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Jesse Lee died on September 12, 1816, while attending a
camp meeting near Hillsborough, Maryland. He was buried
in Baltimore, but his remains were moved to Mount Olivet
Cemetery in 1873.
Late in his life, Bishop Asbury once lamented the loss of zeal
within Methodism by referencing Lee:
The time was, when if I said in the Conferences, I want a
Preacher to go to Boston or Maine, Jesse Lee would respond,
“Here am I; send me.”
the disagreeable necessity of spending much of my time on
controversial subjects, sometimes in public, and often in
private…. I was enable[d] to go through all my hardships
with great satisfaction, and was much blessed in preaching
to the people; and the Lord gave me some visible fruit of my
labor in the awakening and conversion of precious souls.

Greenwich

Jesse Lee has been called the Apostle of Methodism for opening
New England to the teachings of John Wesley. Many churches
in New England trace their roots to Lee and two churches in
Connecticut are named for him. He was a charismatic individual,
standing more than six feet tall and weighing 250 pounds. He
travelled with two horses, riding one and leading another so that he
always had a fresh mount.
Lee had a deep sonorous voice, speaking with authority and assurance
as he delivered his gospel message. Despite his prominence, there
are no contemporary portraits of Jesse Lee. No painting. No print.
No likeness.

Lee had been elected to deacon’s orders in 1786, but declined
ordination. Asbury ordained him privately in New York in 1790.
He was ordained an elder the next day.

He was born March 12, 1758 in Prince George County, Virginia,
the eldest of eleven children of Nathaniel and Elizabeth Lee. Jesse
Lee’s early education was minimal, but he went to singing school
and became an excellent singer. He joined a Methodist society in
1774 (at that time there were about 1000 Methodists in America),
moved to North Carolina in 1777, and quickly moved up through

Lee was able to report that he and his team had awakened hundreds
of souls to Methodism, formed new societies and planted good seed
for the future.
Much of that seed bore fruit and by 1809, just 20 years after Lee
began his mission, the circuits located in New England accounted
for more than 11,000 out of a total of 163,000 Methodist souls.
Jesse Lee was almost elected bishop in 1800, losing by only four
votes. In 1801 he moved back to Virginia, where he bought a farm
and would spend the next fourteen years. In 1809 he became the
chaplain of the U.S. House of Representatives, and was elected
chaplain of the U.S. Senate in 1814. In 1810 Lee published the first
comprehensive history of American Methodism.
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the ranks there, from class leader to exhorter to local preacher.
He preached his first sermon at a place called the “Old Barn” on
November 17, 1779.

city of New Haven.
Lee often did not have receptive listeners and was once warned:
“Mr. Methodist, you would not come here to preach, if you knew
whom you had to preach to.”

Lee’s early career was interrupted in 1780 when he was drafted into
the Army during the final days of the American Revolutionary War.
Lee, a pacifist, refused to bear arms, and instead did service work
and preaching, before an honorable discharge after three months of
service.
In 1782 he rode a circuit in North Carolina and Virginia. Starting
in 1783, he rode the Caswell and other circuits in North Carolina,
Virginia and Maryland for five years. He did not attend the
Christmas Conference of 1784 in Baltimore, which formed the
Methodist Episcopal Church, because he did not receive notice of
it in time.
Lee met Bishop Asbury for the first time in North Carolina in 1785,
and impressed him enough that Asbury asked Lee to accompany
him on a southern tour. During that trip, Lee met a young man
from Massachusetts who described the customs and religion of his
home state. Lee immediately felt drawn to preach the gospel to the
people of New England, but Bishop Asbury wanted to move more
gradually.
Appointed to the Baltimore circuit in 1787, Lee’s ability to take the
Norwalk

gospel to the people generated new energy in a sluggish religious
community, and led to a revival that thrived even after his
departure. Having gotten to know Lee and his preaching on their
earlier trip, Asbury knew he had found a seasoned leader in Lee.
By 1789, the Methodist Episcopal Church had tripled in
membership from its founding less than five years earlier. But
there were no Methodists in New England. This was an area
that many considered already more than adequately supplied
with learned clergy and churches, but Bishop Francis Asbury
thought otherwise. He was now ready to take Methodism to the
rough, rocky soil of New England, to see if the seed of Wesleyan
discipline and grace could take hold there.
Asbury assigned Lee to the newly-formed New England circuit
(“Stamford”) at the Methodist Annual Conference held in New
York City at the end of May 1789.
At age 31, Lee preached his first sermon in New England on June
17th in Norwalk, CT. After being turned down for a location to
preach, he found an open spot at the edge of town and began to
sing. On the 21st of June, he preached for the first time in the

But Lee persevered, going on to Fairfield, Redding, and Stratfield,
where the first class in CT was formed, and criss-crossing the state
over the next year. By the quarterly meeting of February 1790,
Lee had been so successful that three preachers from the revivals in
Maryland were assigned to assist him in opening New England. In
spring 1790, the New Haven (along the post road from Milford to
Hartford), Litchfield (in the northwest part of CT), and Hartford
(encompassing both sides of the Connecticut River) circuits were
formed.
As Lee headed for annual conference in New York City in October
1790, he wrote in his Journal:
It is now sixteen months and eight days since our last
Conference; and in this time, I have travelled several
thousand miles, and preached in six states, and in chief part
of the large towns in New England. In most places I have
met with a kinder reception than I could have expected,
among persons holding principles so different from mine;
but yet I have been much opposed, and have been under
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