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THE AMERICAN EVANGELIST FRANCIS ASBURY


Francis Asbury is one of the most influential evangelists in the history of the Church, and certainly in the history of the United States.  Under his supervision, the Methodist Episcopal Church of the United States grew from 14,988 at its inception in 1784 to 214,307 in 1813, three years before his death.
  The ministry of Asbury was so prolific that he was included in Christianity Today’s list of 131 Christians that everyone should know.
  His statue stands in Washington, D.C. among many other famous Americans.
  Asbury biographer Wallace Smeltzer writes, "So important were his accomplishments that in 1951 the National Publications Commission of the United States government included Asbury among the sixty-six great Americans whose works the body recommended for editing and publication."
  Francis Asbury’s contributions to the Church are truly astounding.


Asbury’s great evangelistic fervor was nurtured in his upbringing.  His childhood home and his conversion led him to Methodism.  Under the leadership of John Wesley in England, Asbury honed his skills as a preacher and an evangelist and was steeped in the Methodist discipline.  These factors contributed to the development of Asbury’s evangelistic methods, but the context of Asbury’s ministry was also influential upon his life.  During his tenure in the United States, Asbury witnessed the American Revolutionary War, the westward expansion of the United States, and the Second Great Awakening.  Each of these events played a role in Asbury’s evangelistic methods.  The development of Asbury’s evangelism in his upbringing and Wesleyan training, coupled with his ministry context in the United States sharpened Francis Asbury into a master evangelist who was a revival preacher, itinerant, superintendent, and discipler. 

Development of Asbury’s Evangelism


The evangelism practices of Francis Asbury were learned at an early stage in his life.  During his childhood he was raised in a religious home.  His conversion was immediately followed with evangelizing others.  His training in the Wesleyan disciplines was also a major factor in the development of Asbury’s evangelistic development.

Childhood

 
Francis Asbury wrote in his Journal, "I was born in Old England, near the foot of Hampstead Bridge, in the parish of Handsworth, about four miles from Birmingham, in Staffordshire, and according to the best of my after-knowledge on the 20th or 21st day of August, in the year of our Lord 1745."
  His upbringing was a modest one; his father was a farmer.
  His mother was very religious and young Francis was often called “Methodist Parson” by his teasing playmates.
  His mother’s religious example was influential on Asbury.  One author notes, "For Methodists Christianity was never a thing of Sunday and the parish church only.  Young Francis Asbury was blessed in coming to such a home, poor in material things, but rich in the spiritual atmosphere created and maintained by his mother."
  The piety and seriousness that Asbury witnessed in his childhood home translated into a life of earnest commitment to God and a fervent pursuit of holiness.

Conversion and Calling


Asbury described being “awakened” before he had turned fourteen years old.
  This was not his conversion, but the Holy Spirit drawing him to Christ, for he later wrote,


 I knew myself to be in a state of unbelief.  On a certain time when we were praying in 
my father's barn, I believed the Lord pardoned my sins and justified my soul; but my 
companions reasoned me out of this belief, saying, 'Mr. Mather said a believer was as 
happy as if he was in heaven.' I thought I was not as happy as I would be there, and gave 
up my confidence, and that for months; yet I was happy, free from guilt and fear, and had 
power over sin, and felt great inward joy.

Asbury had for some time been growing more serious in matters of religion as God was working in his heart.  He began to pray, to hear preachers in town, and to read the sermons of Whitefield, and he was drawn into Methodism.  He wrote in his Journal, 


It was not long before I began to inquire of my mother who, where, what were the 
Methodists: she gave me a favourable account, and directed me to a person that could 
take me to Wednesbury to hear them…The people were so devout--men and women 
kneeling down--saying Amen.  Now, behold! they were singing hymns--sweet sound!  
Why, strange to tell! the preacher had no prayerbook, and yet he prayed wonderfully! 
What was yet more extraordinary, the man took his text, and had no sermon-book: 
thought I, this is wonderful indeed!  It is certainly a strange way, but the best way.


It was not long after Francis Asbury was converted that he began ministry.  He started almost as a reflex—the Methodist societies expected large involvement from the laity and Asbury became involved immediately.  He described his early experience in his Journal: 


I met class a while at Bromwich Heath, and met in band at Wednesbury.  I had preached 
some months before I publicly appeared in the Methodist meeting houses; when my 
labours became more public and extensive, some were amazed, not knowing how I had 
exercised elsewhere.  Behold me now a local preacher!...visiting Derbyshire, 
Staffordshire, Warwickshire, Worcestershire, and indeed almost every place within my 
reach, for the sake of precious souls.

Asbury finally stated, "I think, when I was between twenty-one and twenty-two years of age I gave myself up to God and his work, after acting as a local preacher near the space of five years."
  His conversion and calling to ministry were largely wrought in the Methodist discipline and he owed much of his evangelistic methodology to his Wesleyan training.

Wesleyan Training


Francis Asbury was immersed in the Wesleyan way from his conversion and was convinced that the Methodism of John Wesley was the best expression of Christianity.  He participated in all facets of Wesley’s program.  One biographer states,


For eleven years, from his fifteenth to his twenty-sixth year, he entered into all aspects of 
[Methodism] as society member, as band-leader, as local preacher, and as one of 
Wesley's assistants…During those years Francis Asbury was being providentially 
equipped, both in temperament and training, to give the kind of leadership to the same 
movement in the New World that the apostolic John Wesley was giving in Great 
Britain.


He began as a local preacher and then was made an assistant in 1769 after his third year of preaching, traveling a circuit in Northamptonshire.
  The itinerancy that he learned as a circuit rider in England never left Asbury.  He always felt the need to travel and to preach for his entire lifetime.  One author writes, "During his career in America, Asbury rode more than 250,000 miles on horseback and crossed the Allegheny Mountains some sixty times… he stayed in 10,000 households and preached 17,000 sermons.”
   


Asbury was convinced that Methodism was the purest form of Christianity.  He was engrossed in the Wesleyan system and believed in its effectiveness in spreading the gospel.  As Asbury was en route to America to begin his ministry he wrote, "The people God owns in England are the Methodists.  The doctrines they preach, and the discipline they enforce, are, I believe, the purest of any people now in the world.  The Lord has greatly blessed these doctrines and this discipline in the three kingdoms: they must therefore be pleasing to him.  If God does not acknowledge me in America, I will soon return to England."
  Asbury would make no return trip to his native country because God truly blessed his efforts in America as Methodism grew to be the largest denomination in the United States under his leadership.

Asbury in Historical Context


Francis Asbury learned much in the way of evangelism while a young man in England, but most of his ministry was exercised on American soil.  Would the disciplines of Wesley fit the context of the New World?  During his lifetime in America, Asbury went from being a British colonist, to a member of the new United States of America, to a pioneer of the westward expansion, to an organizer in the Second Great Awakening.  Asbury found that America would present challenges to Methodism, but he responded with an even firmer resolve that Methodism was the best means of evangelism. 

Revolutionary War


The Revolutionary War presented a great challenge to Asbury and to Methodism.  Not only were the minds of most Americans on the ensuing conflict, but Methodism was looked upon with a skeptical eye because of its allegiance with the Church of England.  Asbury endured much personal hardship during the war years, yet he, and Methodism, emerged stronger than ever following the conflict.


The cause of the Revolutionary War was a desire for freedom from British tyranny among the colonists.  American colonists heard many impassioned speeches preceding the war.  Thomas Paine expressed a prevailing sentiment--"Forbid it Almighty God--I know not what course others may take; but as for me…give me liberty or give me death!"
  The cry for freedom was beautifully expressed in the Declaration of Independence signed on July 4, 1776.  The Revolutionary War against Britain not only disrupted the political life of the colonies, but the religious life as well.  One author states, "The war disrupted Methodist circuits and turned meetinghouses into makeshift hospitals.  In some colonies it silenced Methodist preaching and drove societies underground.”
 


Much of the difficulty that Methodism faced sprang from its ties to the Church of England, the official church of the mother country who was the antagonist of the conflict.  John Wesley acerbated the situation with his Calm Address to Our American Colonies.  In his closing remarks, Wesley stated, 


Ten times over, in different words, you ‘profess yourselves to be contending for liberty.’ 
But it is a vain, empty profession; unless you mean by that threadbare word, a liberty 
from obeying your rightful Sovereign, and from keeping the fundamental laws of your 
country.  And this undoubtedly it is, which the confederated colonies are now contending 
for.
 

As would be expected, the colonists did not receive Wesley’s calm address kindly.  Because of the stance taken by Wesley, all of his preachers were brought under suspicion.  “The immediate effect was to put the whole body of Methodists under the suspicion of disloyalty, and raise against the preachers, English and native, the cry of 'Tory,'” writes one biographer.
  Asbury did not support Wesley’s comments.  He wrote in his Journal, "I also received an affectionate letter from Mr. Wesley, and am truly sorry that the venerable man ever dipped into the politics of America…Had he been a subject of America, no doubt but he would have been as zealous an advocate of the American cause.”
  The result of such persecution was that all of Wesley’s assistants, save Francis Asbury, returned to England in the war years, and even Asbury spent much of his time in hiding.


Methodism did not die during the Revolutionary War, however.  It is hard to believe that a movement connected to the church of the enemy nation would survive in the United States, but the growth of the church during that period serves as a testament to the effectiveness of Methodism as a gospel program. One author notes, “But troubled times could not quench the fires of revival.  By the war's end, Methodist membership had soared upwards toward 15,000--an increase of over 450% in only eight years."

Westward Expansion of the United States


The pioneer movement of the new United States across the Appalachian Mountains into the lands of Kentucky, Tennessee, and southward into Alabama and Mississippi also influenced Methodism in the United States.  Francis Asbury resolved to maintain the Methodist plan of itinerant circuit riders which made Methodism well-suited for an ever-expanding nation.  


The circuit riders and the pioneers had a symbiotic relationship.  The continuous expansion of the country by the pioneers ensured that the circuit riders were constantly on the move and the territory of the Methodist church was ever-widening.  In turn, the Methodist circuit riders brought religion and a civilizing influence to the remote settlements of the new territories.  Biographer Horace DuBose writes,


The personal and official influence which Asbury exercised for nearly half a century 
upon the pioneer communities of the republic gave them not only a most distinct religious 
momentum, but hedged them about with social restraints that formative constitutions and 
feebly enforced statutes could not have maintained alone.  The direct annual contact of 
this man of commanding individuality and holy life with the groups of squatters and 
pioneers in the unpoliced wildernesses, and the sentry-like round of his personally 
directed army of itinerants, supplied a lack in the civil authority that, left uncured, had 
doomed our great Middle, Western, and Southern commonwealths to distressing moral 
deficiencies, if not entailments of deadly moral diseases.


Methodism was well-suited for the situation of expansion.  Because Methodism promoted itinerant circuit riders, it was quick to reach the new settlements in the western territories.  Because Methodism promoted lay leadership, it was more easily adapted to the pioneer regions than the established denominations that worked through a hierarchy of power.  Because Methodism was beholden to its structure, it provided stability and organization to an unsettled region.  One author summarizes the situation, saying, 


In America there was a danger that if true religion were not completely overshadowed by 
the urgent physical demands of a pioneering life it would become fragmented into a 
thousand varieties of noisy, novelty-seeking sects.  Some kind of unifying order was 
surely needed in order to avoid sterility on the one hand and spiritual chaos on the other.  
The methods of Methodism offered one answer, perhaps the best answer, for the new 
situation.

Thus, Methodism, in its organization, was quick to answer the challenge of a mobile population and able to provide religious stability and a civilizing influence to the new territories.

Second Great Awakening


The Second Great Awakening was a time of immense spiritual renewal and growth in the churches of the United States during the first half of the nineteenth century.  The movement was much broader in its scope and number than the First Great Awakening, which was localized to New England.  Much of the difference in scope can be explained through the larger population of the United States during the Second Great Awakening and by the fact that the population of the newly formed United States of America was moving southward and westward past the Appalachian Mountains.  Despite the larger population of the nation on which the Second Great Awakening could have an effect, the revival was a phenomenon that could only be attributed to a mighty outpouring of the Spirit of God.  The Second Great Awakening is listed by Elmer Towns as one of the ten greatest revivals in the history of the church.
  Iain Murray states, “The speed and extent with which Christian churches were revitalized and multiplied at the beginning of the nineteenth century constitutes the era before us as the most important in the whole period under consideration in these pages.”
  


The camp meeting began during the Second Great Awakening and was the hallmark of the revival.  Asbury became enamored with the new method of evangelism and wholeheartedly embraced and promoted its use.  Asbury described the scene of an early camp meeting in his Journal:  "Yesterday, and especially during the night, were witnessed scenes of deep interest.  In the intervals between preaching, the people refreshed themselves and horses and returned upon the ground.  The stand was in the open air, embosomed in a wood of lofty beech trees.  The ministers of God, Methodists and Presbyterians, united their labours and mingled with the childlike simplicity of primitive times."
  He wrote much of camp meetings in his Journal, and encouraged his preachers to organize them as often as they were able, stating, “I wish you would also hold campmeetings; they have never been tried without success.  To collect such a number of God's people together to pray, and the ministers to preach, and the longer they stay, generally, the better--this is field fighting, this is fishing with a large net."
  The Methodists responded to Asbury’s call and cast a large net across the United States, experiencing astounding growth during the revivals.


The churches of the United States saw tremendous growth during this period of revival.  During the first part of the Awakening, between 1800 and 1810, the Presbyterian Church grew from 70,000 to 100,000 members.
  The Baptist Church increased even more, from 95,000 to 160,000 people.
  The Methodist Episcopal Church saw the greatest increase.  During this same time period, the Methodist churches increased by 167.8% while the population of the United States increased by 36.4%!
  The period of the Second Great Awakening was undoubtedly a time of intense growth for the Methodist Church.  

Asbury as Evangelist


As he developed his evangelistic practices as a young man in England and mastered them in the New World, Francis Asbury grew into a revival preacher, itinerant, superintendent, and discipler.  

Revival Preacher


Francis Asbury was a revival preacher whose primary focus was on preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ.  As he voyaged to America from Britain, Asbury stated his reason for going: "I will set down a few things that lie on my mind.  Whither am I going?  To the New World.  What to do? To gain honour?  No, if I know my own heart.  To get money?  No: I am going to live to God, and to bring others so to do."
  He did not desire riches or fame; his passion was to win souls for Jesus Christ.  He humorously wrote in his Journal, "If we want plenty of good eating and new suits of clothes, let us come to Baltimore; but we want souls."
  This singular purpose was exhibited in the content and the frequency of Asbury’s preaching.


Francis Asbury almost always included an explanation of the gospel in his sermons.  Ezra Tipple describes Methodist preaching, stating, 


What every preacher tried to do in every sermon was to answer the one great question, 
What must I do to be saved?  Thus he preached God in his infinite holiness and justice 
and love, and a doctrine of sin most effective in producing the profoundest sense of guilt 
and peril.  The final judgment in the array of its solemnities and issues was heralded in all 
its awesome imminence and reality.  So also was Christ, the Saviour, joyously preached--
preached in the fullness of his grace and the pathos of his love.  The salvation offered in 
his name was free and full, and realizable in a present assurance and joyous experience.
 

Asbury was no exception to this description.  He shared the heart of John Wesley and George Whitefield, who took the gospel to the highways and by-ways, and did not miss an opportunity to proclaim salvation to the lost.  One biographer states that revival preaching was Asbury’s life’s work-- "He gave most of his life to the enterprise of evangelism wrought by conversion under revival preaching, and he understood it much as Wesley did."


Francis Asbury preached in a great deal of places.  During his lifetime, he preached up and down the eastern seaboard from New England to Georgia, and he crossed the Appalachian Mountains into Ohio, Tennessee, and Kentucky.  He was a seemingly tireless preacher.  One biographer records, "He preached on landing in Philadelphia, and thereafter for forty-five years scarcely a day passed that he did not preach, sometimes three times a day, occasionally five times, often under trying conditions, frequently in the midst of perils, but always with definiteness of aim and unfailing devotion to the supreme purpose of his ministry."
  He not only preached frequently, but he did not wait for a chapel or meetinghouse to deliver a sermon.  Asbury usually included the location of his sermons in his Journal, and Ezra Tipple lists some of the more extraordinary locales:

 
In what a variety of places he sounded the trumpet of the Lord!-- 'in a tavern'…'under an 
arbor near the church'…'in a tobacco-house'…'in a close log house, without so much as a 
window to give us air'…'in a paper mill'…in the 'poorhouse'…'in Coxe's Fort'...'the 
market place in Albany'...'upon the banks of the Banister River'...in 'a log pen open at the 
top, bottom, and sides'...'in a solitary place amongst the pines'...'at Cawles's 
ironworks'...'in the barroom, and had life and liberty'...'in a log cabin, scarcely fit for a 
stable'...and 'in the open air, facing the sun.'


Some question exists as to how great a preacher Asbury actually was.  Different biographers give contrasting opinions on Asbury’s ability.  Frank Baker paints Asbury as a mediocre preacher with flashes of excellence.  He writes, "As a preacher Asbury himself was moving, but not brilliant.  All his sermons (usually brief) began with the Bible and ended with its application to the spiritual life of his hearers.  His simple, terse sentences were often striking, occasionally punctuated by bursts of eloquence."
  Ezra Tipple gives a much more glowing report of Asbury’s preaching.  He writes, "Was Asbury a great preacher? If a mind acted upon by the Holy Spirit, if a heart suffused with spiritual passion, if a life surcharged with gospel dynamics--if these, flowing into speech as molten iron is poured into prepared forms, constitute a preacher great, then Asbury was a great preacher."
  Neither biographer ever heard Asbury preach, so any assessment is pure speculation.  Whether Asbury was an extraordinary preacher or not, one can assuredly claim that he was an effective preacher.  When he preached, people responded to the gospel call and were united into the fellowship of the Church and, as a result, Christ was glorified.  

Itinerant


Francis Asbury was a classic circuit rider in the Methodist tradition.  He maintained face-to-face contact with Methodists from Georgia to New England all because he believed in the Methodist plan of itinerancy.  He not only pushed himself to be constantly traveling and growing the bounds of Methodism, but he gave an example that the other traveling preachers did well to emulate.  


When Asbury arrived in America he was angered by the fact that the missionaries before him, Joseph Pillmoor and Richard Boardman, were not traveling preachers, but had settled in the cities of New York and Philadelphia.
    Asbury records his discontent in his Journal:  "I have not yet the thing which I seek--a circulation of preachers, to avoid partiality and popularity.  However, I am fixed to the Methodist plan, and do what I do faithfully as to God...My brethren are unwilling to leave the cities, but I think I shall show them the way."
  Asbury certainly showed the other Methodist preachers what itinerant preaching was.


The impetus for Asbury’s ceaseless traveling is recorded throughout his Journal—he had a passion for souls and understood that his traveling ensured that some poor soul might hear the gospel.  He wrote, "Little sleep last night.  Let me suffer, and let me labour; time is short, and souls are daily lost."
  At another time, Asbury wrote, "My mind is deeply impressed with the worth of souls and the value of time."
  For Asbury, the road was difficult, and often the travails of traveling in inclement weather brought illness upon him, but he was compelled to go.  He wrote, "This morning, I ended the reading of my Bible through, in about four months.  It is hard work for me to find time for this; but all I read and write, I owe to early rising.  If I were not to rise always by five, and sometimes at four o'clock, I should have no time only to eat my breakfast, pray in the family, and get ready for my journey--as I must travel every day."
  This entry not only reveals the spiritual discipline of Asbury, but that he had an unquenchable desire to go and make disciples.


Asbury was instrumental in instilling this same passion in his preachers.  Asbury visited a preaching spot and then revisited it on his circuit numerous times, and his preachers followed this pattern in their own circuits.  The result was that Methodism became entrenched in America.  While traveling in Barnesville, Ohio in 1812, Asbury noted, "The Methodists seem to have almost entire influence in this town."
  While traveling in Maryland in 1803, he remarked, "It seems as if the whole Peninsula must be methodised: twenty-five years of faithful labours, and the consistent lives of our brethren, generally have worn down prejudice."
  The reason that Methodism had such a great influence in these regions is that its preachers persistently traveled through them.  One biographer writes, "Its preachers were all missionaries.  Every one of them 'was an extentionist,' enlarging his field of operations in every possible direction, opening a new preaching place at this point and that, his circuit in this manner growing steadily, until it had to be divided.  Thus in circuit, and district, and State, American Methodism won ever-widening triumphs year after year."
  Asbury kept the men moving; he kept the home fires burning.  Superintendent


Francis Asbury was to American Methodism what John Wesley was to British Methodism.  Asbury owed his training to Wesley as Asbury was educated under Methodism in England.  Asbury was a master organizer, much like Wesley, and was an ideal choice for the position of Methodist Bishop in America.


One biographer believes that Asbury’s role as superintendent was his most remarkable work.  He writes, 


When he came to America it was as a churchman with a deep-rooted regard for the 
Established Church as an organization, and this regard for organization showed itself in 
the development of the Methodist Episcopal Church. His mind was of an orderly type.  
Order was his passion.  It was natural, therefore, that he should show marked skill as an 
administrator, and be regarded as the peer of any man on the American continent as an 
organizer and overseer.  This will always be his distinction, the crown of his 
achievement.
 

Upon his arrival in America in 1771, Asbury set to work in creating more circuits for the preachers.  At the Christmas Conference of 1784, Asbury was elected by the conference as its superintendent and Methodists in America officially created the Methodist Episcopal Church.  One historiographer describes the effect of the conference, saying, 


For more than fifteen years the Methodists had had preachers, meetinghouses, and 
societies.  Now, due to the work of the Christmas Conference, they had ordained 
clergymen who could administer the sacraments; their buildings could legitimately be 
called churches; and they held membership in an autonomous church—the first nationally 
organized church in America.  Before 1784 their conferences had been supervised by 
Wesley’s appointed assistants.  Now they had a fully empowered legislative body with a 
superintendent elected by and amenable to the conference.
 

Asbury held this office for the rest of his life and one of his great contributions was the organization of the sprawling new denomination.  


Asbury’s work in organizing the preachers enabled Methodism to grow as it did.  Ezra Tipple writes, "At Asbury's command Methodism moved southward through the Carolinas into Georgia, and commenced its march westward, first into the Valley of the Holston beyond the Alleghenies, and then onward into Kentucky and Tennessee, in both of which States, its success was great--in the former so conspicuous that when, in 1792, Kentucky was admitted a State in the Union, there was within its borders a Methodist Conference with twelve preachers and twenty-five hundred members."
  Although Asbury never traveled to the territories farthest west during his lifetime, he was instrumental in placing his preachers on the frontier.  He sent preachers to Mississippi whom he was unable to ever visit personally.
  Though he was unable to visit the new southwest, Asbury’s organizational work made certain that Methodists were there.  


What Asbury did was to re-create the organizational structure that he witnessed under Wesley in England.  Mark Noll writes, "The most important thing to remember about early Methodist theology in North America is that its adherents deliberately and self-consciously sought to reproduce on the western side of the Atlantic the religion they learned from the Wesleys."
  Certainly Asbury’s early years as a circuit preacher in England shaped how he structured American Methodism.  According to one biographer, "The apprenticeship was certainly of inestimable influence, probably of inestimable worth.  Without it Asbury could never have learned Wesley's spirit and methods; without these American Methodism could hardly have developed as it did--might never have developed at all."
  


Asbury did not stray from Wesley’s plan for Methodism, although as the superintendent of the first American denomination, he certainly could have.  One author notes, "Francis Asbury's first major contribution to American Methodism was to hold it true to the Wesleyan disciplines, and thus to insure that its evolution would be in the mainstream of the Wesleyan movement, rather than becoming a divergent offshoot."
  The structure was slightly different—societies in England were now churches in America; however, Asbury still implemented the classes of Wesley’s Methodism, and he formed itinerant circuits for his preachers.  He maintained the Wesleyan system, not only because it was his background of training, but Asbury truly believed Wesley’s methods to be the most scriptural form of practice.  He wrote in his Journal, 


I have also received much instruction and great blessings of late in reading Mr. Wesley's 
Works.  There is a certain spirituality in his works, which I can find in no other human 
compositions.  And a man who has any taste for true piety, can scarce read a few pages in 
the writings of that great divine, without imbibing a greater relish for the pure and simple 
religion of Jesus Christ, which is therein so Scripturally and rationally explained and 
defended.

Asbury took his training under Wesley in England and utilized it to organize the Methodist Episcopal Church in America and to grow the denomination to heights that Wesley never saw in England.

Discipler

  
For Francis Asbury, evangelism did not end at conversion—he saw discipleship as part and parcel of evangelism.  As a Methodist, he followed John Wesley’s example in promoting the classes and bands that facilitated the spiritual growth of its members.  He also preached on sanctification and emphasized spiritual growth to his listeners.  Through following Wesley’s understanding of discipleship, promoting the Methodist system, and preaching on holy living, Asbury was a discipler of Christians.


As hard as Asbury preached conversion, he worked just as hard to move new converts into lives of discipleship.  Frank Baker distinguishes Asbury from other revival preachers, writing, "Yet unlike many evangelists he was no free lance, no emotional tubthumper.  To him both doctrine and discipline were essential to his primary task: he sought to introduce men not only to conversion but to Christian fellowship, to church and sacrament."
  Baker further adds, "The proven methods of evangelism he had now learnt at the feet of John Wesley, to some extent directly in face to face meetings, to a much larger extent indirectly, through Wesley's ambassadors--his people, his preachers, his sermons, his books, his letters."
  These methods included not only preaching conversion, but enlisting converts into the Methodist system to hold them to a lifestyle of holiness.


Francis Asbury followed the Wesleyan discipleship model by creating classes and bands throughout the circuits of the Methodist Church.  He often wrote of meeting with classes and instructing them in discipleship.  While traveling in New York, Asbury instructed the members on the importance of forthrightness in the bands to create accountability.  He wrote, "In meeting the bands, I showed them the impropriety and danger of keeping their thoughts or fears of each other to themselves: this frustrates the design of bands; produces coolness and jealousies towards each other; and is undoubtedly the policy of Satan."
  The next day, he instructed the society to not neglect their personal devotion.
  He kept watch over his preachers as well.  He wrote in his Journal concerning a group of Pennsylvania preachers, “I was also much quickened in meeting the local preachers and leaders, who spoke feelingly of the state of their souls and the work of God."
  Through perusing Asbury’s Journal, one can easily see that Asbury was very concerned with the spiritual growth of the members of Methodism.


His concern for holiness was evident in Asbury’s preaching as well.  He wrote, "I am divinely impressed with a charge to preach sanctification in every sermon."
  Ezra Tipple recognizes that Francis Asbury was a revival preacher who stressed conversion, but he points out that Asbury did not neglect sanctification in his sermons.  He states, "In Asbury's Body of Divinity, repentance, conversion, and regeneration had their places and were faithfully preached.  Sanctification was a constant theme.  At one time he laments that he has not preached it oftener, at another he vows to touch upon it in every sermon, and throughout his entire life he is constantly longing for more of the fullness of God."
  Through following John Wesley’s understanding of discipleship, and using the Wesleyan methods, as well as consistently preaching sanctification throughout the United States, Francis Asbury was a discipler.

Conclusion


Francis Asbury has been called “the prophet of the long road,” “the field marshal of the Lord,” and “the bishop on horseback,” among other things.  Statues of Francis Asbury usually depict him on horseback because this is how many people knew him.  He was a revival preacher, an itinerant, a superintendent, and a discipler.  His ministry was developed from an early age as he witnessed his devout mother and was tutored in the Wesleyan connection in England.  As Asbury began his ministry in the United States he was confronted with great challenges.  The American Revolution threatened the viability of Methodism in America, but Asbury endured and oversaw the expansion of Methodism into the western territories and the Second Great Awakening.  Francis Asbury was a great American evangelist.  
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