emerged as a dom i nant re li gious force in the early nine teenth cen tury (with
many of these stud ies pay ing par tic u lar at ten tion to Meth od ism in the Amer i -
can South).8 Other schol ars such as Rose mary Keller, Car o lyn DeSwarte
Gifford, Wendy Deichmann, Mor ris Da vis, Dana Rob ert, Jean Miller Schmidt,
and Priscilla Pope-Levison have ex plored im por tant ques tions re lated to how
Amer i can Meth od ism en hances our un der stand ing of race, gen der, in sti tu -
tional de vel op ment, and Chris tian ity in a global con text.9 Dur ing the past 20
years, the field of United Meth od ist his tory has been largely de fined by Rus sell
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8 See Gregory Schneider, The Way of the Cross Leads Home: The Domestication of
American Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993); Christine Leigh
Heyrman, Southern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1997); John Wigger, Taking Heaven By Storm: Methodism and the Rise of
Popular Christianity in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998) and Wigger,
Francis Asbury: American Saint (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Cynthia
Lyerly, Methodism and the Southern Mind (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998);
David Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2005).

9 See Rosemary Skinner Keller, ed., Spirituality and Social Responsibility: The Voca-
tional Vision of Women in the United Methodist Tradition (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1993); Jean Miller Schmidt, Grace Sufficient: A History of Women in American Methodism
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Richey.10 Along with Ken neth Rowe and Jean Miller Schmidt, Richey has pro -
duced a com pen dium of books that have ex am ined Amer i can Meth od ism’s
his tor i cal and in sti tu tional de vel op ment.11 In par tic u lar, Richey, Rowe, and
Schmidt’s two-vol ume The Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica has emerged as the
stan dard text in United Meth od ist Stud ies courses, re plac ing Fred er ick A.
Norwood’s well-worn 1974 his tory, The Story of Amer i can Meth od ism.12

Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt’s two-vol ume Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica, 
and the one vol ume Amer i can Meth od ism: A Com pact His tory, make vi tal con -
tri bu tions to ward our un der stand ing of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory.13 First,
these his to ri ans in te grate a wider range of move ments and churches into their
nar ra tives. See ing Amer i can Meth od ism as one of two ma jor his tor i cal wings
of Global Meth od ism (along with Brit ish Meth od ism), they en large the story
of Amer i can Meth od ism’s de vel op ment to dis cuss women, Af ri can Amer i cans, 
Na tive Amer i cans, and other ra cial-eth nic groups. Far more than pre vi ous de -
nom i na tional his to ries of Amer i can Meth od ism, Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt
re flect upon the di ver sity of the United Meth od ist her i tage—in clud ing a far
greater dis cus sion of the move ments that com bined to form the Evan gel i cal
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Deichmann Edwards and Carolyn DeSwarte Gifford, eds., Gender and the Social Gospel
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10  For a summary and assessment of Russell Richey’s scholarship, as well as a biblio-
graphy of his significant publications, see Rex D. Matthews, ed., The Renewal of United
Methodism: Mission, Ministry and Connectionalism; Essays in Honor of Russell E. Richey (Nash-
ville: The General Board of Higher Education and Ministry of The United Methodist
Church, 2012). 

11  See Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, The Methodist
Experience in America: A History (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010). This textbook appears
as Volume I in a two-volume series. Volume II, a compilation of extensive primary sources,
was published in 2002. See Richey, Rowe, Schmidt, The Methodist Experience in America:
Sourcebook (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002).

12  Frederick A. Norwood, The Story of American Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1974).

13  Richey, Rowe, Schmidt, American Methodism: A Compact History (Nashville: Abing- 
don Press, 2012). The Compact History is a pared down version of The Methodist Experience
in America: A History. 
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United Breth ren Church in 1946 (a tra di tion in which there is still a dearth of
in ter pre tive his to ries).14

Sec ond, The Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica and the Com pact His tory ef -
fec tively show the im por tant in ter con nec tion be tween Meth od ism’s his tor i cal
de vel op ment and church pol ity, es pe cially through the de vel op ment of Wes -
leyan un der stand ings of “holy conferencing.” In many ways, Meth od ist Ex pe ri -
ence in Amer ica ex pands on themes that Richey ex plores in his ear lier work, The
Meth od ist Con fer ence in Amer ica, as well as his work with Den nis Camp bell and
Wil liam Law rence on the multivolume se ries, United Meth od ism and Amer i can
Cul ture.15 Both Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica and the Com pact His tory dis -
cuss how Amer i can Meth od ism’s chang ing his tor i cal un der stand ings of con-
ferencing led Meth od ists to ad dress ques tions of theo log i cal de vel op ment,
global mis sion, in sti tu tional ex pan sion, schisms, merg ers, re gional dif fer ences,
and lo cal church life. The Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt his to ries rep re sent a cap -
stone of schol arly at ten tion paid over the past 20 years upon Amer i can Meth -
od ist ec cle si as ti cal life. Rep re sented by a se ries of mono graphs and ed ited
vol umes pub lished by Kings wood Books, schol ars have writ ten im por tant
work on Amer i can Meth od ist lit urgy, the epis co pacy, and var i ous as pects of
Meth od ist so cial wit ness.16

One of the most im por tant in ter pre tive works on Amer i can Meth od ist his -
tory to come out of the Kings wood Books se ries was an ed ited vol ume by
Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt, Per spec tives on Amer i can Meth od ism.17 The chap -
ters of this in cor po rate much of the crit i cal schol ar ship on Amer i can Meth od -
ism that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, with sig nif i cant work on women,
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14  The major denominational history of the Evangelical United Brethren remains, J.
Bruce Behney and Paul H. Eller, The History of the Evangelical United Brethren Church
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on the historical-theological legacy of the EUB. See J. Steven O'Malley and Jason E. Vickers, 
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15  See Russell Richey, The Methodist Conference in America: A History (Nashville:
Kingswood, 1996), and Richey, Dennis Campbell, and William Lawrence, eds., United
Methodism and American Culture, 5 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997–2005).

16  Selected titles in the Kingswood Books series dealing with topics on American
Methodist history include, Karen Westerfield Tucker, ed., The Sunday Service of the
Methodists (Nashville: Kingswood, 1996); Alice G. Knotts, Fellowship of Love: Methodist
Women Changing American Racial Attitudes, 1920–1968 (Nashville: Kingswood, 1996);
and James E. Kirby, The Episcopacy in American Methodism (Nashville: Kingswood, 2000). 
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Af ri can Amer i cans, evan gel i cal ism, jus tice min is tries, as well as in sti tu tional
mo bi li za tion.18 In many ways, Ja son Vickers’ ed ited vol ume, The Cam bridge
Com pan ion to Amer i can Meth od ism, rep re sents an up dated and ex panded ver -
sion of the ear lier Per spec tives vol ume.19 The chap ters in The Cam bridge Com -
pan ion cast a wide net, seek ing to show how var i ous in sti tu tional and pop u lar
man i fes ta tions of Amer i can Meth od ism im pacted Amer i can re li gious and
cul tural life. Broadly ap proach ing the Amer i can Meth od ist her i tage (dis cuss -
ing ho li ness, Af ri can Amer i can, and United Meth od ist tra di tions), the vol -
ume en gages a range of top ics on the ol ogy, wor ship, preach ing, in sti tu tional
de vel op ments, so cial wit ness, and a spate of chap ters re lated to Meth od ism
and pop u lar cul ture. 

The Cam bridge Com pan ion does not pro vide a uni fied in ter pre ta tive frame -
work for en gag ing Amer i can Meth od ist his tory. Dis cus sions range from Amer -
i can Meth od ism’s evolv ing in sti tu tional na ture (for ex am ple, dis cus sions on
the chang ing con tours of Meth od ist ecclesiology and pol ity) to top ics re lated
to Meth od ism and Amer i can cul ture (such as Meth od ist stances to ward to -
bacco use, re li gion and heal ing, and pop u lar amuse ments such as cin ema).20

How ever, The Cam bridge Com pan ion serves as an ex cel lent com ple ment to
Richey, Rowe, and Schmidt’s Per spec tives on Amer i can Meth od ism, show ing
read ers the breadth of Meth od ism’s im pact upon de nom i na tions/churches,
faith prac tices, and ways dif fer ent Meth od ist groups have en gaged Amer i can
cul ture. Through its mul ti ple sub ject and his tor i cal lenses, The Cam bridge
Com pan ion broad ens our un der stand ing of the his tor i cal nu ances of Amer i can
Meth od ism called for by Hatch in 1994.

A
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Ar eas of Ne glect 
The Meth od ist Ex pe ri ence in Amer ica se ries and The Cam bridge Com pan ion

to Amer i can Meth od ism re flect the ex pand ing ways that his to ri ans have stud ied
Amer i can Meth od ism. Nev er the less, I think many bi ases that Hatch iden ti fied
in 1994 on why his to ri ans ig nore Amer i can Meth od ism con tinue. 

Hatch noted three rea sons why he felt his to ri ans avoided sus tained study
of Amer i can Meth od ism. First, he raised the is sue that Amer i can Meth od ism
was theo log i cally de riv a tive, lack ing the in tel lec tual rigor of Re formed Cal vin -
ist tra di tions.  There is no doubt that many his to ri ans who have fo cused upon
the theo log i cal de vel op ment of Amer i can Prot es tant ism of ten take a dim view
of Meth od ism. Since the mid-1990s, we con tinue to see older pat terns of his to -
ri og ra phy rep li cated. These bi ases are ev i dent within two im por tant books
pub lished in the early 2000s: Mark Noll’s Amer ica’s God and E. Brooks
Holifield’s The ol ogy in Amer ica.21Both books pro vide ex ten sive treat ments into 
the theo log i cal de vel op ment of Amer i can Prot es tant ism from the co lo nial era
to the Civil War.  While these works have their own in ter pre tive nu ances, they
rep li cate a long-stand ing ten dency to fo cus their nar ra tives around the theo -
log i cal ped i gree com ing from Jon a than Ed wards.  For all the ways that these
books pro vide schol ars an in valu able view into the in tel lec tual de vel op ment of
Amer i can Prot es tant ism prior to the Civil War, they re peat the pat tern of pre -
vi ous schol ar ship by largely ig nor ing Meth od ist pri mary sources. As Noll as -
serts, “al though the Meth od ists’ orig i nal dy na mism con trib uted might ily to
con struct ing Protestant cul ture in Amer ica, the dis tinc tive con vic tions of
Meth od ist the ol ogy never ex erted the in flu ence on the na tion’s in tel lec tual life
that its spir i tu al ity did on the na tion’s pop u lar re li gion.”22

The sec ond rea son that Hatch iden ti fies for the ne glect of Amer i can Meth -
od ism was his be lief that Meth od ists san i tize their his to ries. In this re gard,
Hatch is not nec es sar ily iden ti fy ing some thing that is unique to Meth od ism,
but rather a larger pat tern in the writ ing of nine teenth-cen tury Amer i can re li -
gious his tory. The most sig nif i cant late nine teenth-cen tury sur vey text on
Amer i can Chris tian ity was writ ten by a Meth od ist, Dan iel Dorchester, who
ech oed other Protestant his to ri ans of that time, by stress ing how evan gel i cal
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Press, 2003).
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Protestant churches over came the twin evils of re li gious sec tar i an ism (usu ally
em bod ied by Mor mon ism) and Ca thol i cism.23 Not only Hatch, but other his -
to ri ans like R. Laurence Moore have noted the ten dency of many Protestant
church his to ri ans to pres ent their tra di tions in the best pos si ble in tel lec tual
light, of ten fil ter ing out parts of their tra di tions that they deem pop u list, anti-
in tel lec tual, or too sec tar ian.24 Hatch sin gles out Wil liam War ren Sweet who
while deeply in ter ested in Meth od ist his tor i cal sources fo cused upon the
move ment’s broader mid dle-class cul tural and in sti tu tional re spect abil ity.25

While he ac knowl edged Meth od ist evan gel i cal ism’s role in pro vid ing so cial
and cul tural sta bil ity to emerg ing groups of nine teenth-cen tury Amer i cans,
“Sweet had lit tle in ter est in ev i dence that early Meth od ism was white-hot with
en thu si asm, con fron ta tional and un re fined in its style, and readily dis missed
much of John and Charles Wes ley’s li tur gi cal for mal ity.”26 While Sweet af -
firmed Meth od ism’s his tor i cal sig nif i cance, in Hatch’s view, he came to the
wrong con clu sion about Meth od ism’s his tor i cal im pact by ig nor ing the move -
ment’s ex plo sive pop u lism.

Fi nally, Hatch ar gues that his to ri ans ig nored Amer i can Meth od ism out of
the per cep tion that the tra di tion was bland. Put more pos i tively, Meth od ism
was seen as so rep re sen ta tive of Amer i can life that it lacked the ex otic curb ap -
peal of other re li gious move ments. “No in ter pre tive vi sion of Amer i can re li -
gion has arisen or ga nized around Wesleyanism be cause it so clearly rep re sents
that which we take for granted about Amer i can so ci ety…. Per haps his to ri ans
ig nore Meth od ists be cause Wes ley ans are too quintessentially Amer i can.”27

There is a lot of truth to Hatch’s third point, es pe cially when one looks at many
sur vey treat ments of Amer i can re li gious his tory writ ten since the 1960s. In
these works, Meth od ist sources are not the first point of ref er ence in deal ing
with sub jects such as premillennialism, fun da men tal ism, or even lib er al ism.28

Hatch makes a com pel ling ar gu ment for un der stand ing Meth od ism as a
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23  Daniel Dorchester, Christianity in the United States from the First Settlement Down to
the Present Time (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1888). 

24  See R. Laurence Moore, Religious Outsiders and the Making of Americans (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985).

25  See, for example, William Warren Sweet, Methodism in American History (New York: 
Abingdon, 1953). For a summary of Sweet’s influence upon American Methodist historio-
graphy, see Russell E. Richey, “History as a Bearer of Denominational Identity: Methodism
as a Case Study” in Perspectives on American Methodism, 480–98.

26  Hatch, “Puzzle of American Methodism,” 185.
27  Hatch, “Puzzle of American Methodism,” 186.
28  See note 5 above.
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transformative move ment of pop u lar re li gion. How ever, he largely aligns him -
self with many his to ri ans who con tinue to see Amer i can Meth od ism as an in -
tel lec tu ally de riv a tive (and in some re spects, theo log i cally bland) move ment. 

Since the mid 1990s, I would add an other bias that char ac ter izes how many 
his to ri ans ap proach Amer i can Meth od ism: its dis tinc tive ness as a re li gious
move ment oc curred pri mar ily in the an te bel lum pe riod. This theme is ev i dent
in Da vid Hempton’s trans at lan tic his tory, Meth od ism: Em pire of the Spirit.
Hempton largely fol lows Hatch’s lead in see ing Meth od ism’s great est im pact
in the an te bel lum era. Af ter the Civil War, Meth od ism was over taken by an era
of institutionalization that led to the de cline of a once vi brant move ment.
Hempton notes that “Meth od ism’s cul tural dif fu sion and ec cle si as ti cal am bi -
tions in creased out of line with its power to re cruit mem bers and ef fec tively
dis sem i nate its mes sage both to its own chil dren and to those out side the
Meth od ist con stit u ency.”29 De spite Hempton’s vi tal con tri bu tion to ward un -
der stand ing Meth od ism in a global con text, he can make one draw the con clu -
sion that noth ing of con se quence hap pened within Meth od ism af ter 1865,
ex cept nu mer i cal de cline. In many ways, Hatch and Hempton’s vi sion of
Amer i can Meth od ism fits the “re li gious growth” par a digms of Amer i can re li gion 
pop u lar ized by Rodney Stark and Roger Finke in The Churching of Amer ica, in
which evan gel i cal pop u lism be comes the nor ma tive nar ra tive for in ter pret ing
Amer i can re li gious his tory.30

Hatch’s cri tique of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory not only ad dresses im por -
tant is sues for schol ars who teach Amer i can re li gious his tory. He raises ques -
tions that re quire se ri ous re flec tion for schol ars who work out of a deeply felt
need to en gage both the acad emy and the church. For those of us who have an
in vest ment in the train ing of a fu ture gen er a tion of lay and or dained re li gious
lead ers in The United Meth od ist Church, how do we bal ance our com mit -
ment to in still within our stu dents a sense of de nom i na tional iden tity and an
abil ity to look at that tra di tion crit i cally through the eyes of the his to rian? I
don’t want to draw a false di chot omy be tween schol ars who write pri mar ily
for the acad emy and those who write for the church. How ever, at a time of
main line Protestant de cline, and when I think his tory as a dis ci pline is be -
sieged by nu mer ous claims of postmodernity in which an ab sence of his tor i -
cal mem ory is seen by some as a vir tue, I worry that the art of writ ing
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29  David Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2005), 199–200.

30  Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America: Winners and Losers in Our
Religious Economy (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1992). 
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de nom i na tional histories in the fu ture will be come more marginalized.31 In
short, I think United Meth od ist schol ars have a lot of work to do to keep re -
mind ing our stu dents, as Rus sell Richey has done in much of his schol ar ship,
that one can not un der stand the theo log i cal lan guages of Amer i can Meth od ism 
with out un der stand ing its unique his to ries.32

See ing Meth od ism through the prism of its early nine teenth-cen tury evan -
gel i cal fer vor, its im pact upon pop u lar cul ture, and its nu mer i cal dom i nance
be fore the Civil War are im por tant his tor i cal tra jec to ries (and the ma jor ity of
chap ters in The Cam bridge Com pan ion fo cus on top ics re lated to these themes).
How ever, the re cent stress on pop u lism can lead one to the con clu sion that
there is lit tle value in Amer i can Meth od ism’s in tel lec tual de vel op ment, its in -
sti tu tional evo lu tion, and a ques tion that was vi tal to ear lier twen ti eth-cen tury
his to ri ans of Amer i can Meth od ism—its im pact upon mid dle-class cul ture. In
the fol low ing sec tion, I draw on two broad ques tions to re flect upon, in terms
of the fu ture of Amer i can Meth od ist his tor i cal schol ar ship. 

Fu ture Ques tions
(1) Based upon the cur rent state of the field, what top ics might map out some

fu ture di rec tions for Amer i can Meth od ist his tor i cal schol ar ship?
Re cent schol ar ship has pro vided us a much clearer pic ture of Amer i can

Meth od ism’s unique ness as a se ries of move ments, churches, and de nom i na -
tions. How ever, we need to be care ful that we don’t lose sight of Meth od ism’s
larger im pact upon Amer i can cul ture—es pe cially through out the nine teenth
and twen ti eth cen tu ries. In many ways, I be lieve a time has come for us to re -
visit some of the historiographical ques tions raised by Wil liam War ren Sweet.
Sweet has come to sym bol ize what many his to ri ans in the late twen ti eth cen tury
fought against—his ac counts of Meth od ism’s suc cess were of ten too fo cused on
white male clergy and upon Meth od ism’s grow ing in sti tu tional sta tus.33 For all
of the ways that Sweet’s work had im por tant omis sions, I be lieve he was es sen -
tially right in his as ser tion that Meth od ism of fers his to ri ans a unique van tage
point to in ter pret and cri tique re li gion’s im pact upon Amer i can cul ture. 
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In look ing at Amer i can Meth od ism, I would iden tify four top ics for his to ri -
ans to con sider pur su ing. First, I want to make an ar gu ment that his to ri ans
need to show more in ter est in the in tel lec tual un der pin nings of Amer i can
Meth od ism—whether it’s ex am in ing more closely Meth od ist the ol o gies or
broad-based stud ies that look at how Meth od ist be lief pat terns im pacted wider 
de vel op ments in Amer i can re li gion. To talk of in tel lec tual his tory can lead his -
to ri ans to a rel a tively nar row sam ple of think ers.  Yet part of Amer i can Meth -
od ism’s unique ness is not only that it man i fested dis tinc tive types of pop u lar
evan gel i cal ism, but how the move ment his tor i cally em bod ied such a wide
range of theo log i cal be liefs and prac tices.  

The com plex ity of Amer i can Meth od ist the ol ogy is ev i dent when one
looks at the var i ous Wes leyan in ter pre ta tions of the doc trine of sanc ti fi ca tion.
While schol ars con tinue to de velop a grow ing aware ness of how Wes leyan un -
der stand ings of sanc ti fi ca tion im pacted ho li ness and pen te cos tal move ments
in Amer i can re li gion, we need to take se ri ously the con nec tion be tween Wes -
leyan themes of sanc ti fi ca tion upon the de vel op ment of theo log i cal lib er al ism.
A study of Meth od ist lib er al ism is im por tant not sim ply in terms of look ing at
Amer i can Meth od ism in sti tu tion ally, but can cast light on wider move ments of 
Amer i can re li gious his tory.34 For ex am ple, the story of the so cial gos pel
move ment is usu ally told from the per spec tive of non-Meth od ist sources.
The wider story of the so cial gos pel en gages the im por tance of pi o neer Meth -
od ist women like Fran ces Wil lard, Lucy Rider Meyer, Mary McDowell, and
Geor gia Harkness, as well as im por tant Af ri can-Amer i can Meth od ists like
Reverdy Ran dom.35 Fi nally, Meth od ist theo log i cal sources are crit i cal in
terms of un der stand ing the so cial thought of per haps the most sig nif i cant
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34  Douglas Strong’s chapter in The Cambridge Companion underscores the important
connection between views of sanctification and Methodist theological development in the
nineteenth century. Building on the earlier work of Timothy Smith and Donald Dayton,
Strong shows how common caricatures of “evangelical” and “liberal” are challenged by
Methodist historical sources. See Strong, “The Nineteenth Century: Expansion and
Fragmentation,” in The Cambridge Companion to American Methodism, 63–96. See also
Strong, Perfectionist Politics (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1999); Timothy Smith,
Revivalism and Social Reform (New York: Abingdon, 1957); and Donald Dayton, Discovering
an Evangelical Heritage (New York: Harper & Row, 1976). 

35  On the role of Methodist women in the social gospel, see John Patrick McDowell,
The Social Gospel in the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982). On
Ransom, see Anthony Pinn, ed., Making the Gospel Plain: The Writings of Bishop Reverdy C.
Ransom (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1999). 
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Amer i can reformer of the twen ti eth cen tury: Mar tin Lu ther King, Jr.36 An ex -
am i na tion of the wider his tory of Amer i can lib eral the ol ogy shows that Meth -
od ists were not just fol low ers, but helped craft what Gary Dorrien has called
the most orig i nal move ment of Amer i can the ol ogy.37

Sec ond, Amer i can Meth od ist stud ies need to take se ri ously ef forts to en -
gage the his tor i cal tra jec to ries of evan gel i cal ism, mov ing our un der stand ing of
Meth od ist evan gel i cal ism be yond the an te bel lum pe riod. Meth od ist evan gel i -
cal ism in the North and the South of fer a cri tique of dom i nant in ter pre ta tions
of Amer i can Prot es tant ism in the late nine teenth and early twen ti eth cen tu -
ries. An im por tant il lus tra tion is the way Meth od ism chal lenges stan dard his -
tor i cal ac counts of the so-called Fun da men tal ist-Mod ern ist con tro versy of the
1920s. Like their Re formed coun ter parts, Meth od ists de bated and fought over
ques tions of theo log i cal mod ern ism. How ever, these de bates did not lead to
the de nom i na tional rup tures that one sees within the north ern Bap tists and the 
Presbyterians.38 To ex am ine the his tory of Meth od ist evan gel i cal ism might en -
able his to ri ans to de velop a more nuanced per spec tive on broader theo log i cal
de vel op ments in the twen ti eth cen tury that have of ten been de fined mostly by
churches com ing out of the Re formed tra di tion.39

Third, Meth od ism’s im pact upon Amer i can cul ture should be stud ied
through the nu mer ous stu dent net works that emerged by the late nine teenth
cen tury. This re quires that his to ri ans ex am ine the im por tance of young peo ple
to a range of Protestant or ga ni za tions, in clud ing Meth od ist par tic i pa tion in or -
ga ni za tions such as the Stu dent Vol un teer Move ment and the Young Men’s
Chris tian As so ci a tion (YMCA), as well as Meth od ist youth or ga ni za tions like
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36  King’s connection to the theology and ethics of what has been called “Boston Per-
sonalism” is well documented. See Rufus Burrows, Jr., Personalism: A Critical Introduction
(St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1999). 

37  See Gary J. Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal Theology: Imagining Progressive
Religion (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), xiii–xxv. 

38  See George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2005). Historians are beginning to grasp more fully the theological
nuances that differentiated Methodists from commonly accepted definitions of funda-
mentalism emerging from northern denominations such as the Baptists and Presbyterians.
While certain early twentieth-century Methodists did adhere to what could be called funda-
mentalism (such as a support of biblical inerrancy) the emphasis on sanctification in the
Wesleyan tradition often provides a different theological orientation to the “classic”
criterion of fundamentalism discussed by Marsden. See Priscilla Pope-Levison, Building the 
Old-Time Religion. 

39  For a theological assessment of American Methodism during the 1920s and 1930s,
see Richey, Rowe, Schmidt, eds., The Methodist Experience in America: a History, 340–43.
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the Epworth League. It also re quires us to ex am ine the re la tion ship be tween
youth and the grow ing im por tance of the re li gious ed u ca tion move ment in
Amer i can Meth od ism.40 Tell ing the story of these de vel op ments not only will
help us un der stand the ways Meth od ism evolved in sti tu tion ally. It ac cen tu ates
the grow ing theo log i cal rad i cal ism that in creas ingly found ex pres sion in or ga -
ni za tions that laid a foun da tion for the Civil Rights move ment of the 1950s.41

One es pe cially note wor thy de vel op ment of this rad i cal Meth od ism was the
pub li ca tion be tween 1939 and 1972 of mo tive mag a zine. A pub li ca tion of the
Meth od ist Stu dent Move ment, mo tive served as a cut ting-edge pe ri od i cal that
en gaged a range of re li gious, cul tural, and po lit i cal is sues in the mid- twen ti eth
cen tury.42

Fi nally, while his tor i cally Amer i can Meth od ists of ten drew a sharp theo -
log i cal dis tinc tion be tween them selves and those tra di tions and move ments
that came out of the Pu ri tan-Re formed leg acy, I think the time has come to un -
der stand more fully how Meth od ist and Re formed strands of Amer i can Prot es -
tant ism inter pen etrated, es pe cially as Meth od ists sought a wider im pact upon
Amer i can cul ture. A start ing point for this ex am i na tion might be gin by ex am in -
ing how Meth od ists helped gal va nize the ec u men i cal move ment. While an as -
pect of Meth od ism’s ec u men i cal leg acy re lates to the role of the ol ogy, it also
re flects upon how Meth od ist lead ers sought to ad dress a wide range of so cial,
po lit i cal, and cul tural is sues that con tinue to in form re li gion’s role in twenty-
first-cen tury Amer ica.43
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Radical Tradition (Boston: Beacon Press, 2011). 
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Through out the nine teenth cen tury Meth od ist apol o gists had a lot to say,
usu ally not fa vor ably, to ward their Cal vin ist com pet i tors. Like wise, Meth od -
ism’s ec cle si as ti cal lan guages of conferencing of ten dis tin guished them selves
from the con gre ga tion ally-cen tered lan guages of Re formed churches.44 Yet
just be cause Meth od ists found them selves at odds with the heirs of Pu ri tan ism
does not mean that Meth od ists did not en gage in their own cre ative syn the sis
of the Pu ri tan cul tural ethos. Nu mer ous stud ies of Amer i can re li gion point out
the power of the New Eng land re li gious ethos, in par tic u lar, the ap peal of John
Win throp’s ad dress to the set tlers of the Mas sa chu setts Bay Col ony in 1630
that they needed to build a “city upon a hill.” Win throp’s words have been re in -
ter preted, and mis in ter preted, by nu mer ous gen er a tions of Amer i cans.45 How -
ever, the ram i fi ca tions of this Pu ri tan sen ti ment had con se quences for how a
dis pa rate range of Prot es tants, in clud ing Meth od ists, sought to in flu ence broad
cross sec tions of Amer i cans—re li giously and cul tur ally. 

Hatch con cludes The De moc ra ti za tion of Amer i can Chris tian ity with an al -
most dis par ag ing as sess ment of Na than Bangs, Meth od ist theo lo gian and
long-time head of the Meth od ist Book Con cern. Bangs was not only a sym -
bol of Meth od ist institutionalization, but of a per son who wanted Meth od ist
voices to be at the cen ter of Amer i can cul ture.46 While we may de bate whether
theo log i cally this trend was a good or bad thing for Meth od ism, there is no
doubt that Bangs got his wish. One can not deny Bangs’ im por tance in craft -
ing Meth od ism’s pow er ful in sti tu tional and cul tural leg acy in Amer i can Prot -
es tant ism, and how his shadow can be found in later fig ures like Mat thew
Simpson and G. Bromley Oxnam in the North, and Wil liam Can non in the
South.47 These lat ter two fig ures were cen tral to what schol ars re fer to as “the
Protestant es tab lish ment” that re flects upon a wider his tory of re li gion’s pub lic
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44  Since Jesse Lee published the first history of American Methodism in 1810, Methodist
historians sought to show how Methodist theological uniqueness tied into the ecclesiastical 
identity of conferencing. See Richey, “History as a Bearer of Denominational Identity,” and
The Methodist Conference in America. 

45  See, for example, Evans, Histories of American Christianity, 21–42.
46  Hatch, Democratization of American Christianity, 193–209.
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role in twen ti eth-cen tury Amer ica.48 De spite the fact that Meth od ism of ten
cas ti gated Re formed the ol ogy, it also re cast many as pects of that ear lier Pu ri -
tan “city upon a hill” my thol ogy in ways that put Meth od ism at the cen ter of
Amer ica’s re li gious nar ra tive. The late nine teenth and early twen ti eth cen tury
role that Amer i can Meth od ists played in Protestant in sti tu tion build ing, in -
clud ing the mod ern ec u men i cal move ment, were not bland de riv a tives. They
were a cre ative syn the sis whereby Meth od ism re wrote the story of Amer i can
Prot es tant ism from a de cid edly Meth od ist point of view.49

An other way to ex am ine the re la tion ship be tween Meth od ist and Re formed
ex pe ri ences is to en gage in com par a tive anal y sis with a broader tra jec tory of
North Amer i can Meth od ist his tory, in par tic u lar, the his tory of Ca na dian Meth -
od ism. The nine teenth-cen tury Ca na dian con text might pro vide a unique way
to ex am ine the in ter con nec tion be tween themes of the ol ogy, re viv al ism, re li -
gious pop u lism, and institutionalization that of fer a unique con trast to Brit ish
and Amer i can Meth od ism.50 Fur ther, the 1925 merger that cre ated the United
Church of Can ada, unit ing churches from both Wes leyan and Re formed tra di -
tions, pro vides an in ter est ing con trast to the ways that many his to ri ans have
looked at Amer i can Meth od ist merg ers in the twen ti eth cen tury. 

The four ar eas that I’ve dis cussed are held to gether by one com mon plea:
we need to push our study of Amer i can Meth od ism be yond the Civil War. If
we are truly go ing to un der stand the wider im por tance of Amer i can Meth od -
ism, we need to take up the chal lenge to ex am ine Meth od ism’s im pact cul tur -
ally, theo log i cally, and in sti tu tion ally.

(2) What is sues and themes should de fine the writ ing of de nom i na tional his to -
ries of Amer i can Meth od ism? Put bluntly, is there a fu ture for schol ars who want to
write de nom i na tional his to ries?
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Many of us who teach his tory in a United Meth od ist Stud ies con text carry
dual loy al ties in that we iden tify our selves as schol ars who are mo ti vated by a
con cern for pre par ing per sons for a range of lay and or dained min is tries. Yet
speak ing as a his to rian and as a United Meth od ist I think The United Meth od -
ist Church to day faces (if I can bor row a term from Jimmy Carter) a sort of “cri -
sis of con fi dence” in how we ap proach our his tory.51 Many of us who teach
United Meth od ist Stud ies courses in creas ingly con front stu dents who come to 
our classes not only with an ahistorical mindset, but also wari ness to ward re li -
gious in sti tu tions (even as par a dox i cally, sev eral of our stu dents seek or di na -
tion in these struc tures).52 For schol ars who build on the work of his to ri ans like 
Rus sell Richey, I think one of the chal lenges we’ll face in the fu ture is how
might the var ied his tor i cal lan guages of Amer i can Meth od ism shape ques tions
of theo log i cal iden tity in the pres ent and fu ture?53

As the dis ci pline of Wes leyan stud ies was gain ing mo men tum in the 1960s, 
schol ars with dif fer ent theo log i cal agen das like Rob ert Chiles and Al bert Outler
reached sim i lar con clu sions about Amer i can Meth od ist the ol ogy: it did not
fully live up to their un der stand ing of an au then tic Wesleyanism. Outler prized
what he per ceived as Meth od ism’s ec u men i cal spirit, as op posed to the ex clu -
sive re viv al ist spirit of the early nine teenth cen tury.54 On the other hand,
heavily in flu enced by the mid-twen ti eth cen tury neo-or tho dox theo log i cal cri -
tique, Chiles wor ried about Meth od ism’s lib eral-mod ern ist lean ings.55 Both
schol ars can be ques tioned in terms of the ex tent that their anal y ses of Amer i -
can Meth od ist the ol ogy were ac cu rate. How ever, they high light two of the five
theo log i cal lan guages of Amer i can Meth od ism iden ti fied by Ja son Vickers in

 Published in Methodist Review: A Journal of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies 
ISSN: 1946-5254 (online) s URL: www.methodistreview.org

Evans, “Re flec tions on the Meth od ist His tor i cal Pie” 17

51  This phrase, used by President Carter in a 1979 television address, was meant to
symbolize the inability of Americans to confront the nation’s energy crisis. See Randall
Balmer, Redeemer: The Life of Jimmy Carter (New York: Basic Books, 2014). 

52  See Evans, “Rethinking Classroom Diversity,” and Whitney Bauman, Joseph A.
Marchal, Karline McLain, Maureen O’Connell, and Sara M. Patterson, “Teaching the
Millennial Generation in the Religious and Theological Studies Classroom,” Teaching
Theology and Religion 17(October 2014): 301–22.

53  See Richey, Early American Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1991). Richey discusses post-Revolutionary War American Methodism as a product of four 
distinctive historical trajectories (or languages): Wesleyan, Evangelical, Republican, and
Episcopal. 

54  For a summary of Outler’s theology, see Thomas Langford, Practical Divinity:
Theology in the Wesleyan Tradition, Volume 1 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 195–98.

55  See Robert E. Chiles, Theological Transitions in American Methodism (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1965).
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his open ing chap ter in the Cam bridge Com pan ion: Outler prized Meth od ism’s
mod ern ec u men i cal her i tage and Chiles prized its Wesleyanism.

Vickers ob serves that if United Meth od ists are to forge any sort of doc trinal 
con sen sus in the fu ture, they must en gage in faith ful con ver sa tion sur round ing
these five dis tinc tive theo log i cal lan guages emerg ing out of the his tory of
Amer i can Meth od ism: evan gel i cal ism, rad i cal ism, ecu me nism, lib er al ism, and
Wesleyanism.56 He calls for United Meth od ists to en gage these lan guages as
sources to cre ate a Wes leyan op tion in dog matic the ol ogy. While I have some
con cern about how Vickers de fines the con cept of dog matic the ol ogy, his
reconceptualization of United Meth od ist the ol ogy around Amer i can Meth od -
ist his tor i cal sources is sig nif i cant. It com pels United Meth od ists to ex am ine
dif fer ent strands of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory—and at times chal leng ing
United Meth od ists to un der stand and rec on cile dis tinc tive parts of their his -
to ries. Pro vid ing an al ter na tive to the so-called “Wes leyan Quad ri lat eral,”
Vickers in tro duces an op por tu nity for cre ative theo log i cal con ver sa tions that
takes se ri ously Richey’s un der stand ing of Amer i can Meth od ist the ol ogy pri -
mar ily emerg ing out of a lan guage of his tory.57

I also think that Vickers’ method might have ram i fi ca tions for those of us
who reg u larly teach courses in United Meth od ist His tory and Doc trine. In at -
tend ing the last two sem i nars for in struc tors of United Meth od ist His tory and
Doc trine courses spon sored by Candler School of The ol ogy, I was struck by
the wide range of read ings and top ics cov ered in these courses. This di ver sity of 
theo log i cal per spec tives is im por tant, but it does in di cate the need for teach ers
in United Meth od ist Stud ies to con tinue to re flect upon wider is sues of what
we deem as es sen tial, out side of a study of the Wes ley broth ers, to in clude in
these courses. There is no doubt that our per sonal com mit ments and in sti tu -
tional con texts do and should play a role in how we teach courses in his tory
and doc trine. Yet in an era of in creas ing de nom i na tional con flict, those of us
who care about crit i cal schol ar ship and the mis sion of the church need to en -
gage in wider con ver sa tions upon the his tor i cal ques tions of Wes ley from the
first an nual con fer ence in 1744, “What to teach, how to teach, and what to
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do?”58 No four-hour course in United Meth od ist His tory and Doc trine can
fully ad dress, nor sat isfy, to ev ery one’s sat is fac tion ev ery con cern about what is
es sen tial. How ever, my hope is that United Meth od ist schol ars can ad dress
ques tions of our his tor i cal leg acy not only with a crit i cal eye to the com plex i ties 
and di ver si ties of our his tory and the ol ogy, but so we can in still in our stu dents
how in dis pens able the study of his tory is for un der stand ing many of the crit i cal 
is sues fac ing The United Meth od ist Church to day.

Con clu sion
I am mind ful that this es say does n’t ad dress other ques tions that will im -

pact the writ ing of Amer i can Meth od ist his tory in the fu ture, such as Na tive
Amer i can his tory and the his to ries of ra cial-eth nic groups in the Meth od ist tra -
di tion.59 Also, in an era when United Meth od ism grows as a global church to
what ex tent is the fo cus on Amer i can Meth od ism nec es sary and prob lem atic?60

Yet I do think in the face of long stand ing and emerg ing is sues, the Amer i -
can Meth od ist His tor i cal Pie is ripe for a range of ques tions that build on ex ist -
ing work and take se ri ously that there is still much to learn about Amer i can
Meth od ism—both in terms of shap ing his to ri og ra phy and de nom i na tional
iden tity. For within this pie, we might see how seem ingly con flict ing themes of
per sonal au ton omy and holy conferencing, evan gel i cal pop u lism and Wes -
leyan doc trine, per sonal ho li ness and lib eral ide al ism, Meth od ist iden tity and
ec u men i cal wit ness, and the sav ing of souls and the sav ing of so ci ety, in some
way, have a place on the his to rian’s plate.
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