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Read.a (i 00K Lately?

“American Saint” by John Wigger
(A book review by Dr. Bill Bouknight)

Finally we have a new and definitive biography of the father of American Methodism, Bishop Francis As-
bury (Oxford University Press, 2009). The author, John Wigger, is Associate Professor of History at the
University of Missouri. He is also the author of “Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of
Popular Christianity in America.”

Between Asbury’s arrival in America in 1771 and his death in 1816, he rode more than 130,000 miles
across his American circuit. Wigger notes that Asbury was more recognized face-to-face than any other
American of his day, including Thomas Jefferson and George Washington. He preached more than 10,000
sermons and probably ordained from 2,000 to 3,000 preachers. He ate sparingly and usually got up at 4
or 5 a.m. to pray for an hour in the stillness before dawn. He never married and never owned a home.
Asbury declared that “the equipment of a Methodist minister consisted of a horse, saddle and bridle, one
suit of clothes, a watch, a pocket Bible, and a hymn book. Anything else would be an encumbrance.” Un-
der Asbury’s leadership, Methodism grew from a few hundred members in 1771 to more than 200,000 in
I816. Since the demands of membership were high, there were many more worshippers than members.
In 1806 Asbury estimated that over 2 million people were worshipping regularly in Methodist congrega-
tions. Methodism was the largest and most dynamic popular religious movement in America between the
Revolution and the Civil War.

Mark A. Noll, author of “America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln,” believes that
though Francis Asbury was one of the three or four most important religious leaders in American history,
up until now he has lacked a comprehensive biography. In Noll’s opinion, Wigger’s book fills that gap.

Asbury’s passion, like Wesley’s, was evangelism. Preaching the gospel and saving souls was his central,
compelling purpose. He told his traveling companion John Wesley Bond that nothing should take prece-
dence over preaching salvation to the lost. Less than a year before his death, Asbury gave this advice to
his preachers: “Preach as if you had seen heaven and its celestial inhabitants and had hovered over the
bottomless pit and beheld the tortures and heard the groans of the damned.”

Wigger’s book is filled with fascinating anecdotes, including some relating to John Wesley. In August,
1780, Wesley wrote to the Bishop of London, under whose jurisdiction America fell, asking him to ordain
a certain preacher to serve in Newfoundland. The Bishop objected that the preacher in question couldn’t
read classical languages. Wesley replied, “But your Lordship did see good to ordain and send into Amer-
ica other persons who knew something of Greek and Latin, but who knew no more of saving souls than of
catching whales.” (American Saint, p. 140)

Methodism gave Asbury’s life a razor-sharp focus, a mission of unwavering certainty
into which he could channel all his energies. The call to preach the gospel and warn sin-
ners of the wrath to come justified distancing himself from an overly protective mother
~ and a flawed father, crossing the ocean to a new land, and forgoing a more conventional
m= |ifestyle for the career of an itinerant preacher.
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