Free Methodist Church History

Free Methodist Church history is a fascinating narrative that reflects the broader
movements within American Protestantism in the 19th century. Founded as a response to
social injustices and the rigid formalism of established denominations, the Free Methodist
Church emerged from a desire for a more equitable and spiritually vibrant expression of
Christian faith. This article explores the origins, development, and significance of the Free
Methodist Church throughout its history.

Origins of the Free Methodist Church

The Free Methodist Church was established in 1860 by a group of believers who were
discontented with the prevailing practices of the Methodist Episcopal Church. The founders
were particularly concerned about issues such as:

e The exclusion of the poor from church membership and leadership.

e The increasing formalism and ritualism within the church.

e The lack of social engagement and advocacy for the marginalized.

The movement was initiated by prominent leaders such as Benjamin Titus Roberts, who
was a passionate advocate for holiness and social justice. Roberts and his followers sought
to create a church that not only emphasized personal holiness but also engaged actively in
social issues, particularly the abolition of slavery and the empowerment of women.

The Name "Free Methodist"



The term "Free" in Free Methodist denotes the church's commitment to freedom from the
constraints imposed by wealth and social status. The founders wanted to ensure that
anyone, regardless of their financial standing, could participate fully in church life.
Therefore, they adopted a policy of not charging pew rents, which had become
commonplace in many churches of the time.

Key Doctrines and Beliefs

The Free Methodist Church adheres to core beliefs rooted in Wesleyan theology, which
emphasizes the following:
1. Holiness: The pursuit of a life free from sin, empowered by the Holy Spirit.

2. Grace: Salvation is available to all through God's grace, and it is not limited by social
or economic status.

3. Social Justice: A commitment to addressing social inequalities and injustices.

4. Community: The importance of Christian fellowship and communal support.

These doctrines are encapsulated in the church's mission to promote a life of holiness while
actively engaging in social reform.

Early Growth and Expansion

The Free Methodist Church experienced rapid growth in its early years, particularly in the
northern United States. The church's emphasis on inclusivity attracted many individuals
who felt alienated by more established denominations.

Geographic Spread

By the late 19th century, Free Methodist congregations began to spring up across the
Midwest and into the western territories. Key factors contributing to this expansion
included:

e The establishment of educational institutions to train pastors and lay leaders.

e The organization of camp meetings that served as both spiritual renewal events and
recruitment opportunities.

e The church's involvement in various social movements, including abolition, women'’s



suffrage, and temperance.

By the turn of the century, the Free Methodist Church had established a significant
presence, with thousands of members and numerous congregations across the United
States.

Social Advocacy and Missions

Throughout its history, the Free Methodist Church has maintained a strong commitment to
social justice and mission work. This commitment is evident in several key initiatives:

Educational Efforts

The church played a vital role in promoting education, particularly for marginalized
communities. Free Methodist leaders established schools and colleges, which focused on
providing quality education regardless of a student's socioeconomic background.

Missions and Global Outreach

In the 20th century, the Free Methodist Church expanded its mission work internationally.
Missionaries were sent to various countries, including:

¢ India
¢ Haiti
¢ China

o Africa

These efforts aimed to spread the gospel and address local social issues, such as poverty,
health care, and education.

The 20th Century: Challenges and Changes

The Free Methodist Church faced various challenges in the 20th century, including
theological disputes and changes in cultural dynamics.



Theological Developments

As the church grew, differing interpretations of holiness and social engagement emerged.
Some members advocated for a more progressive stance on social issues, while others
preferred a more traditional approach. These internal debates influenced the church's
direction and outreach strategies.

Response to Cultural Shifts

The latter half of the 20th century saw significant cultural shifts, including the civil rights
movement, the women's liberation movement, and changing attitudes towards sexuality.
The Free Methodist Church sought to navigate these changes while remaining true to its
mission. The church affirmed its commitment to social justice and inclusivity, striving to
address contemporary issues while maintaining its historical focus on holiness.

Recent Developments and Current Status

In recent years, the Free Methodist Church has continued to grow and adapt to modern
challenges. The church emphasizes the importance of community engagement, social
justice, and global missions.

Current Initiatives

Today, the Free Methodist Church is involved in various initiatives aimed at addressing
pressing social issues:

e Community Development: Engaging in local community projects to alleviate
poverty and promote social welfare.
¢ Global Education: Supporting educational initiatives in underdeveloped countries.

e Advocacy: Taking a stand on issues such as human trafficking, environmental
stewardship, and racial justice.

As of now, the Free Methodist Church has congregations in multiple countries, continuing to
uphold its foundational principles of equality, holiness, and community service.

Conclusion



The history of the Free Methodist Church is a testament to the enduring power of faith as a
catalyst for social change and community empowerment. From its humble beginnings in
the 19th century to its present global outreach, the church has remained committed to its
core values of inclusivity, holiness, and social justice. As it continues to evolve, the Free
Methodist Church remains a vibrant and active participant in the ongoing dialogue about
faith, society, and justice, embodying the spirit of its founders and addressing the needs of
contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main reasons for the founding of the
Free Methodist Church?

The Free Methodist Church was founded in 1860 primarily in response to issues of social
justice, including the opposition to slavery, and a desire for a more Spirit-led, egalitarian
approach to worship and church governance.

Who was the key figure in the establishment of the Free
Methodist Church?

B. T. Roberts, a Methodist minister, was the key figure in the establishment of the Free
Methodist Church. He emphasized the importance of holiness and social reform.

How did the Free Methodist Church differ from the
Methodist Episcopal Church?

The Free Methodist Church differed from the Methodist Episcopal Church by advocating for
a more inclusive approach to worship, opposition to pew rentals, and a commitment to
social issues like abolition and women's rights.

What role did the Free Methodist Church play in the
abolition movement?

The Free Methodist Church played a significant role in the abolition movement by actively
opposing slavery and advocating for the rights of African Americans, reflecting its founding
principles of social justice.

What are some of the key theological beliefs of the Free
Methodist Church?

Key theological beliefs of the Free Methodist Church include the emphasis on entire
sanctification, the authority of Scripture, and the importance of living a holy life through the
empowerment of the Holy Spirit.

How has the Free Methodist Church evolved since its



inception?

Since its inception, the Free Methodist Church has evolved by expanding its mission
globally, addressing contemporary social issues, and adapting its worship practices while
maintaining its core beliefs in holiness and social justice.
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