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Methodism has always been and is today the oldest and largest organized
Protestant body in Indiana and during most of its interesting history the
state’s largest Christian denomination. Methodists arrived fifteen years
before Indiana territory became a state.

Complicating Indiana United Methodist history is its many antecedents.
The tendency is to think essentially of the largest historical branch, the
Methodist Episcopal Church. However included is the Methodist Protestant
Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church South, the United Brethren in
Christ, the Evangelical Association, the Evangelical United Brethren
Church, and the Methodist Church. Associated were ethnic Conferences
within the Methodist Episcopal Church - the German Methodists and the
Lexington and Central Conferences for African-American Methodists. Each
of these groups had separate organizations, and each had its own changing
history.

The author proposes mainly to outline general trends in Indiana Methodism.
He is not entering into the debate whether direction came essentially
from the will of God. A certain amount of subjectivity creeps in and much
research lies ahead.

For American Methodism theology, doctrine, leadership, organization, and
worship models came from John Wesley’s movement in eighteenth century
England. Wesley’s appeal was to English Anglicans whose relationship to
their church had been decidedly luke warm and who lacked a drive for
personal God-man relationship.

Some of Wesley’s English followers migrated to the American colonies
where Wesleyanism rapidly increased among the native born. Early
Methodists loved statistics and kept a pretty good count of members. By
1772 a Ittle over 1150 Methodists resided along the eastern seaboard,
most of them in Maryland. At the time of the organization of the Methodist
Episcopal Church in America at Christmas, 1784, there were nearly
15,000. At the first United States census in 1790, Methodists reached
57,631, including 11,683 African-Americans. Figures for 1824 included
280,427 whites and 48,040 African-Americans.This was a tremendous
national growth in the period of Indiana’s settlement.



Indiana Methodism began as a pioneer church among a small number of
people, living in relative isolation, working hard for a subsistence, and
much influenced in their religious beliefs by circumstances of location
and birth. The first Hoosiers were farmers, essentially hailing from the
upper South, Virginia and the Carolinas, by way of Tennessee and
Kentucky. These pioneers were predominantly white Anglo-Saxon, native
born Americans. While many had some religious background, it was limited
for the most part to a rather loose Anglicanism, a theologically watered
down Presbyterianism, or a doctrinally narrow Baptist exposure. Most
Hoosiers were unchurched, as most remain today.

The Christian piety of pioneer Hoosiers depended essentially on the
personal charisma, spirit and enthusiasm of local lay preachers. The
settlers’ major religious contact was initially Baptist or Methodist. Here
the Methodists had one strength missing from their rivals: organization -
a genius for a methodical approach to religion. The influential first
American bishop, Francis Asbury, initiated this direction. His efforts, his
determination, his guidance, yes even his longevity in office from 1774 to
1816 made the difference. Much of his policy continues today in
Methodism.

Asbury and the early Methodists stressed connectionalism and itineracy.
Connectionalism meant each congregation, or society as it was first
called, was related to the other and to a national denomination. Methodist
societies were never allowed to wander off as individual independent
entities, with each determining for itself its Christian doctrines,
worship, and program. itineracy meant a rotating clergy who moved from
Methodist society to society. All of the societies were tied together by
Circuit Riders, Quarterly Meetings, Annual Conferences, and every four
years a national General Conference. Procedure was succinctly spelled out
in a2 Book of Discipline prepared and revised by General Conferences of the
Methodist Episcopal Church.

The Discipline worked well in Indiana. |Initially into the small pioneer
settlement frequently appeared self appointed Methodist exhorters or
local preachers who warned of the consequences of sin, men who felt the
spirit of God in their bellies and souls. They prayed, they preached, they



pontificated, they pled, they cried, they convinced listeners of the
importance of God and Christ in their lives. They would organize a class
meeting of these Christian converts - a small group of men and women,
perhaps no more than a dozen, who met regularly, to continue the initial
religious enthusiasm. The class meeting would be served by the local
class leader - a lay person who could bring the group to prayer and to
testimony. The class leader stood on the bottom rung of the Methodist
leadership ladder - on his way perhaps to becoming in turn an exhorter or
a local preacher or possibly eventual ordained Methodist clergyman.

Membership in Methodist classes was limited to those provided with an
entrance card after a period of preparation. Frequent special love feasts
tock place with a simple sharing of bread and water with prayer and
witness. Class meetings were not left to dangle; they were visited
regularly, perhaps each month or two, by the Circuit Rider, an ordained
Methodist Episcopal clergyman. Being ordained, he alone could celebrate
such sacraments as communion, marriage, baptism. He was young, literally
living out of his saddlebags, supported by host hospitality and meager
offerings, moving by horseback from meeting to meeting. He was initially
unmarried, with limited belongings and no permanent home, always with
his books (the Bible, the_Discipline, Wesley’s Sermons, Fletcher’s
Sermons) which he read over and over and over and which provided him the
inspired messages he was to preach, the theology he was to expound, the
wisdom he was to share with each class. In the saddle bag were also books
to be distributed by sale to members of classes who desired further
knowledge of Christianity as interpreted by the followers of Wesley and
Methodism. He often had a distinctive appearance- long cloak, round hat,
long hair. A dozen or more class meetings, or charges, on the circuit were
all linked together by this annually appointed Circuit Rider who brought
the Christian convert to a professed membership in the Methodist
Episcopal Church.

From time to time a Quarterly Meeting was held by the Circuit Rider and
all lay leaders from the classes on a circuit (exhorters, preachers, class
leaders, stewards-class treasurers) came to discuss business, to pray,
and to reinforce their faith. In addition usually appeared the Presiding
Elder, an ordained clergyman appointed by the bishop to be supervisor of a
District - the geographical area to which many circuits belonged.
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Districts varied in size depending on the number of Methodists in the area.

Each year all the Circuit Riders from several Districts with their Presiding
Elders met for about a week to conduct the business of the

Annual Conference, a geographical as well as an organizational term.
Presided over by a bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, there would be
preaching services, prayer, socializing. At each Annual Conference the
ordained clergy were reexamined by their peers for character. At Annual
Conference recommended class leaders, exhorters, local preachers might be
ordained by the bishop - first as deacons for a probationary period, and
within a few years as full fledged elders. One of the major activities of
Annual Conference came on the last day when the bishop read out his

annual assignments of the Circuit Riders, who rotated on the circuits of
the Annual Conference. Sometimes Circuit Riders had had their fill of the
work and resigned . Some entered into temporary or permanent retirement
from active circuit riding, called superannuation. In time growing
communities, which could support a sizable congregation, sometimes
received an ordained clergyman, stationed or located permanently with it
for a year . Every four years representatives from all the Methodist
Episcopal Annual Conferences throughout the United States met, presided
over by the bishop or bishops, and determined policy for American
Methodism.

This is the genius of American Methodism. This format was accepted, with
a few modifications, in all the branches of Methodism, in the United
Brethren of Christ, the Evangelical Association, and in the African-
American Methodist churches. All units were connected, and all units were
served by clergy who circulated, or itinerated. Virtually no other
denomination accepted this plan. The continual Quarterly Meetings and
Annual Conferences created a clerical esprit de corps. This was a band of
brothers, men who sacrificed and worked and suffered for an ideal. They
were a fraternity based on mutual love and respect as disciples of the
Lord. They were highly disciplined, and when they could no longer continue,
and many dropped out along the way, they left the ranks. Only the young and
hardy could endure the rugged life in early days, and in later

generations the discipline.




With the itineracy ordained preachers never stayed long enough anywhere
to wear out their usefulness. Each society, circuit, charge, station, church
experienced change and reinvigoration each year. In early decades perhaps
each class meeting or charge would have a clergyman only visit about
twelve times a year. Hardly enough time for his message to become stale
for either the preacher or the listener. And if there was no meeting of
minds or personalities between preacher and congregation, no matter, it
was only a temporary arrangement. The appointment gradually lengthened
as years went by, but the concept remains.

Official Indiana Methodism began in 1801. It would be foolhardy to assert
there were no Methodists before that date in Indiana Territory, but they
had no officially recognized organization. in 1800 two exhorters, Samuel
Parker and Edward Talbott, from Kentucky crossed the Ohio River and
visited the settlement of Springville (now disappeared) just a few miles
southwest of present day Charlestown and held a revival. This was
reported to William McKendree (later second bishop of the Methodist
Episcopal Church) who at that time was Presiding Elder of the Kentucky
District of the Western Annual Conference. He too crossed the river in
1801 and within twenty-four hours formed three class meetings in the
same vicinity. The Gazaway Class is today known as the Salem Church. The
Robertson Class eventually died out, but its meeting house built in 1807
remains today intact on the DePauw University campus. The Prather or
Jacobs Class in time became the present Utica New Chapel Church. Quickly
the Clark’ Grant area was spotted with class meetings with class
leaders, exorters, local preachers, and Circuit Riders, becoming part of
the Salt River and Shelbyville Circuits from Kentucky. And it just grew
and grew with new members for Methodism - but always new and changing
Circuits, Districts, Conferences.

Meanwhile increasing population in the White Water River area of
southeast Indiana Territory led in 1805 to a request by Methodists there
to the Presiding Elder of the Ohio District of the Western Conference, John
Sale, to send them a preacher. Soon Joseph Oglesby came in 1806 to create
a new circuit for the area west of the Great Miami River, which included a
part of Indiana Territory. This circuit was long attached to the Ohio
District and found its leadership and impetus from the east, rather than
from Kentucky as did Clark’s Grant and north and west Indiana.



Associated with the Ohio thrust was a growing area of Indiana Territory
along the Ohio River from Lawrenceburg to Madison. By 1812 it had been
formed into the Lawrenceburg Circuit of the QOhio District. In 1808 Bishop
Francis Asbury came to Lawrenceburg, our only evidence of an Indiana
visit by the first and probably greatest of the American Methodist leaders.
The fourth area of Methodist settlement clustered along the Wabash
around the early settlement of Vincennes. Vincennes Circuit first appears
in 1809 with William Winans as preacher.

In these early decades Indiana Methodism had many many classes and
preaching places in the pioneer settlements, served by local and mostly
unsophisticated leaders and preachers. At the same time these diverse
meetings were organized into circuits, monitored, preached to, and
managed crudely but effectively by Circuit Riders who brought the diverse
class meetings into informal associations of like minded pioneer
Christians with common patterns of liturgical worship, sacramental rites,
doctrine. While not scholars, the Circuit Riders were sufficiently
knowledgeable and innately intelligent to introduce an orderly
understanding of the Bible and rudimentary Christian, Wesleyan and
Methodist doctrine as well as satisfying and reinforcing conversions. To
provide further cohesion, revivals and most importantly camp meetings
were held from time to time to bring converts to Methodist Christianity
and to sustain the faith of those already committed.

The typical pioneer then starts with a fuzzy concept of Christianity, is
converted at a preaching service or camp meeting, and shortly thereafter
enters into membership and full communion with the Methodist Episcopal
Church. For most this religious attachment remains for life. Some of these
conversions come with emotional fervor, which sometimes unnerve later
generations who read of ancestors screaming, yelling, dancing, shaking,
and entering into moments of excitement and ecstasy, brought on by
effective preaching. But there is ample evidence in the records of
Methodist Circuit Riders wise enough to see that there are many ways to
faith. Hence some of these leaders exerted what many called “common
sense” approaches- tolerant of but not demanding emotional excitement
at conversion.



By 1807 the first entire circuit in Indiana, the Silver Creek, was created
in the Clark’s Grant region with Moses Ashworth as Circuit Rider. From
then on circuits increased, often taking the names of creeks and streams
along which the first settlements came. In 1812 the Western Annual
Conference divided, with southeast Indiana Territory in the new Ohio
Conference, and the rest of the Hoosier Circuits in the new Tennessee
Conference. By 1816, the date of Indiana’s entrance into the union, there
were eight circuits in Indiana with a total membership of 2,707. Three
circuits were part of the Miami District of the Ohio Conference, two were
in the Salt River District and three in the lllinois District of the
Tennessee Conference, which that same year the General Conference
placed in the new Missouri Conference. Finally in 1824 all the indiana
Circuits were placed in the new lllinois Annual Conference, although the
most populated area of Methodism was within the state of Indiana.

Meanwhile America’s German-speaking population was spreading into
southern Indiana. The first formal Conference of the United Brethren in
Christ had brought together in 1800 a broad number of German-speaking
congregations, originated by a pastor in the German Evangelical Reformed
Church, Philip Otterbein, and similar in structure and doctrinal position to
the Methodist Episcopal Church. A German physician and preacher, John
George Pfrimmer, came to Indiana in 1808 and by 1812 had developed a
society of United Brethren in Christ about five miles northeast of Corydon.
In the next few years he organized other nearby German societies,
attached them to the Miami Conference of the United Brethren, and in 1815
he himself was ordained an elder. Between 1812 and 1815 he organized
fifteen churches, mainly in Harrison, Floyd, and Dearborn Counties,
attached to the Miami Conference. New churches, new circuits, new
itinerants grew - so much so that the United Brethren Bishop, Christian
Newcomer, at the age of 78 visited the Indiana churches in 1827 and held
the meeting of the Miami Annual Conference in Corydon that year. In 1830
the Indiana Conference of the United Brethren in Christ Church was
created and first met at the Stonecypher Meeting House in Harrison
County. While not as large in numbers as their English-speaking
coreligionists in the Indiana Methodist Episcopal Church, they shared in
strong support for their similar denomination.

By 1832 the number of Methodists in Indiana had grown to nearly 20,035.



That year the General Conference created a separate indiana Conference
holding its initial meeting in New Albany and presided over by Bishop
Soule. There were four Districts: Madison, Charlestown, Indianapolis and
Vincennes. Emerging areas around South Bend, Fort Wayne, and the Upper
Wabash were supervised in a “missionary district”. Already there were 65
ordained preachers and Methodism had become the largest organized
denomination in the state, far surpassing the closest in numbers, the
loosely organized Baptists.

The 1830s and 1840s were to see even more organizational change. In
1830 the Methodist Protestant denomination broke away from the
Methodist Episcopal Church arguing for lay representation in the power
structure and reduced authority for the bishops. In 1840 a separate
Indiana Conference with 1,366 members and 29 ministers was created at
Tanner’s Creek Chapel near Guilford, Indiana. The number tripled in the
next five years.

Within the Methodist Episcopal Church itself were growing numbers of
entirely German-speaking members. So much so that first in Lawrenceburg
in 1839 and Evansville in 1842, German Methodist congregations were
organized with later German congregations in Madison, Fort Wayne,
Charlestown. Indianapolis and elsewhere. They became part of the Central
German Conference recognized by the national church but separate from
the jurisdiction of the Indiana Annua! Conferences.

Adding to the proliferation came the Evangelical Association. This
independent German-speaking denomination begun by Jacob Albright, a
former Methodist exhorter, had had its first General Conference in 1807.
Missionaries came west and congregations began in Ohio and Illinois.
Evangelical Association leaders, including the great Bishop John Seybert,
kept crossing back and forth through Indiana meeting with German
“missions”. In 1844 the new lllinois Conference included Indiana District,
but in 1851 there came about a separate Indiana Evangelical Association
Conference with 1,285 members, 13 preachers, and 16 church buildings.

All this hustle and bustle was typical of the decades of the 1830s-1850s,
a period of unusual growth of Methodism in Indiana. So much so that the
Indiana Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church divided in 1844 with
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a new Northern Indiana Conference, the dividing line east west across the
middle of the state at the National Road (present route 40) with
Indianapolis shared between the two Conferences and Terre Haute
becoming part of the Northern Indiana Conference. At the division in 1844
there were 206 preachers, 16 districts, and 67,118 members. No other
Indiana Protestant denomination came close.

In 1845 the Methodist Protestant Church too divided its Indiana
Conference with a new Wabash Conference in the north, although the two
reunited in 1875. Likewise the United Brethren in Christ Indiana
Conference divided into three Conferences adding the St. Joseph
Conference in 1845, and a mid-state White River Conference in 1847.
Finally in 1852 the Methodist Episcopal Church in Indiana divided into four
Annual Conferences of approximately equal numbers of members and
pastors - the Indiana, the Northern Indiana, the Northwest Indiana, and the
South East Indiana. In 1846 a national division in the Methodist Episcopal
Church over slavery brought a separate Methodist Episcopal Church South
that included a few southern Indiana Methodist Episcopal Churches.

More important than structural changes was denominational growth.
Towns rapidly increased in Indiana; many could maintain one or more
stations, now called churches, no longer technically parts of a circuit.
The Annual Conference recognized this by assigning ordained clergy to
specific congregations. Even the traditional costume of the clergyman
moved to that of an ordinary citizen. Most clergy now married and
remained active longer. Regular preachers’ incomes came now from their
congregations, but were always really inadequate. A Preacher’s Aid
Society was organized in 1834 to make monetary provision for aged
superannuated clergy.

Initially Circuit Riders preached in family homes, log meeting houses or
in good weather in the open. Now appeared frame and brick church
buildings devoted entirely to religious services, usually with men and
women sitting separately in pews with backs instead of benches
recommended by early Methodist clergy. Hymn singing became common,
essentially “lined out” by the pastor. Sunday Schools developed for
youngsters often led by lay leadership; Pfrimmer established the first
such school in the whole United Brethren in Christ Church at Corydon.



