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June 1, 2016                                                   
 
 
My Beloved Sisters and Brothers in Christ, 

Grace and peace to you in the name of the One who saves us! 

We stand in a very long Methodist line as the New York Conference. It was 250 years ago that 
those early saints began spreading the good news of Jesus Christ. In the fall of 1776 Philip 
Embury preached to a small group of five in his home, at the request of his cousin Barbara 
Heck. From this first small gathering of believers would come Wesley Chapel in 1768, which 
later became John Street Church. 

During these 250 years, God’s work has been done throughout our conference and beyond in 
more ways than we could count or ever even know. This booklet, prepared by the NYAC 
Commission on Archives and History, highlights 25 significant followers of Christ whose 
influence has been felt in diverse places, times and situations. They include men and women; 
they are bishops, clergy and laity; and they come from varied racial and cultural backgrounds. 

Most important, they are followers of Christ who loved God and God’s people. They fought 
against injustice, devoted their lives to bringing God’s word to others, broke new ground to be 
“first”, dedicated themselves to the local church, gave their talents to service at the annual 
conference level, acted as mentors in their communities, served the larger church with 
distinction, and helped immigrants find a new church home and flourish in their new lives. 
Before the mission of the church was declared to be, “to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 
transformation of the world,” they were living that mission! 

I hope that you will spend some time with these stories and consider what we can learn from 
their example. Because of their witness, I have been inspired anew to move into God’s desired 
future for us. I hope you will be also. 

In Christ’s love, 

 

Jane Allen Middleton 
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Founders of John 
Street Church
1766-1768

Several heartbreaking years in New York City left an Irish 
immigrant named Barbara Heck frustrated and concerned 

about the path she and her friends were travelling. These 
concerns boiled over when Barbara (1734-1804) discovered 
a group of her friends gambling. After throwing the playing 
cards into the fireplace, Barbara rushed to her cousin Phil-
ip Embury’s house and urged him to begin an unprecedented 
ministry.  

Before coming to New York, Philip (1728-1773) was a Meth-
odist preacher in Ireland. At Barbara’s insistence, Philip picked 
up his old trade and, on October 12, 1766, preached in his 
home to a small group she assembled there. Church historians 
trace the beginning of John Street Church in New York City 
and the oldest Methodist church in the United States to this 
event. 

Captain Thomas Webb (1724-1796) offered his services to 
Barbara and Philip’s group in February 1767. A British army 
officer, an associate of John Wesley, and a Methodist preacher, 
Webb quickly assumed a leadership role in the growing con-
gregation. His passionate service and financial generosity ul-
timately allowed the group to build their own chapel on John 
Street in 1768. 

• Neither Heck nor Embury nor Webb could 
have established John Street Church alone. 
How do those with different gifts and talents 
work together in your church?

• Barbara Heck fought against activities that 
were taking her friends away from the 
church. What conditions or activities work 
against participation in church today? What 
might you do to change this?

• New York City had several established church-
es when Embury began preaching.  What was 
different about what the Methodists taught?  
Do those beliefs differ from what is being 
taught today?  

For Discussion
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Pioneer Methodist Bishop

1745-1816

Bishop Francis Asbury is the most important figure in the 
history of Methodism in the United States 

Born in England, Asbury (1745-1816) preached his first ser-
mon when he was seventeen years old. In 1771, John Wesley 
appointed him to preach the Good News and encourage Meth-
odist discipline in British North America. Asbury zealously 
embraced this ministry and the itinerant lifestyle it required,  
travelling at least 300,000 miles and delivering over 16,000 ser-
mons in the course of his labors.

With Rev. Thomas Coke, Asbury became co-superintendent 
(later, bishop) of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784 
when Wesley’s followers in the United States of America orga-
nized themselves at the famed Christmas Conference. As the 
only active bishop in the country because of Coke’s interna-
tional travels, Asbury wielded great influence throughout the 
new denomination.

Asbury’s commitment to frontier preaching and class meetings 
helped increase the number of Methodists from under 1500 at 
the time of his arrival to over 200,000 at the time of his death.

Itinerant clergy, camp meetings, and the quadrennial General 
Conference are marks of Asbury’s legacy, as well as hundreds 
of churches, schools, and communities that bear his name. 

• Methodism grew by leaps and bounds in 
early America. What did it offer that es-
tablished denominations did not? What 
has changed now that United Methodism 
is an established denomination itself?

• Asbury believed that ministers should be 
sent to appointments rather than called 
by churches. What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of both systems?

• Asbury once said: “My soul is more at 
rest from the tempter when I am busily 
employed.” How do you balance work/
service with meditation/study?

For Discussion
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Civil Rights Pioneer and 
First Bishop of the AME 

Zion Church

1750-1827

Born in Newburgh, NY, Rev. James Varick began attending 
Methodist services at the famed Rigging Loft in New York 

City as a teenager. In time, he became a licensed local preacher 
in John Street Church. However, racist attitudes among New 
York’s Methodists limited Varick’s opportunities to serve and 
lead the congregation. 

Varick’s frustration with his congregation inspired him to take 
bold action. In 1796, after securing Bishop Francis Asbury’s 
blessing, Varick organized several of John Street’s African 
American members into the city’s first church for people of 
color. Meeting first in his home, the new congregation moved 
into a new building—Zion Church—in 1800. Six years lat-
er, Varick and two of his colleagues became the first African 
Americans ordained in New York State. 

An abolitionist, educator, and organizer, Varick worked tire-
lessly to lift persons up from oppressive social institutions. His 
efforts produced a connection of congregations that formed 
the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in 1822. To no 
one’s surprise, the Church elected Varick its first bishop.

On July 4, 1827 a thanksgiving service for the abolition of slav-
ery in New York State was held at Zion Church. Varick died 
just 2 weeks later at the age of 77.  

• James Varick fought against racist atti-
tudes in the Methodist Episcopal Church 
(MEC) and in the wider society. How are 
racist attitudes still in evidence today, 
and what do you believe should be the 
church’s response?

• Varick spent forty to fifty years working 
to give African-Americans an alternative 
to the subservient status they had in the 
MEC. What characteristics are needed 
to dedicate oneself to a goal/cause over 
such a long period of time? 

For Discussion

Image courtesy of the General 
Commission on Archives and History
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Early American Methodist 
“Power Couple”

1752-1849

Rev. Freeborn Garrettson was the first great American born 
Methodist preacher. A missionary to New England and 

Canada who strongly opposed slavery, he also shepherded 
Methodists in New York City and the Hudson Valley.

Catherine Livingston was a daughter in one of the most pow-
erful and wealthiest families in the United States. The Liv-
ingstons owned almost a million acres of land in the Hudson 
Valley and Catherine’s brother helped write the Declaration of 
Independence. Against this backdrop of incredible privilege, 
Catherine shocked her peers by joining a Methodist class in 
Rhinebeck, NY.

Rhinebeck’s Methodist class brought Catherine and Freeborn 
together. The missionary and the socialite soon fell in love and 
became engaged to be married. However, Catherine’s mother 
refused to give the couple her blessing because, in her opinion, 
Methodists could not be trusted to respect the proper social 
hierarchy and boundaries.

Several years passed before Mother Livingston relented and 
the couple married in 1793. As husband and wife, Freeborn 
and Catherine built a life together that nurtured Methodist 
ministries throughout the region. 

• The early Methodist church was seen as a 
“lower-class” church by the powerful and 
wealthy who attended more established 
churches. Do you think there is a social class 
divide in the church today? 

• Catherine Garrettson risked the anger of her 
family to join a Methodist class. Do you know 
anyone whose spiritual journey has led them 
away from the world they grew up in?  

• At Catherine’s funeral, she was called “a 
mother in Israel.”  This was a term of endear-
ment used by early Methodists for women 
like Deborah in Judges 5 who were spiritual 
mothers to their people.  Do you know a 
“Mother in Israel” today?  

For Discussion

1752-1827
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Methodist Apostle to 
New England

1758-1816

Rev. Jesse Lee was a commanding figure, standing more 
than six feet tall and tipping the scales at more than 250 

pounds. Since he had been one of Francis Asbury’s first trav-
eling companions, Bishop Asbury knew Lee well, and in 1789 
assigned him to take Methodism into New England.

On June 17, 1789, Lee arrived in Norwalk, CT and began 
preaching on a rise at the edge of town.  An eye-witness re-
ported:

When he stood up in the open air and began to sing, 
I knew not what it meant.  I drew near, however, to 
listen, and thought the prayer was the best I had ever 
heard….  But when he entered upon the subject-mat-
ter of his text, it was with such an easy, natural flow 
of expression, and in such a tone of voice, that I could 
not refrain from weeping….  I heard him again, and 
thought I could follow him to the ends of the earth.

Once when he preached in Weston, Lee had an unusually large 
turnout. He learned that the local minister had warned his 
congregation about the evils of Methodism, and as a result, 
the parishioners decided to come and hear Lee for themselves!

• What did Jesse Lee offer the residents of 
New England that they did not have in the 
established churches there?

• Preaching outside was a radical activity, 
but integral to the rapid spread of Meth-
odism. What would a radical preaching 
style look like today?  

• As a charismatic speaker, Lee was able 
to connect with his listeners on both a 
theological and an emotional level. Would 
a similar speaking style appeal to today’s 
congregations? 

For Discussion
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Pioneer Publisher, 
Theologian and 

Methodist Historian

1778 - 1862

Rev. Nathan Bangs, first as leader of the Methodist Book 
Concern in New York City and later as the founder of the 

Christian Advocate newspaper, broadcast Methodist ideas and 
concerns through published media.     

John Wesley shared his ideas by publishing sermons, hymnals, 
a magazine, and various books to provide his followers with 
current material on the world and Methodism. Bangs institu-
tionalized this by creating the first uniquely Methodist print-
ing press, publishing multiple books and pamphlets, many of 
which formed the core of Methodist Sunday Schools. 

Prior to his appointment to the Methodist Book Concern,  
Bangs was known as an excellent and inspiring preacher. He 
was licensed to preach at about the age of 21 and given a cir-
cuit that included posts in Canada and eastern New York. 
Throughout his ministry, Bangs served as a bulwark against 
strict Calvinism. A believer in prevenient grace, Bangs insisted 
that humans have the ability to listen and respond directly to 
God.  

Bangs also wrote A History of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church from its Origin in 1776 to the General Conference in 
1840, an exhaustive four volume work that remains the most 
extensive scholarly treatment of early Methodism in America.

 

• John Wesley referred to God’s work in 
the unconverted as prevenient (from 
the Latin “to come before”) grace. 
Where have you witnessed grace at 
work in your life? 

• How well is United Methodism using new 
technologies to communicate with mem-
bers and those looking for something 
more in their lives? What was the last 
UMC publication, video or website that 
you used? Did it meet your needs? Why 
or why not?

For Discussion
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Charity Worker and 
Educator

1791-1868

Mary Morgan Mason was a pioneer in the field of mis-
sions and a tireless educator of children. 

Mason embodied the commitment to charity and zeal for mis-
sions that defined Methodism in the 19th century. As a teen-
ager, she organized the first Sunday School for children at John 
Street Church in 1810. Encouraged by the ministry’s success, 
Morgan helped organize Sunday Schools throughout Manhat-
tan and Brooklyn through the work of the first Sunday School 
Union. She was also a teacher and, later, a principal at a girl’s 
academy.

In 1819, Mason played an important part in creating the Fe-
male Missionary Society. Dedicated to supporting the work of 
the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church, a 
precursor to the General Board of Global Ministries, the Fe-
male Missionary Society raised funds, packaged supplies for 
missionaries working in the field, and offered them hospitality 
when they were in New York. Mason was the group’s first di-
rector. 

Mason died in 1868 and is buried in Sleepy Hollow, NY. Her 
tomb stone reads, 

She brought up children. She lodged strangers. She relieved 
the afflicted. She diligently followed every good work.

• Mary Mason’s life was devoted to caring for 
children and for strangers. How many of each 
have passed through the doors of your church 
recently? 

• Early Methodist Sunday Schools taught not 
just religious principles, but also life skills 
such as reading and writing. Can you think of 
a new model for Sunday School that might 
take a similar practical approach? 

• Mary’s son-in-law once revealed how she was 
able to accomplish so much when he said, 
“She was wont to remark, ‘Let us attend to 
one thing at a time.’”  Is this still a good rule 
for doing all the good we can?

For Discussion

Image courtesy of the General
Commission on Archives and History
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Abolitionist and 
Social Activist

1797-1883

Sojourner Truth was born Isabella “Bell” Baumfree in 
Swartekill, Ulster County, New York, around 1797. She was 

the daughter of slave parents belonging to Colonel Charles 
Hardenbergh, who farmed in the hilly area that is now part of 
the town of Esopus. 

Sold upon Hardenburgh’s death in 1806, “Bell” endured several 
cruel owners and the death of her first love when he was beat-
en for sneaking out to see her. She eventually married another 
slave and had five children, escaping to freedom in 1826 with 
her infant daughter just prior to the emancipation of slaves in 
New York in 1827. Around this time she had a life-changing 
religious experience and became a devout Christian. 

On June 1, 1843, Bell changed her name to Sojourner Truth 
and told her friends: “The Spirit calls me, and I must go.” She 
became a Methodist, and left to make her way traveling and 
preaching about the abolition of slavery, with the support of 
the Northampton Association of Education and Industry in 
Northampton, Massachusetts, a self-sustaining abolitionist 
community that supported women’s rights.  

Sojourner did not remain a Methodist. She joined the Millerite 
movement for a time, and eventually joined the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church. She remained an advocate for abolition, 
women’s rights and social justice until her death in 1883. 

•  Sojourner Truth’s traveling and preaching  
about abolition was similar to Methodist 
“circuit-riding.” Can you think of mod-
ern-day “circuit-riders”?  Is this model an 
effective way to communicate a message? 
Why or why not?  

• Sojourner Truth did not remain in the 
Methodist church. People leave church 
for many reasons. What can/should a 
church do when its gospel message and 
the needs of some members do not align?  

For Discussion
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Prophetess of the 
Holiness Movement

1807-1874

The Holiness Movement was one of the most significant 
Protestant movements in the 19th century. It promoted 

John Wesley’s teaching that believers can achieve entire sanc-
tification or perfection in this life (i.e. living a sinless life of 
active love). Palmer’s twist was that it could be achieved in-
stantaneously through belief.

A New York native, Phoebe Palmer became the movement’s 
prophetess after her sanctification experience in 1837. She 
provided the fuel for the movement with countless lectures, 
articles, ten books, and her widely read monthly periodical 
“Guide to Holiness.”   

Palmer believed that holiness needed to translate into Social 
Action, and she was instrumental in persuading the Ladies’ 
Home Missionary Society to create New York’s Five Points 
Mission in 1850.

For 37 years, Palmer held the “Tuesday Meeting for the Pro-
motion of Holiness” in her NYC home, drawing prominent 
leaders from all walks of life including Methodist bishops and 
educators. Palmer wrote of these meetings, “How small do all 
merely earthly distinctions appear, when brought under the 
equalizing influences of pure, perfect love!” Palmer published 
summaries of these meetings for all to follow her activities.  
She became a religious phenomenon… a Rock (of Ages) Star!

• Do you believe that entire sanctification 
(perfection in life) can be achieved before 
death? 

• Is the Holiness Movement still influencing 
United Methodism today? 

• Phoebe’s Tuesday meetings brought lead-
ers from all walks of life together. What 
leaders do you see doing this in your com-
munity? 

• Would it be possible today for a United 
Methodist lay person to rise to the level 
of prominence that Phoebe Palmer did?

For Discussion
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Hymn Writer, Teacher 
and Mission Worker

1820-1915

Fanny Crosby was a prolific writer of gospel music and a 
powerful advocate for special education and inner city res-

cue missions.

Crosby (1820-1915) was born in Brewster, NY. Having lost her 
sight as an infant, Fanny became an advocate for special edu-
cation and passionate about sharing the Good News with peo-
ple often overlooked by society and churches.

Active in Methodist congregations throughout her lifetime—
she even earned the nickname, “the Methodist saint”—Fanny 
worshipped with congregations in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and, 
finally, at First Methodist Church in Bridgeport, Connecticut.  

A lifelong poet, Crosby wrote over 8000 thousand hymns and 
gospel songs—more than Charles Wesley and Isaac Watts 
combined. Her works include countless Protestant standards, 
including “Blessed Assurance, Jesus is Mine” “Jesus Keep Me 
Near the Cross,” and “Pass Me Not, O Gentle Savior.”

Crosby’s songs reached a wide audience and made her a ce-
lebrity. However, a desire to share the love of Jesus motivated 
her, not a quest for fame. She sang for presidents and power 
brokers, but her enduring legacy is the fact that humble people 
continue to experience God’s grace through her music. 

• Look at some hymns by Fanny Crosby in 
the Methodist Hymnal. What still makes 
them relevant today?

• Open “Faith We Sing” or “Worship and 
Song” and look at some of the newer 
songs. What are the social issues that 
concern song-writers today? 

• What are the elements of a good hymn?  
One writer listed them as: personal lan-
guage; in the present; simple language; 
stickiness (i.e. easy to remember); and 
theologically sound.  Do you agree?  What 
other aspects would you include?

For Discussion
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First Woman Licensed to 
Preach in the Methodist 

Episcopal Church

1830-1914

A woman of enormous personal energy, Maggie Newton 
Van Cott was born an Episcopalian in New York City. 

Married at 18, she frequently acted on behalf of her ill husband 
in his business ventures.  

One day as she walked along John Street on a business errand, 
she heard a voice calling her to turn over her life to the Lord:

“That moment she stood on the pavement in front of 
old John Street Methodist Episcopal Church, and from 
heaven light streamed in upon her soul. She was soundly, 

powerfully converted.” 

Van Cott began enthusiastically attending Methodist class 
meetings. When her husband and class leader questioned her 
activities, she famously responded:

“I believe my tongue is my own, John, and I will use it 
when I please, where I please, and as I please.”

Van Cott moved to Greene County, NY in 1868 to devote her 
life to revival work. Her 1869 licensing was controversial, but 
her lively preaching was popular throughout the Northeast 
and later on tours to the West. It was said that at her 1878 
revival in Poughkeepsie between 500 and 600 were converted! 

• What do you think of Maggie Newton Van 
Cott’s personal conversion experience? 
What does it mean to experience such a 
“new birth”? 

• What was a Methodist revival meeting 
like in America in the 1800s? How does it 
compare to current forms of worship? 

• Van Cott’s license to preach was contro-
versial. How did she pave the way for 
women who came after her? How have 
women influenced your spiritual journey?

For Discussion

Image from the collection of Sylvia Hasenkopf, 
Hudson River Valley Historian
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Newspaper Editor and 
Leading Opponent of 

Women’s Rights

1836-1920

Rev. Dr. James Monroe Buckley became editor of the New 
York Christian Advocate newspaper in 1880, using his pen 

and position to advance causes in which he believed. 

Buckley used his pen to advocate for the creation of Methodist 
Episcopal Hospital in Brooklyn in 1881. His editorial lament-
ing the accidental death of an organist due to lack of medical 
care in NYC inspired the funding of this first hospital in Meth-
odism. Buckley served as president of its board for 35 years. 

In contrast to the laudable legacy of Methodist Hospital, Buck-
ley was  a strong opponent of women’s rights, voicing his views 
in articles and in his book The Wrong and Peril of Woman 
Suffrage. He was a delegate to every ME General Conference  
(GC) from 1872 to 1912, and some observers called him the 
“Captain of Conservatives.”   

In 1888, Buckley was a member of the special Committee on 
the Eligibility of Women that considered whether the five 
women elected by their annual conferences would be seated at 
the GC. The controversy centered on whether women could be 
considered “laymen.” Buckley argued that they could not. The 
committee agreed with Buckley, and the GC accepted their  
report, rejecting seating the women by 237 to 198. The first 
female lay delegates to the GC would not be seated until 1904. 

• How might the United Methodist Church 
be different today if women had been 
seated at the GC in 1888 rather than 16 
years later? 

• We tend to think of narrow-mindedness 
as a thing of the past. Are there narrow 
lenses that people look through in your 
church today? 

• People are rarely one-dimensional. Are 
there people that you disagree with on 
some issues but not others? How do you 
handle those interactions?  

For Discussion
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Activist for the Social 
Gospel, Community 
Organizer and Poet

1850-1935

Rev. Dr. Frank Mason North was raised a Methodist in New 
York City. He served six congregations in the NYAC before 

taking on programmatic duties.

The Social Gospel and Christian Socialism were the themes of 
his life. He wrote extensively about both, saying, “Only, then, 
when the church acts from the conviction that Christianity 
relates itself to the life both of the individual and of the com-
munity, can its true mission be accomplished.  It must cure its 
fevered patient and at the same time drain the marsh where 
lurk the germs of the disease.”

In 1887, Dr. North became the corresponding secretary of the 
New York City Church Extension and Missionary Society, the 
predecessor of today’s City Society. He helped develop church-
es as community centers and oversaw programs for poor, 
multi-racial, and immigrant communities.  

He was a founder of the Methodist Federation for Social 
Service in 1907 and helped organize the Federal Council of 
Churches in America in 1908. In 1912, he moved to the Board 
of Missions where he continued his ecumenical activities.

North also was a poet, authoring Hymn 427 “Where Cross the 
Crowded Ways of Life.”

• Should the church just focus on saving 
souls or does it need to be involved in 
community/social action too?

• How important is the Social Gospel in 
today’s world? 

• What activities does the United Method-
ist Church undertake to further the Social 
Gospel?

• How do Christianity and Socialism relate?

For Discussion

Image courtesy of the General
Commission on Archives and History
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Community Activist and 
Pastor of Salem Church

1868-1946

Rev. Frederick A. Cullen was a community and civil rights 
activist who played an important role in New York’s Afri-

can American community during his 40-year pastorate at Sa-
lem Methodist Episcopal Church in Harlem. 

Originally from Maryland and born of slave parents, Cullen 
graduated from Morgan College and was ordained in 1900. He 
served his first church in Maryland successfully in spite of ini-
tial opposition to his appointment. He relocated to New York 
in 1902 where he was assigned to St. Mark’s, a predominantly 
black congregation in New York City. He soon began work at 
their Harlem storefront mission, then called Salem Chapel. 

Cullen was well known for his youth ministry work, his de-
votion to his community and parishioners, and his leadership 
qualities. His work with neighborhood children to encourage 
their parents to attend church led to the success of Salem Mis-
sion, which became independent in 1908 and whose member-
ship numbered more than 4,000 at his retirement. 

He worked consistently for social justice, serving as president 
of the Harlem branch of the NAACP. On a personal level, he 
encouraged many youth to enter the Christian ministry and to 
pursue other careers. He and his wife Carolyn were the adop-
tive parents of Harlem Renaissance poet Countee Cullen. 

• Rev. Cullen focused on outreach to chil-
dren to encourage families to attend 
church. What might your chuch do to 
reach out in this way? For example, how 
might you design a Vacation Bible School 
that would successfully invite families into 
your church?  

• Rev. Cullen stayed at the same church for 
40 years. What are the pluses and minus-
es of such a long pastorate?  What are the 
positives and negatives of moving minis-
ters to new churches every few years?

For Discussion

Telling Our Stories 
250 Years of United Methodism

in the New York Area 
1766-2016         www.nyac.com/250years
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Methodist Preacher and 
Social Activist

1873-1966

Rev. Harry F. Ward, Jr., was a British immigrant to Amer-
ica who became a Methodist preacher and is best known 

as the first national chairman of the American Civil Liberties 
Union, from which he resigned in 1940 to protest their deci-
sion to bar communists.

A lifelong pragmatist, Ward decided not to attend seminary.  
He was ordained in 1900 based on his lay preaching and a 
few classes. He pastored several churches in Chicago, during 
which time he also read the works of socialist theoretician Karl 
Marx. Already a proponent of the Social Gospel, Ward incor-
porated many of Marx’s teachings about economic justice into 
his theology. Ward’s leftist leanings attracted the attention of 
the notorious House Un-American Activities Committee. 

Ward is most remembered among Methodists for being one of 
the founding members of the Methodist Federation for Social 
Service in 1907. He was based in New York, teaching ethics at 
Union Theological Seminary, from 1918 until 1941. 

Ward, who believed that the gospel should be applied to so-
ciety and not just individuals, never saw a contradiction be-
tween Christianity and idealistic communism. In his eyes, 
both sought social justice for all.

• Ward came to ordination through lay preach-
ing. As the modern church changes, what role 
will lay preachers and licensed local pastors 
play?

• Ward believed that the gospel should be ap-
plied to society, not only to individuals. How 
would you connect this idea to issues that 
challenge society today, such as healthcare? 

• Ward played an instrumental role in the pas-
sage of the Social Creed, considered radical 
by many at the time, by the MEC General 
Conference in 1908.  Read it along with a 
more current version at: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Social_Creed_(Methodist).  How 
radical do you think the Social Creed is today?

For Discussion
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Engraving by Lynd Ward, used with the permission of Robin Ward Savage. 
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Lorenzo King 
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Pastor of one of the largest African-American congrega-
tions in the country (St. Mark’s in Harlem), Bishop Lo-

renzo King  was elected in 1940 by the Central Jurisdiction of 
The Methodist Church, in part because of his opposition to the 
creation of that entity! 

Bishop King was the first African-American bishop elected 
from the New York Conference, and his election in 1940 un-
derscored the conflicts over race within The Methodist Church 
at the time. The two branches of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church (North and South) had split over the issue of slavery 
before the Civil War, and when they united in 1939 with a third 
Methodist branch (the Methodist Protestant Church) to form 
The Methodist Church, creation of a racially-segregated juris-
diction for African-American churches was the price of unity. 

King was outspoken in his opposition to the Central Jurisdic-
tion and his church did not join it, remaining part of the New 
York Conference in the Northeastern Jurisdiction. Thus his 
election as bishop by the Central Jurisdiction was highly sym-
bolic. Bishop King served faithfully until his death in 1946, and 
became a trusted and beloved leader. 

Many others within The Methodist Church fought against the 
racism embodied by the Central Jurisdiction as well, and the  
Jurisdiction was finally dismantled in 1968. 

• The Central Jurisdiction was estab-
lished in 1939 as a compromise. 
What do you think of this compro-
mise? When do you think it is OK to 
compromise, and when should you 
stick to your principles?

• Do you think the issues raised by the 
Central Jurisdiction still affect the UMC  
today?  

For Discussion

1878-1946

St Mark’s UMC, Harlem, photo: www.nycago.org

First African-American Bishop 
Elected from the NY Conference
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Community Leader and Lay 
Member of Annual and 

General Conferences

1884-1972

A native of Peekskill, NY, Chester A. Smith was known for 
his perseverance, determination, and leadership skills. 

After retiring from a 54 year career as a court stenographer, he 
graduated from New York Law School at the age of 74! 

A member of the First Methodist Church in Peekskill, Ches-
ter was active in the Epworth League and Sunday School from 
childhood and as an adult served on many church boards and 
committees, including serving as the church’s Lay Member to 
Annual Conference for 32 years. He was a member and par-
ticipant in 13 General Conferences, seven Jurisdictional Con-
ferences, and the Uniting Conference of 1939, perhaps setting 
a record with his 48 years of service in this capacity. 

Smith also served his hometown in many capacities. As early 
as the 1940s, Smith insisted that the Peekskill library board 
of trustees be changed to “represent the different races and 
creeds in the community.” He received multiple awards for 
community building and beautification accomplishments, and 
was once called “the Robert Moses of Peekskill.”

A stalwart conservative, Smith fought hard for every issue he 
believed served good moral purposes, including temperance. 
Not all agreed with him, but all respected his leadership and 
his dedication to his community, to his church, and most of 
all, to his God. 

• Smith garnered respect even from those who 
disagreed with him. Do you feel people have 
a harder time disagreeing respectfully today? 
Do you see this in your church? If so, what do 
you think can be done about it?

• Smith strongly supported the temperance 
movement. What issues do you feel alcohol 
consumption creates in society today? 

• What are the elements of Holy Conferencing 
that help individuals with different views 
come together to seek solutions to problems?  
How does one find a path forward when 
there are very different visions?

For Discussion
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Ralph Sockman

Nationally-Known
Radio Preacher and Pastor 

of Christ Church 
1889-1970

In 1946 Time called him “the No. 1 Protestant radio pastor of 
the U.S.” He received more than 4000 letters per week from 

fans of his Sunday morning National Radio Pulpit broadcasts. 

Rev. Dr. Sockman was pastor of Christ Church in New York 
from 1917 to 1961. His goal was to both teach and inspire:

 “You’ve got to put something in people’s heads, rather 
than just give them a shot in the arm.” - Time, Oct. 1961

Known as much for his caring and calm demeanor as for his 
busy schedule, Sockman preached three times on Sundays, 
traveled frequently on lecture/preaching tours and wrote 
many books. In 1961 Time reported that he recently preached 
in a whisper into a microphone to avoid breaking his 44 year 
record of never missing a sermon because of illness! 

Sockman believed in the importance of deeply personal 
preaching. Among his words of wisdom still widely quoted:  

“The test of courage comes when we are in the minority.  
The test of tolerance comes when we are in the majority.”

 “Our growth depends not on how many experiences we 
devour, but on how many we digest.”

• Listen to Rev. Sockman’s sermon on the 
Voices of Lycoming web site (https://
www.lycoming.edu/library/archives/
voices.aspx). What do you think of his 
preaching style? How does it differ from 
preaching you might hear today?

• Rev. Sockman believed that radio might 
nudge more people into church. How do 
you think modern forms of media can 
bring people closer to the church?

For Discussion
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First Woman Ordained 
in the New York East 

Conference

1894-1994

Rev. Elsie F. Stowe, ordained a Local Deacon in 1927 and a 
Local Elder in 1929, believed strongly in rural ministry. 

She served as pastor to four rural churches in western CT in 
her career. 

The path to women’s ordination in the ME Church was long 
and complicated. Maggie Newton Van Cott was the first wom-
an to receive a local preacher’s license, in 1869. But in 1880 
General Conference voted against local preaching licenses for 
women, not granting them again until 1920. In 1924 women 
received limited clergy rights as local elders or deacons, but 
without conference membership; they were not granted full 
clergy rights until 1956. 

Born in Monroe CT, Stowe graduated from the Blakeslee Dea-
coness Training School in New Haven in 1918. She was con-
secrated a deaconess in March 1920. Later that year she was 
granted a local preachers license, and in 1924 she officiated at 
her brother’s marriage. The newspaper headline read: “Mar-
ried by His Sister: Woman Minister Officiates at Stowe’s Wed-
ding to Woman Dentist.”

Stowe dedicated herself to rural ministry in North Wilton 
and Seymour CT and later served as Matron of the Methodist 
Church Home in New Haven until her retirement in 1960. 

• Stowe began as a deaconess and became 
a local elder, taking advantage of oppor-
tunites as they presented themselves. 
Share stories of women you know who 
have done the most they could with what 
they had. 

• Stowe dedicated herself to rural ministry. 
What are the particular challenges of 
rural ministry? What do healthy rural and 
healthy urban congregations look like? 

For Discussion
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Teacher, Mentor and 
Community Leader

1915-2013

Rev. Bill James is remembered as a “dynamo” within the 
UM denomination and a “go-to” person within the New 

York Conference. During his 30 year pastorate at Metropolian 
Community UMC in Harlem he mentored hundreds of youth 
into higher education and meaningful careers, and inspired 
his church members to get involved in their lives as well.  

Born in Mississippi in 1915 and ordained an elder in 1940, 
James was also a leader in the larger church as a delegate to 
eight general and jurisdictional conferences, a key participant 
in the fight to end the segregated Central Jurisdiction, and a  
long-time board member of the UM City Society.

In the larger community he helped to found the Harlem Urban 
Development Corporation to attract public and private invest-
ment in the area. He became involved in anti-war efforts and 
was an early champion of gay and lesbian rights. 

James was so well-known in the Harlem community that it was 
said he could not walk one block without someone wanting to 
talk to him. One night upon arriving back from a conference 
at 2 am he encountered several young people who called him 
by name and offered to carry his suitcase! James continued his 
community involvement after his 1985 retirement and passed 
away in 2013 at the age of 97.

• Both James himself and his church mem-
bers were involved in “pastoring the 
community” through youth ministry and 
other activities. How does your church 
emulate that model today?

• James not only taught and mentored 
young people himself, he created a “men-
toring culture” within his church. What 
type of mentoring is happening in your 
church? 

For Discussion

© 2016 NYAC Commission on Archives and History



Alfredo Cotto-Thorner

New York Annual Conference
Commission on Archives and History

C. Wesley Christman Archives
archives@nyac.com - 914-615-2241

Community Leader, 
Mentor, and Founder of 

Anchor House

1917-2013

Rev. Cotto-Thorner’s 54-year ministry touched and trans-
formed the congregations and communities he served. 

He was a beloved mentor to his fellow Hispanic clergy and 
he left the legacy of Anchor House, the faith-based residen-
tial treatment facility for alcohol and substance abusers that 
he founded.

A native of Cayey, Puerto Rico, Cotto-Thorner served South 
Third Street UMC in Brooklyn from 1955 when he was re-
ceived as an elder in the New York East Conference until his 
retirement in 1988. Through the many Spanish-language so-
cial service programs he initiated there, he nurtured future 
leaders who continue to serve the community today. 

In 1967 Rev. Cotto-Thorner agreed to help a drug addict on 
the condition that he bring 10 other addicts to church for food, 
coffee and conversation. He brought 30 others, and thus the 
ministry of Anchor House was born.

After retirement he became Hispanic associate pastor at Com-
munity Church in Jackson Heights, Queens, a multi-ethnic 
church with services in Spanish, English, Korean and Chinese. 
He began with 17 Hispanic attendees, but within a year his 
warmth, charm, and dedication increased that number to 200! 

•  Personal invitation played a large role in 
the creation of Anchor House. How well 
does your church use personal invitation 
in its ministry? 

• Mentoring was an important part of Rev. 
Cotto-Thorner’s ministry. Have you had 
a spiritual mentor? Are you a spiritual 
mentor? 

• Methodism is built on connectionalism. 
How does Anchor House demonstrate the 
importance of sharing the burden of such 
outreach programs?

For Discussion
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Advocate for Social Justice and 
the First African-American 

Bishop in the UMC

1918-2002

Bishop Roy Nichols is remembered as a dedicated advocate 
for social justice and a compassionate leader within The 

United Methodist Church. 

Born on the East Coast, Nichols moved to California in 1941 
to attend the Pacific School of Religion. In the then-conserva-
tive city of Berkeley he was the founding pastor of two racial-
ly-integrated churches. He became involved in local politics 
in the late 1950s as president of the local NAACP and in 1961 
won a seat on the Berkeley School Board, where he worked for 
school desegregation. 

In 1964 he was invited to pastor Salem Methodist Church in 
Harlem, from which he was elected the first African-Amer-
ican bishop of the newly-formed UMC in 1968. During his 
many years in the ministry he hosted radio programs, au-
thored books, and served in many leadership positions within 
the larger denomination. In the words of long-time friend and 
former parishioner Mary Lee Widener:

“He was a pastor in the old-fasioned sense. He understood 
human needs. He was clearly a leader and a developer 

of leaders. He counseled you, supported you, loved you 
through it all.”   

• Bishop Nichols was deeply involved in 
local politics during his years in California.  
What responsibilities do you feel pastors 
have to the larger community?

• What did Bishop Nichols bring to the 
United Methodist episcopacy when he 
was elected in 1968?  What are the gifts,  
characteristics, and skills that we expect 
from our United Methodist bishops?

For Discussion

Image courtesy of the General 
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First Woman District and 
Conference Lay Leader

1933-2010

Shirley Parris was born in Barbados, West Indies and was 
deeply involved in the life of Dalkeith Methodist Church, 

where she was a Sunday School teacher and felt a call to lay 
ministry. She attended United Theological College in Jamaica, 
West Indies, pursuing Deaconess Orders, but emigrated to the 
United States before being ordained.

She found a church home at Union UMC in Brooklyn, NY in 
1964, serving on many church, district and conference boards, 
eventually becoming the first woman District Lay Leader in 
1978 and the first woman Conference Lay Leader in 1984. 
Many in the NYAC also remember her gracious and patient 
work navigating challenging issues as the Chair of Legislative 
Section 3 (Ministries of Advocacy) for many years.

Parris was elected a delegate from NYAC to the General and 
Jurisdictional Conferences six times and led the delegation 
twice. She also served the general church in many capacities, 
serving commissions, committees, and associations. 

Shirley loved preaching and singing hymns, and was a popular 
Bible study and workshop leader. She prayed daily for people 
and situations on her prayer list, which she updated constant-
ly! Her humor and unapologetic love of God were well-known. 

• Shirley Parris was the first lay person in 
whose honor a yearly award was insti-
tuted by the NYAC. What lay persons or 
clergy do you know whose service and 
devotion might make them a candidate 
for this award?

• Parris exemplified the connectional 
strengths of the UMC through her district 
and conference level activities. How could 
you follow her example and get more 
involved beyond the local church? 

For Discussion

Image courtesy of the Parris Family
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Korean Community 
Leader and Pastor of 

First UMC of Flushing

1936-1998

R ev. Amos Rhee was a man of energetic spirit, warmth, and 
humility. When he was a child, his family suffered perse-

cution in North Korea for their Christian beliefs but was able 
to escape to South Korea. At Seoul Methodist Theological Col-
lege he was involved in local church ministry and the national 
movement for evangelization of industrial workers.

He came to the U.S. in the mid-1960s and in 1972 was ordained 
an elder in New York. Over the next 10 years he established  
two Korean congregations, in Lawrence and in Yonkers. From 
1981 to 1983 he served as Associate General Secretary of Re-
ligion and Race for the denomination. This involvement con-
tinued throughout  his career; he held leadership positions in 
the Asian-American Caucus of the Northeastern Jurisdiction 
and in the National Association of Korean-American UMCs. 

Rhee oversaw a rapid growth in church membership in his 15 
years at First UMC in Flushing, NY (1983-1998). His congre-
gants remember his warmth and uplifting sermons, his em-
phasis on mission responsibilities, and his attention to each 
individual church member. In his obituary, his parishioners 
described his dedication: “Pastor Rhee never stopped or rest-
ed. He always wanted to be a good and faithful servant of God. 
Every single minute his thought was on one thing - God’s work 
in the growth of the church.”   

• Rev. Rhee’s family suffered persecution 
for their Christian beliefs in North Korea. 
Where and how do people suffer persecu-
tion for their religious beliefs today?

• Rev. Rhee led one of the largest Korean 
congregations in the nation, yet his con-
gregants remember his personal connec-
tions. What are the challenges of main-
taining such connections within a large 
congregation?

For Discussion
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Social Activist, Musician
and First Openly Gay 

Pastor in the NYAC
1937-1992

Rev. Paul  Abels lived a life of integrity, courage, and faith 
with a “million dollar smile.” He worked for social justice, 

pursued his love of the arts, music and historical preservation, 
and challenged the church to open its doors to the diverse con-
cerns of the gay and lesbian community. 

During his pastorate at Washington Square UMC (known as 
the “Peace Church”), he nurtured community organizations 
and oversaw an extensive building restoration campaign. He 
also began performing “covenant ceremonies” for gay and les-
bian members of his congregation.  

Controversy ensued when he publicly acknowledged his ho-
mosexuality in 1977. He was urged to take a leave but declined, 
and both NYAC and the Judicial Council upheld his appoint-
ment. In 1984 he retired, the same year that General Confer-
ence voted to bar actively gay men and women from ordina-
tion and serving as clergy. 

Upon his passing NYC Mayor David Dinkins sent this mes-
sage: 

“It is often said that the rent we pay for space on earth 
is the service we provide to others. Paul certainly de-

parted us paid in full. May our lives be as rich.” 

• In his role as pastor, Abels was well-re-
spected for his social activism and work in 
the arts. How important is it for pastors to 
be leaders both in the church and in the 
community? 

• Society’s attitudes toward the LGBTQ 
community have changed significantly 
in the last few years. Within the UMC, 
debate continues regarding its policies on 
same-sex marriage, openly gay pastors, 
and other LGBTQ issues. How would you 
propose the UMC resolve these issues?

For Discussion
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To celebrate 250 years of United Methodism in the New York Area, the New York Annual Conference Commis-
sion on Archives and History has developed these educational posters to tell the stories of 25 luminaries in the 
New York Conference over the past 250 years. 

The posters provide information about each person’s life and accomplishments, and the discussion questions 
provided on the posters can be used for Bible study, discussion groups, confirmation classes and sermon prepa-
ration. 

Individual posters are available for download in 8.5x11 size or as bulletin inserts at our website 
(http://www.nyac.com/UMLuminariesintheNYArea). Click under each picture, and once the PDF file opens, 
there will be options to print and save to your computer at the top right of the screen.

PLEASE NOTE: When printing the bulletin inserts, choose “Print on both sides of paper” and “Flip on short 
edge.” Then print, photocopy, and cut each sheet in half. 

We hope you will find the posters and inserts useful!
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