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Free Methodist Church History: A Journey of Faith and Freedom

Free Methodist Church history is a fascinating story of spiritual revival, social justice, and a
commitment to holiness that continues to inspire believers today. Emerging during a time of great
change and challenge in the 19th century, the Free Methodist Church represents a unique strand
within the broader Methodist tradition. Its origins, beliefs, and growth reveal much about the American
religious landscape and the desire for a faith experience that was both deeply personal and socially

conscious.

The Origins of the Free Methodist Church

The Free Methodist Church was officially founded in 1860, but its roots go back to a movement within
Methodism that emphasized freedom—freedom from slavery, freedom to worship without the
constraints of pew rentals, and freedom to live out the gospel in a radical way. The name “Free

Methodist” itself reflects these core values.

A Time of Social Upheaval

In the mid-1800s, America was grappling with intense social issues, including slavery and economic
inequality. Many churches, including some Methodist congregations, were complicit or silent on these
matters. The founders of the Free Methodist Church, led by figures such as B.T. Roberts and
Benjamin F. Albertson, sought to create a denomination that not only preached salvation but also

actively opposed slavery and promoted social justice.



Key Founders and Their Vision

Bishop Benjamin Titus Roberts, often regarded as the father of the Free Methodist Church, was
passionate about returning to the original spirit of Methodism. He and his colleagues felt that the
church had grown too formal, too focused on wealth, and too distant from the poor and oppressed.
Their vision was a church that was “free” in every sense—free from slavery, free from the practice of

renting pews (which excluded poorer members), and free from spiritual complacency.

Distinctive Beliefs and Practices

Understanding the Free Methodist Church history involves looking at what sets it apart from other
Methodist bodies. While sharing the Wesleyan theological heritage, the Free Methodist Church has

emphasized several distinctive beliefs and practices.

Holiness and Sanctification

Like other holiness churches, the Free Methodist Church teaches the doctrine of entire sanctification—a
second work of grace following conversion, where the believer is cleansed from original sin and
empowered for holy living. This emphasis on personal holiness is a hallmark of Free Methodist

spirituality and has shaped its worship and community life.

Social Justice and Equality

From its inception, the Free Methodist Church has been committed to social justice. It took a clear
stand against slavery before the Civil War and has continued to advocate for racial equality and the
rights of the marginalized. This commitment is evident in its early refusal to charge for pew rentals,

ensuring that worship was accessible to all regardless of economic status.



Democratic Governance and Lay Participation

The Free Methodist Church values the active participation of laypeople in church governance. Unlike
some denominations that centralize authority, the Free Methodist Church encourages local
congregations to have a voice in decision-making, reflecting its roots in grassroots movements and

democratic principles.

Growth and Expansion Over the Years

From its modest beginnings in New York, the Free Methodist Church has grown into a global
denomination with churches in many countries. Its history is marked by steady expansion and

adaptation to new cultural contexts, while maintaining its core convictions.

Mission Work and Global Outreach

Missionary activity has been a significant part of the Free Methodist Church history. Early missionaries
traveled to Canada, Asia, and Africa, sharing the gospel and establishing churches and educational
institutions. Today, the denomination continues to support international missions, focusing on holistic

ministry that addresses spiritual and physical needs.

Educational Contributions

The Free Methodist Church has also made notable contributions to education. It founded several
colleges and seminaries, aiming to train both clergy and laity in a rigorous, faith-based environment.
These institutions reflect the church’s commitment to intellectual growth alongside spiritual

development.



Adapting to Modern Challenges

Like many religious bodies, the Free Methodist Church has faced challenges such as cultural shifts,
declining church attendance in some areas, and theological debates. Yet, its history shows a
willingness to engage thoughtfully with contemporary issues while holding fast to its founding

principles. This balance of tradition and innovation has allowed it to remain relevant and vibrant.

The Role of Worship and Community Life

Central to Free Methodist Church history is the way worship and community life have been shaped by

its values of freedom and holiness.

A Worship Style Rooted in Simplicity and Reverence

Free Methodist worship traditionally emphasizes heartfelt singing, prayer, and preaching that calls for
personal transformation. The services are designed to be inclusive, welcoming people from all walks of

life to experience God’s presence without barriers.

Fellowship and Mutual Support

Community is vital in the Free Methodist tradition. Churches often foster close-knit relationships
through small groups, service projects, and mutual aid. This sense of belonging reflects the church’s
early mission to support those marginalized by society, creating a spiritual family grounded in love and

accountability.



Impact and Legacy of the Free Methodist Church

The legacy of the Free Methodist Church history is visible in its ongoing commitment to freedom in
faith and practice. Its influence extends beyond its own membership, contributing to broader

conversations about holiness, social justice, and church life.

Influence on American Protestantism

Though smaller than some other Methodist denominations, the Free Methodist Church has punched
above its weight in shaping American Protestantism. Its early stands against slavery and for racial

integration were ahead of many other churches, setting an example of faith in action.

Continuing the Tradition Today

Today, Free Methodist churches continue to emphasize spiritual renewal and social engagement. They
offer programs for youth, outreach to the poor, and opportunities for global mission, all rooted in the

rich history of a church that dared to be different.
Exploring free methodist church history reveals a story of courage, conviction, and community that

resonates with anyone interested in the intersection of faith and social change. It’s a reminder that

religious movements can be powerful agents for both personal transformation and societal progress.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the origin of the Free Methodist Church?

The Free Methodist Church was founded in 1860 in Pekin, New York, as a result of a movement within

Methodism that emphasized freedom in worship, anti-slavery, and social justice.

Why is it called the 'Free' Methodist Church?

The term 'Free' refers to freedom from slavery, freedom of worship (such as free seats in churches

rather than rented pews), and freedom of the Holy Spirit in worship and ministry.

Who were the key founders of the Free Methodist Church?

Bishop B.T. Roberts is recognized as the principal founder of the Free Methodist Church, leading a
group that separated from the Methodist Episcopal Church due to concerns about spiritual and social

issues.

How did the Free Methodist Church differ from the Methodist
Episcopal Church at its founding?

The Free Methodist Church opposed slavery, the renting of pews, and sought revivals emphasizing

holiness and social justice, distinguishing it from the more established Methodist Episcopal Church.

What role did abolitionism play in the formation of the Free Methodist

Church?
Abolitionism was central to the Free Methodist Church's founding, as its leaders strongly opposed

slavery and racial discrimination, making the church a haven for those committed to social justice.

When did the Free Methodist Church become officially organized?

The Free Methodist Church was officially organized in 1860 during a General Conference held in

Pekin, New York.



How has the Free Methodist Church evolved since its founding?

Since its founding, the Free Methodist Church has grown internationally, expanded its ministries,

emphasized holiness, social justice, and missions, while maintaining its founding principles.

What are some distinctive theological emphases of the Free Methodist

Church?

The Free Methodist Church emphasizes holiness, sanctification, social justice, freedom in worship, and

the work of the Holy Spirit.

How did the Free Methodist Church approach worship differently from
other Methodist groups?

The Free Methodist Church advocated for free seats in churches (no pew rentals), more spontaneous

and Spirit-led worship, and a focus on heartfelt revival rather than formalism.

What is the historical significance of the Free Methodist Church in
American Methodism?

The Free Methodist Church represents a reform movement within American Methodism that
championed social justice, racial equality, and spiritual renewal, influencing broader Methodist

practices and social attitudes.

Additional Resources
Free Methodist Church History: Tracing the Roots of a Distinctive Wesleyan Tradition
free methodist church history offers a fascinating glimpse into a denomination born out of a desire for

spiritual renewal, social justice, and theological clarity. Emerging in the mid-19th century, the Free

Methodist Church represents a significant branch of the broader Wesleyan-Holiness movement,



distinguished by its commitment to freedom in worship, anti-slavery convictions, and an emphasis on
personal holiness. This article delves into the origins, development, and defining characteristics of the
Free Methodist Church, unpacking how its historical context shaped its identity and mission within

Protestantism.

Origins and Foundational Context

The Free Methodist Church was formally established in 1860 in Pekin, New York, amid a period of
intense social and religious ferment in the United States. The denomination’s inception was largely a
response to perceived spiritual complacency and institutional rigidity within the Methodist Episcopal
Church, from which it branched off. The founders, including leaders like B.T. Roberts and Benjamin
Griffith, sought to revive the fervent evangelical zeal and holiness teachings reminiscent of early

Methodism as articulated by John Wesley.

One of the pivotal issues that catalyzed the formation of the Free Methodist Church was opposition to
slavery. The term “Free” in the church’s name symbolized not only freedom from slavery but also
freedom in worship—free seats for all attendees, free from pew rents, which were common in many
churches of the era, and freedom from hierarchical control. This anti-slavery stance positioned the
Free Methodist Church within a broader abolitionist movement, aligning faith with social reform and

human dignity.

Theological Foundations and Wesleyan Influence

The Free Methodist Church is deeply rooted in Wesleyan theology, particularly the doctrine of entire
sanctification or Christian holiness. This belief emphasizes a transformative experience subsequent to
conversion, wherein believers are purified from sin and empowered for holy living. This sanctification
doctrine remains a cornerstone of Free Methodist teaching and sets the denomination apart from many

other Methodist groups that may place less emphasis on holiness as a second work of grace.



Moreover, the Free Methodist tradition upholds the authority of Scripture, the necessity of personal
conversion, and the importance of evangelism. Worship practices tend to be simple yet fervent,
reflecting the church’s commitment to heartfelt devotion rather than liturgical formalism. The emphasis
on social justice issues, including poverty alleviation and racial equality, also echoes Wesley’s early

ministry priorities.

Growth and Expansion Through the 19th and 20th Centuries

Following its founding, the Free Methodist Church experienced steady growth, particularly in rural and
small-town America, where its message of holiness and social conscience resonated. The
denomination quickly established educational institutions, such as Greenville College (now Greenville

University), to train ministers and laity in its theological and social ideals.

Throughout the 20th century, the Free Methodist Church expanded internationally, planting churches
and missions in countries across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This global outreach reflected the
church’s commitment to spreading its distinct blend of evangelical and holiness teachings worldwide.
In parallel, the denomination navigated challenges common to many Protestant bodies, including
adapting to cultural changes, addressing internal disagreements over worship styles, and engaging

with ecumenical movements.

Distinctive Features and Practices

Several features distinguish the Free Methodist Church from other Methodist denominations:

* Free Seats: A practice that originated as a protest against pew rentals, ensuring that worship

spaces were accessible to all regardless of socioeconomic status.

¢ Anti-Slavery and Social Justice: Early and ongoing commitment to racial equality and social



reform, setting a precedent for active engagement in societal issues.

* Holiness Emphasis: Strong focus on entire sanctification as a defining aspect of Christian

experience.

¢ Simple Worship: Worship services that prioritize sincerity and spiritual fervor over elaborate

ceremonies.

e Connectional Governance: Maintaining a system of church governance that balances local

autonomy with denominational oversight.

These characteristics foster a church identity that balances tradition with a proactive stance on

contemporary moral and spiritual challenges.

Comparative Context: Free Methodist Church Among Wesleyan

Denominations

When placed alongside other Wesleyan and Methodist bodies, the Free Methodist Church holds a
unique position. Unlike the larger United Methodist Church, which formed in the 20th century through
mergers and often embraces a broader theological spectrum, the Free Methodist Church has
maintained a more conservative theological stance, especially regarding holiness teachings and social

ethics.

Compared to the Holiness Movement churches, such as the Church of the Nazarene or the Wesleyan
Church, the Free Methodist Church often emphasizes personal freedom in worship and a robust social
justice agenda. While all these groups share Wesleyan roots, each handles ecclesiastical governance,
worship style, and engagement with culture differently, reflecting varied interpretations of Wesley’s

legacy.



Challenges and Contemporary Developments

Like many historic denominations, the Free Methodist Church has faced challenges in the modern era.
Issues such as declining membership in North America, debates over social topics, and the need to

remain relevant to younger generations have prompted introspection and adaptation.

Nevertheless, the church continues to prioritize its core mission of holiness, evangelism, and social
concern. Its global missions and educational efforts underscore an ongoing commitment to growth and
renewal. Recent dialogues within the denomination have also addressed inclusivity and ecumenism,

seeking ways to honor tradition while engaging a diverse and changing world.

Legacy and Influence on American Protestantism

The Free Methodist Church’s history is a testament to the enduring power of faith movements
grounded in social justice and spiritual renewal. Its anti-slavery roots and insistence on free worship
practices challenged prevailing norms and contributed to broader conversations about equality and
church accessibility. Furthermore, its theological emphasis on holiness has influenced various strands

of American evangelicalism, inspiring believers to pursue deeper spiritual transformation.

Today, the Free Methodist Church stands as a distinct voice within the Methodist tradition, balancing
fidelity to historic Wesleyan principles with responsiveness to contemporary challenges. Its history
enriches the tapestry of American Protestantism and offers valuable insights into the interplay between

faith, culture, and social change.
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