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Introduction

The African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E) Church is the oldest African-American Christian denomination in the Unties States of America.  Richard Allen is the first African-American ordained Bishop in the Methodist Episcopal Church in the Untied States of America.  Allen’s primary goal was to garner freed blacks and slaves throughout the Untied States and introduce them to Methodism.  Allen’s memoir, The Life, Experiences, and Gospel Labours of the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen, is the basic and most important document relating not only to his own life, but also to the development of Methodism among African-Americans in the period from 1776 to 1816.  Allen’s autobiography was discovered by chance by Bishop Daniel Payne (Payne17).  Moreover, Allen’s history of black theology explains the people and circumstances that encouraged not only black Methodists, but other denominational groups as well, to develop and form separate churches throughout the United States.    

The start of Methodism began in 1735 when brothers John and Charles Wesley responded to an invitation to serve as chaplains and missionaries to the new colony, Georgia (Noll 192).  However, their trip to Georgia was unsuccessful, and both returned to Britain by 1738.  Although neither came back to America, their followers did and spread the teachings of Methodism to all in America.  According to Cynthia Lyerly, author of Methodism and the Southern Mind, Methodism arrived in America in 1760 as more Methodists made the journey to America.  Lyerly says that Wesley, “dispatched missionaries to guide them and seek out new souls to bring within the fold” (11).  Methodists came to America with “distinct doctrines, values, and practices, a new vocabulary, and a unique method of organization,” which appealed to many people (11).  The leaders of the movement were ordained ministers of the Church of England.  They preached wherever they could gather an audience that could be introduced to the Methodism teachings.  Methodism grew quickly, causing the need for preachers, such as Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke, to come to America and spread the word, not only to whites, but to blacks as well.  

When Methodism came to America, “slavery had been well established in America as a social pattern and as an economic system” that would be hard to break (Lyerly 51).  Harry Richardson’s Dark Salvation explains that the Methodists preached openly and freely to blacks. The Methodist preachers believed that even though blacks were slaves, they too, had a soul and needed to be saved (Richardson 51).  An array of slaves began to convert to the teachings of Methodism because of its adamant attacks on slavery.   Moreover, the Methodist teachings conveyed the message that God, who was both good and just, “who would reward righteousness and punish evil […] would destroy slavery and elevate the slaves” (18).  The Methodists preached in the same manner to white and black people, bond and free.  The early preachers were convinced of the sin of slavery, and called for all followers of Methodism to free their slaves immediately (52).   As a result, blacks responded in large numbers, in some cases equaling or exceeding the whites in adopting the Methodism (52).  

Richard Allen was born a slave to the household of Benjamin Chew on February 14, 1760 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. (George 22)  Carol George, author of Segregated Sabbaths reveals that Chew was a prominent lawyer who would become Philadelphia’s attorney general and chief justice of the court of appeals (22).  Allen and his family were household slaves of the Chew family, responsible for domestic work and looking after Master Chew’s family.  As a young child, Allen and his family were sold to Stokeley Sturgis, a Delaware farmer.  Upon arrival to the Sturgis farm, Allen and his family had to quickly adapt to the arduous life of now becoming field workers on the plantation, instead of household slaves (23).  However, because of some financial circumstances, Sturgis was forced to sell some of his slaves.  He decided to sell the majority of Allen’s family, only keeping Allen’s sister and brother.   At the time, Allen was an adolescent and lost all contact with the rest of his family after the sale (24).  There is no record of Allen ever referring to them again, according to his autobiography.  Allen lived the remainder of his slavery years on Sturgis farm. 

George reveals that one day, Allen and his brother went to a gathering in the woods around from their farm (25).  A Methodist preacher, John Gray, spoke to Allen, his brother, and other slaves about eternal salvation, and abolitionism’s promise to blacks.  What Allen found even more interesting was the call for discipline and individual responsibility, and the fiery nature of the preachers (25).  Allen and his brother were permanently converted to Methodism.  Once he became a Methodist, Allen began preaching to the unconverted, including to his owner, Sturgis (26).  In addition, Sturgis came to feel that “religion made slaves better and not worse” (Allen 17) and their ability to be better workers was due to their new-found Christianity. 

After his conversion to Methodism in the woods, Allen asked Sturgis if one of the Methodist preachers could come and preacher on the farm (George 27). The preacher, Garrettson, spoke to the slaves and Sturgis about the belief that slave ownership was wrong.  The sermon overwhelmed Sturgis and he became influenced by the Methodists teachings (28).  Sturgis decided that he would allow Allen to buy his freedom.  Allen worked nights and off-hours cutting cord wood and doing odd jobs, and, by the time he was 20, he bought his freedom. (28) 

Around 1784, after the Revolutionary War, Allen joined the Methodist circuit and taught the gospel extensively in Delaware, Maryland, and Pennsylvania, preaching to gatherings of both blacks and whites (George 30).  A random Pennsylvania salvation seeker commented: “This man must be a man of God.  I never heard such preaching before” (George 30). Allen never mentions the racism that he endured while preaching with well known Methodist preachers on the circuit.   While preaching in Pennsylvania, Allen accepted a position as the Methodist preacher for the black parishioners at St. George’s Methodist Church (30). 

As more black people became inspired by the preaching of Richard Allen, more came to the St. George’s Methodist Church; in time, the number of African-Americans had increased (Payne). The drastic increase in the number of black members prompted the white church officials to designate seats for them in a specific area of the church for them.  African-American members of the congregation were forced to sit toward the back of the church during prayers and were sometimes made to stand. The black members were “humiliated by the discriminations and segregations imposed upon them in the worship services and other aspects of church life” (Richardson 77).  The white members of the church grew uneasy with the increased black population in the church; therefore, Allen approached the elder at St. George's and asked his permission in establishing a black church. The elder denied his request (Payne).  

 On a Sunday morning in 1787, Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, and William White were leading their people into the service for worship and prayer (George 56).  As they had been taught to do during prayer, they all knelt where they were. Several officers of the church, seeing black people kneeling rushed over and directed them to move on.  The officers summoned others to come and literally pull Jones, White, and Allen from their knees. The group left St. George Methodist church that day after prayer and formed the Free African Society (60). 

In 1787, Allen, along with Absalom Jones, made a formal break with the Methodist church and founded the Free African Society (FAS) (George57).  Those blacks who left St. George's turned to the FAS.  Allen helped minister to the spiritual needs of those in the group.  Over time, the FAS began to take on the ideas of the Quaker culture and moved away form Allen’s theological position of Methodism.  Unable to embrace the ways of the FAS, Allen left the society in 1789 (58). 
Daniel A. Payne explains that although most African–Americans wanted to affiliate with the Protestant Episcopal Church, Allen led a small group who resolved to remain Methodists (15).  In 1794, Bethel AME Church, also known as, Mother Bethel, was dedicated with Allen as pastor in Philadelphia.  In 1799, Bishop Francis Asbury named Allen an ordained mister of the AME Church (17). To establish Bethel’s independence from interfering white Methodists, Allen successfully sued in the Pennsylvania courts in 1807 and 1815 for the right of his congregation to exist as an independent institution.   In 1816, several black Methodist churches came together to form the African Methodist Episcopal Church.  Allen served as the Church’s first bishop until his death in 1831 (George 172).   After Allen’s death, Morris Brown succeeds him as the second Bishop of the AME Church.
After the Civil War, the AME Church sent many missionaries south to help the newly freed blacks (Hartzell 312).  There the reception was mixed; some were put off by the traditionally religious services, while others appreciated not only the AME Church strong organization but also its independence from white control (Murray 27). Today the AME Church can claim well over two million members in more than 6,000 congregations, making it the largest black denomination in America (Hartzell 314).
The AME Church was born in protest against slavery and against the dehumanization of black people.  Racist behavior of white American Christians forced African-Americans to exercise their God-given dignity and human worth and to create a separate church that was uniquely theirs.   Allen transformed and revolutionized black theology for African-Americans today.  When Allen died, most of his sermons and texts, in a sense died with him.  However, through Allen’s memoir we are able to understand the concept and the created of the black church and black theology in America.  
Transcription of Richard Allen’s

The Life, Experience, and Gospel Labours of the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen.

Preface

A GREAT part of this work having been written many years after events actually took place; and as my memory could not exactly point out the exact time of many occurrences; they are, however, (as many as I can recollect) pointed out; some without day or date, which, I presume, will be of no material consequence, so that they are confined to the truth.
 Could I but recollect the half of my trials and sufferings in this life, with the many meetings I have held, and the various occurrences that have taken place in my travelling to and fro, preaching the Gospel of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ to Adam's lost race, they would swell this little book far beyond my inclination, and weary perhaps those into whose hands it may chance to come; and as I have been earnestly solicited by many of my friends to leave a small detail of my life and proceedings, I have thought proper, for the satisfaction of those who (after I am dead and in the grave) may feel an inclination to learn the commencement of my life, to leave behind me this short account for their perusal. 

RICHARD ALLEN. 
LIFE

I was born in the year of our Lord 1760, on February 14th, a slave to Benjamin Chew, of Philadelphia.  My mother and father and four children of us were sold into Delaware State, near Dover, and I was a child and lived with him until I was upwards of twenty years of age, during which time I was awakened and brought to see myself poor, wretched and undone, and without the mercy of God must be lost.  Shortly after I obtained mercy through the blood of Christ, and was constrained to exhort my old companions to seek the Lord.  I went rejoicing for several days, and was happy in the Lord, in conversing with many old experienced Christians.  I was brought under doubts, and was tempted to believe I was deceived, and was constrained to seek the Lord afresh.  I went with my head bowed down for many days.  My sins were a heavy burden. I was tempted to believe there was no mercy for me.  I cried to the Lord both night and day. One night I thought hell would be my portion.  I cried unto Him who delighteth to hear the prayers of a poor sinner; and all of a sudden my dungeon shook, my chains flew off, and glory to God, I cried. My soul was filled.  I cried, enough for me--the Saviour died. Now my confidence was strengthened that the Lord, for Christ's sake, had heard my prayers, and pardoned all my sins.  I was constrained to go from house to house, exhorting my old companions, and telling to all around what a dear Saviour I had found.  I joined the Methodist society, and met in class at Benjamin Wells's, in the forest, Delaware State.  John Gray
  was the class-leader.  I met in his class for several years. 
My master was an uncoverted man, and all the family; [Page 6] but he was what 

the world called a good master.  He was more like a father to his slaves than any thing else.  He was a very tender, humane man.  My mother and father lived with him for many years.  He was brought into difficulty, not being able to pay for us; and mother having several children after he had bought us, he sold my mother and three children.  My mother sought the Lord and found favour with him, and became a very pious woman. There were three children of us remained with our old master.  My oldest brother embraced religion, and my sister.  Our neighbours, seeing that our master indulged us with the privilege of attending meeting once in two weeks, said that Stokeley's negroes would soon ruin him; and so my brother and myself held a council together that we would attend more faithfully to our master's business, so that it should not be said that religion made us worse servants, we would work night and day to get our crops forward, so that they should be disappointed.  We frequently went to meeting on every other Thursday; but if we were likely to be backward with our crops we would refrain from going to meeting. When our master found we were making no provision to go to meeting, he would frequently ask us if it was not our meeting day, and if we were not going.  We would frequently tell him, “no, sir, we would rather stay at home and get our work done.”  He would tell us, “Boys, I would rather you would go to your meeting: if I am not good myself, I like to see you striving yourselves to be good.”  Our reply would be, “Thank you, sir; but we would rather stay and get our crops forward.”  So we always continued to keep our crops more forward than our neighbours; and we would attend public preaching once in two weeks, and class meeting once a week.  At length our master said he was convinced that religion made slaves better and not worse, and often boasted of his slaves for their honesty and industry.  Some time after I asked him if I might ask the preachers to come and preach at his house.  He being old and infirm, my master and mistress cheerfully agreed for me to ask some of the Methodist preachers to come and preach at his house.  I asked him for a note.  He replied, if my word was not sufficient, he should send no note.  I accordingly [Page 7] asked the preacher.  He seemed somewhat backward at first, as my master did not send a written request; but the class-leader (John Gray) observed that my word was sufficient; so he preached at my old master's house on the next Wednesday.  Preaching continued for some months; at length Freeborn Garrison
 preached from these words, “Thou art weighed in the balance, and art found wanting.” In pointing out and weighing the different characters, and among the rest weighed the slave-holders, my master believed himself to be one of that number, and after that he could not be satisfied to hold slaves, believing it to be wrong.  And after that he proposed to me and my brother buying our times, to pay him sixty pounds gold and silver, or two thousand dollars continental money, which we complied with in the year 17--. 
We left our master's house, and I may truly say it was like leaving our father's house; for he was a kind, affectionate, and tender-hearted master, and told us to make his house our home when we were out of a place or sick. While living with him we had family prayer in the kitchen, to which he frequently would come out himself at time of prayer, and my mistress with him.  At length he invited us from the kitchen to the parlour to hold family prayer, which we attended to.  We had our stated times to hold our prayer meetings and give exhortations at in the neighbourhood.

I had it often impressed upon my mind that I should one day enjoy my freedom; for slavery is a bitter pill, notwithstanding we had a good master.  But when we would think that our day's work was never done, we often thought that after our master's death we were liable to be sold to the highest bidder, as he was much in debt; and thus my troubles were increased, and I was often brought to weep between the porch and the altar. But I have had reason to bless my dear Lord that a door was opened unexpectedly for me to buy my time, and enjoy my liberty.  When I left my master's house I knew not what to do, not being used to hard work, what business I should follow to pay my master and get my living. I went to cutting of cord wood.  The first day my hands were so blistered and sore, that it was with difficulty I could open or shut them.  I kneeled down upon my knees and [Page 8] prayed that the Lord would open some way for me to get my living.  In a few days my hands recovered, and became accustomed to cutting of wood and other hardships; so I soon became able to cut my cord and a half and two cords a day. After I was done cutting, I was employed in a brick-yard by one Robert Register, at fifty dollars a month, continental money.  After I was done with the brick-yard I went to days' work, but did not forget to serve my dear Lord.  I used oftimes to pray sitting, standing, or lying; and while my hands were employed to earn my bread, my heart was devoted to my dear Redeemer.  Sometimes I would awake from my sleep preaching and praying.  I was after this employed in driving of wagon in time of the continental war, in drawing salt from Rehobar, Sussex county, in Delaware.  I had my regular stops and preaching places on the road. I enjoyed many happy seasons in meditation and prayer while in this employment. 

         After peace was proclaimed I then travelled extensively, striving to preach the Gospel. My lot was cast in Wilmington. Shortly after I was taken sick with the fall fever
 and then the pleurisy
. September the 3d, 1783, I left my native place. After leaving Wilmington, I went into New-Jersey, and there travelled and strove to preach the Gospel until the spring of 1784.  I then became acquainted with Benjamin Abbot, that great and good apostle.  He was one of the greatest men that ever I was acquainted with. He seldom preached but what there were souls added to his labour.  He was a man of as great faith as any that ever I saw. The Lord was with him, and blessed his labours abundantly. He was as a friend and father to me.  I was sorry when I had to leave West Jersey, knowing I had to leave a father.  I was employed in cutting of wood for Captain Cruenkleton, although I preached the Gospel at nights and on Sundays.  My dear Lord was with me, and blessed my labours--glory to God--and gave me souls for my hire.  I then visited East Jersey, and laboured for my dear Lord, and became acquainted with Joseph Budd, and made my home with him, near the new mills--a family, I trust, who loved and served the Lord.  I laboured some time there; but being much afflicted in body with the inflammatory [Page 9] rheumatism
, was not so successful as in some other places.
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�  Apart of the early Methodists preachers


� Well-known Methodist exhorter that preached against slavery and the slave trade.


� Similar to the Flu


� Pleurisy, also called pleuritis, is an inflammation of the membrane that surrounds the lungs and lines the rib cage.  The condition can make breathing extremely painful.


� Rheumatism or Rheumatic disorder is a non-specific term for medical problems affecting the heart, bones, joints, kidney, and lung.





