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A bs trac t 

Because of the prevailing political and economic conditions, the interna1 

problems inherited €rom Laurence Coughlan's ministry (1766-1773), and the 

inabilihr of Methodist leaders to tend to the Conception Bay societies properly, 

the development of early Newfoundland Methodism proved to be rife with 

complications. Coughlan's departure kom Newfoundland in 1773 ieft his 

Col lowers under the care of his lay preachers, whose attempts to keep the 

societies intact were effective in the short term, but a steady decline in the 

membership was evidenced over time. The fint oficial mission to 

New foundland (1785-1791), conducted by John McGeary, had its pro blems as 

well. McGeary's mission met with resistance from the Anglican church, and was 

further disadvantaged by personal and professional problems incurred by 

McGearv himself. As a result the progress of Methodism in Conception Bay in 

the  late eighteenth-centuy was a formidable chalienge for those who attempted 

to maintain and ovenee i t  Anthony F. C. Wallace's Revitalkation theory offers a 

useful methodology that enables one to shidv this period and how early 

Newfoundland Methodism was prone to decline and almost certain collapse. 

Wallace's mode1 outlines a series of phases (processird striichrre) which determine 

how religious rnovements are initiated, developed and stabilized. According to 
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Wallace, religious reform must corn plete the prima- stages of mazeway 

reformulation, communication, organization and adaptation before success can 

be realized. The foIIowing study applies Wallace's theory to the events and 

circumstances of early Newfoundland Methodism, and in doing so identifies 

several recurrent problems within the movement which help to explain the 

volatile nature of its early development 
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Chapter 1 

The Eighteenth-Centary Backpand 

2.1 Introduction 

The p r o g m s  of Methodism in Conception Bay during the eighteenth 

century is determined bv a series of events which suggest a history of 

inconsistent and unstable development. Early Newfoundland Methodism 

exhibits a series of "fits and starts" of which the most notable occurrences i nchde  

t h e  introduction of Method ism by Laurence Coughlan, William Black's "revival" 

in 1791, and, later, William Thoresbv's successhl mission- Aside from these 

periods of success there were times w hen Methodist support underwent serious 

dedine and the rnovement was in danger  of k i n g  completely eradicated. For the 

purpose at hand the stages outlined in Anthonv F. C. Wallace's "Revitalization 

Theory"' have been applied to the shidy of early Newfoundland Methodism in 

order to better understand how the movement developed- As a methodology, 

WallaceJs mode1 of religious reform helps to identify and explain the vanous 

stages of advancement and decline met with in the process of establishing 

Methodism on the island- 

Before the events and circumstances of Methodist development in 

1 The particulars of Wallace's theory are explauied in detail in Chapter 2 of 
this thesis. 
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Newfoundland can be placed into perspective it is necessa- to consider briefly 

the poli tical, economic and cultural factors w hich influenced the movement 

How these factors affeded the developrnent of early Methodism in Conception 

Bav is of vital importance, since they determined which beliefs and pradices 

were acceptable and which were not. 

1.2 "More than a khery, kss than a colony"' 

The eighteenth century in Newfoundland was a penod of social, 

economic and political transition: the migratocy fishery was changing to a 

sedentay one, intemal trade was developing, courts and churches were founded 

in the more populous areas, and the reigning mercantile class was slowly losing 

control of the economy - an advantage to which they had been accustomed? 

British mercantile policy inhibited the growth of the resident population for 

most of the eighteenth century, and purposely hindered the development of 

effective governrnental and social infras tnictures. The obvious conseq uences of 

settlernent, in their view, would be that residents would take the fishery into 

their own hands, thereby usurping Bntish control.' 

'Pnrt of the Main: An Dltutnzted History of Nezufo~indlnnd nnd Lnbvndor Peter 
Neary and Patrick O'Flaherty eds. (St John's: Breakwater 1983), 33. 

'~eith Matthews, " A Historv of the West of England-Newfoundland History" 
(Oxford University: PhD. ~ h e s k  1968), 426. 

'Governance of the island was frequentLy placed into the hands of British 
loy alists w ho, in the aim of preserving Newfoundland as a fishing colony, 



Newfoundland was a valuable resource, i t  was abundant w i t h  h'sh and 

was literallv unprotedeci and ripe for plunder. Because England envisioned 

Newfoundland as merely a supplier of k h  and a training ground for British 

seamen,' little effort was made to ensure Living conditions were even rnarginally 

tolerable.' In addition, the West Country ~ d v e n t u r e r s ~  were determined to 

safeguard the economic advantages they were used to. The influence of these 

merchants, who were supported by the crown, made it difficult for independent 

entrepreneurs to hone in on the temtory to which they laid claim. Cornplaints by 

the West Countrymen suggested that settlers involved in local trade debauched 

the searnen by selling them liquor on the  abb bath,' sheltered them from press 

enforced rules and regulations to maintain British interests. 

'Kei th Matthews, Lectures on the HHiston~ of Ne~ufo~indlnnd~ 2 5OO-i83O (St JO hn's: 
Breakwater Books, 1988), 27- 

There is a sharp contrast between the British treafment of Newfoundland 
and that of the neighbouring colonies: "While capital, skiU and labour were 
cf irected to the other colonies, the adventurers to Newfoundland extracted 
millions from its resources wilhout expending anything on its interna1 
im provement..in Nova Scotia, rnoney was lavished bv the British Government 
in porno ting coloniza tion." Rev. M. Harvev A Short Fkstory of Naofiundnnd: 
Eiiglnnd's Oldest Colony (London: William &lins, Son, & Co., 1890), 102. 

'The West Country Advenhiren represented influential English merchants. 
The West Countrymen anived on the shores of Newfoundland each spnng to 
participate in the cod fishery. Matthews, Lechires, 261. 

'It is ironic that the alleged "sold" liquor was in fact a purchase insisteci on by 
the merchants themselves: in order for the permanent residents to purchase "ten 
hog heads of sa1Ct they were forced to purchase a butt of port wine and a quarter 
cask of brandy. Wilfred Kerr, "Newfoundland in the Period Before the American 
Revo l u tion," Penns ylvnnin Mngnzine 65 (1941): 6 2  Also see Barrett, " Reviva lis m, " 
'1 2. 



gangs in wartime, and took possession of the best fishing for themselves. 

The holding of private property was legitimized under the King William's 

Act of 1699, which held a hidden agenda for diwouraging settlement9 England's 

reluctance to establish fomal goverrunent and related infrastructures, social 

institutions and the Like, attended the difficulty in es tablishing permanent 

settlement Io Early Newfoundland residents were in constant conflict with the 

migratory workers who flocked io the island each sprîng. The Fishing Admirals 

who competed for first fishing birth and the right to r d e  were essentially 

antagonists. They often uprooted the inhabitanis, taking their fishing grounds 

and securing the best cunng sites. 

In addition to imposed hardships there were natural factors which made 

life on the island difficult: the seasonal employment within the fisherv, the 

inhospitable climate, the short growing season, and the inabilitv to avail one's 

self of other resources made habitation nearlv intolerable. Despite the hardships, 

natural and otherwise, population confinued to increase and by the mid- 

seventeen hundreds had reached a substantial num ber." The hardy individuals 

The implementation of such law is open to question since any effective 
rneans of enforcing law did not exist on the island, including those which 
stipulated the right to private land holding. 

"In 1764 the winter population of Conception Bay numbered 3,483, in 1772 it 
reached 5,069. Shannon Rvan, "Newfoundland Census Returns, 1693-1833" (St 
John's: Governrnent of ~e&foundland), 47. Ryan's sources are quoted h m  CO., 
194/ l6:lO9, and C.O. 194/30:139, respectively. 
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w ho faced these conditions were soon joined by the Irish" who took seafarïng 

jobs with English companies. The early inhabitants were primarily menU who 

had left their families and the cornforts of home-Me to establish themselves 

financiallv. k a u s e  there were no immediate family responsibilities and since 

England was unwilling to establish judicial systems," government and religious 

leadership, these men lacked the social restrictions which keep a soa-ety 

peaceably intact And, since settiement on the island was strongly discouraged 

there was no requirement to esestablish a formai legal svstem, or for that matter, 

anv other tvpe of instihition. Such lack of restraint encouraged living in the 

setilemenb to be h-irly free, in that, a land with no rules or replations held the 

"Manv of these Irish immigrants were Roman Catholics, which was not a 
problem a s  far as work was concerneci. However, once weli established they 
became segregated as a group, were suppressed, and became an eventual 
problem for the authonties. Rollmann, "Religious Enfranchisement and 
Roman Catholics in EighteenthCenhirv Newfoundland," in Religious Identitv: 
Tlre E-rperience of Irish and Sco ttidz ~ntlzoiics in A tlm tic Cnnndn Temence M urp h i  
and Cyril J. Bvme eds. (St John's: Jesperson Press, 1987) 34-52 Hereafter 
" ~nfranchise&ent" 

13 Handcock estimates that women comprised onlv ten to twelve percent of the 
total population. Gordon Handcock, So Iage as tlie&mm noe ruotnen: agins qf 
English Settletttent in Neiufiirndlnnd (St John's: Breakwater, 1989), 92. 

"At this time the only semblance of law and order existuig on the island was 
under the control of the Fishing Adrnirals. These men were bestowed with such 
honour sirnply for k i n g  the first to reach a specific area at the beginning of the 
fishing season. The Fishing Admirals were given full "judicial" control of these 
areas for the rernainder of the summer residency. Understandably, this system of 
justice was haphazard, and because of its rather informa1 structure was open to 
manv fonns of abuse. Christopher English "The Development of the 
~ewfoundland Legal System to 1815." Acndiensis 20/1 (Auhimn 1990), 97. 



potential for crime and general debauchery. 

Mthough tension existed between the m e ~ h a n t s  and the primary 

workers a mutual dependency existed as weU. The merchants sold their wares to 

the locals and provided them an opportunity to sel1 cured fish which the 

merchants needed. However, this procedure placed the merchants in an  

advantageous position, since they could lessen the value of fish and increase the 

value of supplies. As a result the Local people were often left impoverished and 

at the mercy of the empowered merchants and the British ~ r o w n ' ~ - a  pattern 

w hic h persis ts throug hou t early Newfoundiand history. 

In the early eighteenth cenhiry social problems steadily increased along 

with the increase in the settled population. With the influx of population the 

economy diversified into labours such as whaiing, ship-building, trapping, and 

wi th the development of these resources trade to the island increased.16 In 1729 

the foundations of justice and organization, albeit rudimentarv, were introduced 

by the appointment of a governor." Subsequently Justices of the Peace were 

appointed, and legal authority was finally becoming more formalized and 

"C. Grant Head, Eigh tern th Cm hiry Nezvfiirndlnnd: A Geogqdwr's Perspectiue 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Ltd., 2976), 142-143. 

IbHandcock, noe wotiieri, 75. 

''ICI 1729 Captain Henry Osbourne was assigned to the post of Govemor of 
Newfoundland. Frederic F. Thompson "Henrv Osborn (Oçboume)", in rite 
Dicfionmy of Canndinn Biogrnphy vol. 6 (Toron&: University of Toronto Press, 
1979) 597-598. Hereafter DCB. 



equitable. 

At this time an influx of Irish immigrants became a real concern for the 

~n~1ish.l '  The INh, according to Wiifred Kerr, "had no love for the British 

Em pire ... or for the leadhg inhabitants who took advantage of their weaknesses 

and kept them in debtNL9 Economic and political hardships at home made it 

easier for the Irish to settie in Newfoundland permanently. By the middle of the 

eighteenth century the population of Conception Bay had increased to 

approximatety six thousand, of which the I N h  composed a quarter of the 

permanent residents." Once settlement became "unofficially" established and 

residency had swollen to the point that depopulation was impractical," 

institutions of law, commerce, and administration became even more necessary 

than ever. 

With the continued and exalating rise in population incidents of violence 

'"dward Langman writes in his report to the S.P.G., "There were a greater 
number of poor Irish men brought here this year than has been known in one 
vear before, for 14 vears past, great part of whom codd not get employ in the 
kshery, k ing  obliied to wander and walk fiom place to place, unernployed the 
whole sumrner. ..Our Hon'd Govemor Captain Palliser, has taken care to order 
the said again a great number of them back to Ireland, and &O to order out of 
this place for Ireland several disorderly and bad Roman Catholick families, by 
no means to retum here again It would be much better for the peace and 
quietness of this place, if there were not so manv I N h  families suffered to live 
and settle here." Edward Langman to the ~ . ~ . ~ : ~ e c r e t a r y ,  8 Nov. 2766, 
(B.6/ 167). 

19 Kerr, "Revolution," 320. 

LUHandcoc k, noe worrren, 88. 



also increased. As a result the notion of religion as a means of social control 

became a viable sol ution to the exis ting social pro blens. The prevailing opinion 

concerning the state and church equated state religion with loyalty to the 

n 
crown.- Therefore, the persecution of Catholics could be justified on the grounds 

of d isloyaltv rather than religious discrimination. The general law lessness and 

the feared association with the French by the 1rish3 became reasonable grounds 

for establishing British nileci religion? Lronically, this would also prove to be an 

addition to the alreadv growing problems on the island, since the enmity based 

on economic and political differences extended to religious differences as weli. 

Bv the '1760's it was determined that the "twin threab of lawlessness and 

'popery"' necessitated the establishment of a formal ministry in Harbour  race? 

7 7  

-Hans Rollmann, "From Laurence Coughlan to William Black The Origins of 
New fou ndland Methodisrn, 1766-1791" Unpu blished Manuscript, 15. Hereafter 
"Origins." 

3Kerr notes that during the 1760's the Irish greeted the French "with open 
arms." The Irish enlisted with the French, "the servants robbed their masters and 
inflicted much more hardship on the merchants than did the French." Kerr, 
"Revolution," 311. Rev. Edward Langman writes that in the year 1762, "the 
whole number of Irish roman Catholicks in this place and also in the 
neighbouring harbours were aiding and assisting to the French, to get and bring 
intelligence to them." Edward Langman to the SPG Secretary, 8 Nov. 1766, 
(8.6/167). See also Hans Rollmann, "Enfranchisement," 34-52 

"1n addition to the Irish threat, Britain had to contend with the French 
mercantile trade w hich threatened to encroach on its lucrative fishing indusûy. 
Bernard D. Fardy, Under Two Flngs: The French-English Sirrrggle for Naufiitndlnnd, 
2696-7796 (St John's: Creative Publishers, MW), 110. 

5~arrett, "Revivalism," 30-32 



1.3 The Late Eighteenth Cenhq 

The last quarter of the eighteenth century proved problematic for the 

i nha bi tank of Newfoundland. The American War of Secession (1775-1783), in 

particular, made life in Newfoundland an ordeal. The American colonies 

irn posed trade sanctions w hich contributed to the overall difficulties experienced 

on the island. By 1775 disputes between the American colonies and Britain had 

become cntical and both sides availed themselves of any means available to 

influence each other politically and economica~.  In 1775, as a result of political 

and economic tensions, America banned al1 trade with the British colonies: 

Newfoundland was caught in the cross-fire between the two nations upon which 

i t  depended for subsistence? The ensuing lack of essential supplies and Britain's 

inability to deal with the problem resulted in many Newfoundlanden starving 

to death, with manv othen "dreadfully weakened by undernourïshment and the 

diseases it bringdtZ The period h m  17754777 was one in which 

Newfoundlanders were ~enoudy disadvantaged by the events of the American 

War of S e ~ e s s i o n . ~  The conditions on the island, as dsdbed  by Rev. James 

%ei th Ma tthews points out that Newfoundland had become increasingly 
dependent on Amencan supplies in order to conduct commerce on the island. 
He states that by 1775 "the fishery was aimost completely dependent upon 
supplies of Amencan bread, flour and Livestock which were much cheaper than 
that O btainable from an-ywhere else." Matthews, khrres, 116. 

- 
' h4a tthews, L ectrires, 118. 

18 Matthews suggests that inroads were also made, in that, trade lines became 
rerouted much to Newfoundland's future advantage. Ibid., 118. 
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Balfour, suggests that the peopie of Newfoundland were experiencing severe 

difficulties. He reports, "a raging Famine, Nakedness, & Sickness in these parts. 

None can express the heartfelt woe of Women & Children mouming for want of 

Food." " Ln addition, civil matters were not properly attendeci to: no customs 

were collected, there were no provisions for the poor and destitute, and there 

was no effective means of maintaining institutions of law and order? 

When Newfoundland began to recover and had once again resumed a 

semblance of economic stability, effeds from Britain's continued hostilities with 

France and Spain were felt While Newfoundland was not as severely affected as 

in the previous war, there were repercussions: the French wished to establish 

their own naval base and secure righh to fishing grounds, which in tum gave 

rise to escalating tensions between Britain and France. Between 1793 and 1800 a 

large num ber of the Newfoundland merchant fieet were captured bv the French 

and Spanish and thousands of men were taken into ~aptivity.~' Since the 

demands of war faring required substantial manpower, and because merchant 

were otherwise occupied, it was virtually impossible to conduct the fishery as 

successhlly as in previous yean. This, combined with a drop in the market for 

">James Balfour to SPG, Harbour Grace, 2 Dec. 2779 @/6, fol. 215). 

%err, "Revolu tion,' 307. 

3 1 Ma tthews, Lectures, 143. 



fish, once again negatively affected life in Newfoundland." 

1.4 Social Progress in the Midst of A d v e ~ i t y  

Al thoug h the early inha bitants in Newfoundland experienced many 

hardships and dificulties, there was also a gradua1 improving of conditions. The 

belated appointment of a govenor  in 1729 brought a certain measure of interna1 

peace, and the development of local commerce and trade during the war with 

the ..\merican colonies helped sta bilize the island's economic base." Througho u t 

the war years, Britain's inability to properly tend to the fishery had an 

irreversible effect on the Newfoundland economy. During the war period the 

inhabitants of the island had taken on the task of harvesting and curing their 

ow n fis h. This move to partial independencex changed forever the way in which 

the fishery was conducted, and encouraged settlement despite British attempts 

to ccrtail permanent residency. The period immediately following the war of 

"~ecause of prevailing conditions on the European continent al1 related 
markets were adversely affeded, this of course, included the fish trade which 
Newfoundland ul tirnately depended on. Ibid., 244. 

U ~ n  order to re-establish itself as integral part of the British market, 
Newfoundland merchants were compelled to arrange altemate trade routes. 

%lthough this transition changed the rneans by which fish was acquired it 
d id not change the marketing of fish and exchange of commodities. The 
permanent residents were still dependent on the British merchant neet which 
controlled most aspects of trade to and from the island. A. H. McLintock, nip 
Establisliment of Consh'htiunnl Gmmtnent in Nwmindlmd,  1 783-2832: A Shidy in 
Retrrrded Coiunizntim (London: Longmans, Green and Co. Ltd. 1941 .), 82-83. 



secession proved to be a period of transition, not only for Newfoundland 

residents, but for Britain as well. 

After the American War of Secession New foundland experienced 

accelerated political and economic growth. There was an unprecedented increase 

in fish production, and with this new economic growth there occurred an 

increase in pop~lat ion.~ Within a decade the wintd'population of Conception 

Bay alone rose from 3,453 in 1781, to 7,958 as reported in 2790.n 

In addition, Britain was left to recover from the loss of her American 

colonies. Thereafter, Newfoundland became increasingly important because of 

her abundant naturai resources and because of her newly determined role in 

British-North Amerïcan trade." The protedion of the fishery became a 

"fundamental tenet of England's economic ~reed,' '~~ resulting in the British 

parliament's recognition that policies relating to the governance of 

Newfoundland needed modifying. 

'jC.0. 194/21,23,49,64,70,80,8i. "Abstract Census and Returns for the Several 
Electoral Districts of Newfoundland", 1793-1830. Maritime History Archives, 
Mernorial University of Newfoundland. 

bBecause migrant workers returned to Britain in the Ml the figures reported 
for the winter population are taken to indicate permanent residency. 

%Due to the termination of hiide between Britain and the Amerïcan colonies 
Newfoundland became an important centre for trade to and from the West 
Ind ies. Ma tthews, Lecttcres, 116. 



In 1784 Governor John Campbell issued the foilowing order to the 

magistrates of N e ~ f o u n d l a n d : ~  

Pursuant to the King's instructions to me, you are to aiiow d l  penons 
inhabiting this island to have €dl liberty of conscience, and the free 
exercise of aii such modes of religious wonhip as are not prohibiteci by 
law, provided they be contenteci with a quiet and peaceable enjoyment of 
the same, not giMng offence or scanda1 to Government4' 

The governor's instructions ptior to 1779 included an "except Papists" clause 

which pro hi bited Catholics and Protestant dissenters from openly pradising 

their retigions." This instruction is significant in relation to permanent 

settlement on the island, in that Catholics could now obtain absolution without 

having to leave the island to do so,%ey could be mameci locally, children 

could be bap tised, and Ca tholic schools could be put into operation. This in turn 

had a stabilizing effect by contributing to population growth as well as 

esta blis hing a necessary part of social inkastructure. 

40 h fact, this amendment appeared in the govemor's instructions for 1779, but 
then governor, Richard Edwards neither enforced nor pubiicly recognized the 
new instruction. Rollmann, "Enfranchisement," 36. 

41 As quo ted in Ham Rollmann, "Enfranchisement," 34. 

%ans Rollmann suggests that this clause was modified in accordance with 
Catholic emancipation in England. The Relief Act in 1778, which "aimed at 
modiQing the penal code, was initiated by the British government for tactical 
and poli tical reasons." The instructions to the governors of an British colonies 
regarding religious Liberties was a result of changes to the penal code. Ibid., 37. 

UIrish immigrants were forceci to leave the island each year in order to 
receive the sacraments. However, in some cases this necessity was circumvented 
by the "illegal" presence of priests in several areas. J. D. Rodgers, A Histon'cal 
Gevgrnplry of tize BritisIz Colonies Vol. V (Oxford: Calendon Press, 1911), 151. 



The British design to protect trade on the island necessitateci a properly 

constituted civil court. In 1791, once Brîtain realized that settlement on the island 

was inevitablefuthe British parliament passed an act governuig the functions of 

CO urts.15 Although these courts were an improvement on the older system they 

were merelv a concession since the seat of law did not change to local control. 

McLintock points out that the island's legal system: 

... still came to life with the arriva1 of the fishing neet in the spring and 
after a short uneventfui existence it expired with the departure of the f le t  
at the close of the season, leaving the inhabitants, iike the dead leaves of 
auturn n, helpless before the blasts of legal advenityU 

Although revisions to policies and legal directives relating to Newfoundland 

were inadequate they were substantial improvements over the previous ones. In 

the final analysis it appears that the impetus for establishing a revised court 

system, initiating laws of judicature, and implementing general social reform 

was, for the most part, inspireci by British protectionism, rather than a genuine 

response to the needs of island residents. 

U R. MacKay suggests that Britain's attempt to depopdate the island "were as 
futile as King ChnuCs command to bid the waves recede," Neufoundlmrd, 
Econoriiic, Diplomnfic and Strntegic Studies R. MacKay ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
Uni ver sify Press, 1946), 262 

T h e  act relating to legal svstems on the island was first introduced in 1791, 
and reinstated everv year th&eafter untü 1809 when it becarne permanent 
Engliç kt, "~evelo~&ent," 89. 



In Newfoundland the years of extemal political and economic s h g g l e  

which impaired interna1 economic and social progress had a decisive impact on 

the development and maintenance of most infrastructures. Because Britain was 

reluctant to establish (or recognize) Newfoundland as a colony, and because 

British interests were diverted to political concerns during the war years, the 

island inhabitants were left in want of well organized and effective institutions. 

This lack of infrastructure extended to the establishment and development of 

most religious organizabions, including Methodism. 

The events of the American War of Secession le€t Newfoundland in a 

precarious position, both economically and politically. While general hardship 

characterized much of this period, substantial gains were also made in that the 

residents of Newfoundland were provided the opportunity to secure more 

lasting controi over the island's economic base. When the fishery changed from a 

migratory to a sedentary one, and the population resumed growth, Britain was 

forced to change administrative policies. It was a i  this time when permanent 

settlement was an undeniable fad, and British protectionism took hold, that 

Britain instituted formal govemment, regulated systerns of justice, and allowed 

for the uninhibited development of educational and religious institutions. 



Chapter 2 

Methodism as a Revitaiïzatioo Process 

2.1 Introduction 

If the dernocracv of the New World was "freedom for all," then the 

realities of living in eighteenth-century Newfoundland had somehow M e n  

short of the mark. The impenal system of government had for many Fars 

resisted settlement by refusing to establish infrastructures and administrative 

policies to help organize the fledgling colony. The absence of such support 

encouréged the residents of Harbour Grace to erect a church and obtain the 

services of a minister on their own initiative." The am-val of Laurence Coughlan 

in 1766 offered a certain hope to some of these residents. Those who retained 

Coughlan as minister for the church in Harbour Grace d id  not apply specifically 

for a Method ist preacher, but with Coughlan thev found a self-confessed 

'"'It was my decision, on my return from Trinih., to have paid a visit to 
Harbour Grace. By reason, the Inhabitants of that place and Carbonear a 
neighbouring place, and some other Inhabitants of Conception Bay, have lately 
raised a Su bscription for Erecting a new Church a t  Harbour Grace ... the 
Inhabitanis, Merchants and Employers of Harbour Grace, Carbonear Et cet: are 
[?] verv [?] desirous of having a resident Missionary to perform Divine Service 
in, Lf the worthy Society Shall think proper to Send one among them. I am 
told there is now a Subscription on foot amongst the people there, for the 
Support of a Minister, beside what the Society Sh/d. allow vearly, in case the 
Society Sh/d. Send one to them." Edward Langrnan to S.P.G., 6 Nov. 1764 
(B6/16l, folio 2-3). 



Methodist who incorporated his own convictions as an integral part of his 

ministy. 

Coughlan detraded from the doctrine of the "Established Church" by 

irn parting a message of salvation for al1 - a message which was well received 

arnong the less fortunate classes, but frowned on by those in positions of power. 

The popularity of Methodism within the poorer classes was a trend witnessed in 

England and the Amencan colonies as well, partly because it promoted the 

principles and freedorns equated with a move away from the "Established 

Church" and i t s  support of traditional social values and practices. 

22 The Hope for Change 

Social reform is ernbedded within Methodism - it is intrinsic in its basic 

doctrines, principles, and practices. The prima- tenets of Methodism lent 

themselves to social revision, in that they inspired the hope for change, but, 

more significantly, they acted upon this hope. The importance of the social 

aspect of Methodism was explicit in the dodnne of salvation which contained an 

obligation to refonn society and its institutions for the benefit of everyone. In 

practical terms Methodism was not only dedicated to the salvation of 

humankind but was also devoted to the du- of public service. It involveci 

feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the sick, and teaching the 



u ned uca teci:' 

in the Amencan colonies the Methodist Circuit Riders of America gave 

"expression to democratic social ideals." In the words of W. C. Barclay: 

In attitude and teaching they challenged the European tradition of 
aristocracy based upon birth, social prestige, and property. They refused 
deference to the class distinctiom which had prevailed in colonial society 
and the stratification w hich divided society into higher-class and lower- 
class people." 

To Methodists al1 were sinners in need of salvation, which had a levelling effed 

on the existing social order: no man, woman, or child was exempt from the need 

for salvation, and no one was beneath their notice or above i t  The egalitarianism 

bound u p  in such a view held profound social implications. What was said of 

the h e r i c a n  Circuit Riden can be said of Laurence Coughlan: he represented a 

different species of minister, and proclaimed a system of belief which suited the 

displaced and seeminglv forsaken residents of Newfoundland. 

At the very base of the reforming tendencies of Methodism was the 

attention to the individual. In the preachers' thinking there was: 

confidence that if the man's s o d  was saved fundamental social change 
would inevitably follow. The most direct and surest way of changing 
society and al1 its evil institutions, they believed, was to change the 

-18 In England, Methodism was taken to industrial areas where impoverïshed 
workers were preached a gospel of hope in the midst of their despair. ELie 
Halévv, nie Birth of Metliodism in Englnnd (Chicago: University of Chicago 
press); 69-72. 

49W. C. Barclav, Emly Afnmican Metizodisrrz, 2 769-1844 Vols. 2 (New York 
Board of ~ i s s i o n s  and Church Extension of the Methodist Church, 1950) 22. 
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ind ivid u a ~ . " ~  

Their conviction rested on the notion that only through genuine conversion 

could people become righteous and just, and in sincerely seeking to d o  the will 

of God, would reforrn the nation. ln holding such a view Methodist preachen 

exhibited a sound social instinct whïch fostered profound implications for social 

The conviction that no one was exempt From social responsibility, that al1 

persons were worth saving, and that aU could be saved gave depth to the 

message they preached. Inherent in their teachkgs was a strong sense of moral 

and social responsibility which served as a positive move towards social 

equality, and moved away from the traditions and restrictions associated with 

the hierarchical structures of traditional British rule," 

While Methodists did not diredty attack the dominant instihitions of the 

economic order, they did so indirectly by offenng the possibility of salvation to 

everyone, rich and poor alike. Methodists constantly emphasized the 

perfectibility of the individual through divine grace and the need for Christian 

perfection as a part of this pos~ibilit~." They were primarily concerned with the 

50 Barclay, A~riericnri, 2:8. 

" ~ e n r y  D. Rack notes that, it was not "uncharacteristic of religious renewal 
rnovements in their early phases to overcome, to some degree, the normal 
divisions of the social hierarchy. This was paNy bue of eariy Methodism: hence 
the alarm of critics at  lay preachen and the fears of a return to seventeenth- 
cen turv chaos. Henry D. Rack, Remonable Enthusinst: \oh Wesley and the Rise of 
~efhodis t t r  (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 441. 
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awakening and the cultivation of an inner spiritual experience that was genuine, 

but bv extending this message to al1 it conhavened traditional social order. In 

Newfoundland, the work begun by Coughlan can be said to fit such a pattern. 

Coughlan, in his zealous attempt to convert s i ~ e r s ,  managed to attract a Loyal 

following and simultaneously alienate the elite class in Conception Bay. 

23 The Introduction of Methodism to Conception Bay 

The inception of Methodism in Conception Bay can be said to belong to a 

larger Framework of change based on a need to reconstruct life in a harsh 

environment For most  of the eighteenth century the social atmosphere in 

Newfoundland lackeâ the &doms associated with principles of social equality. 

It was a society that favoured the powerful and subverted the poor and down- 

trodden." As opposed to change, the island residents were subjeded to a social 

and political structure consistent with that of the Old World. These new sefflers, 

instead of improving their sihiation, were confrontecl with the same svstem of 

governance, except there were no formal institutions in place to protect them." 

The message of Methodism offered a change in attitude, a change in structure, 

and the hope that such changes were for the benefit of everyone. In effect, the 

".E. P. Thompson, 7ke Mdcirig of tlre Englislr CViking Clnss (London: Victor 
Gollancz Ltd., 1963), 368369. Aiso see Rack, Rensonnble, 427. 

"Head, Eiglzteen tfz, 142-143. 

"~at thews,  Lecltires, 135-236. 
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social and political c Limate existing in Newfoundland during rnost of the 

eig hteenth century was generally disorganized, and the social, economic and 

legal structures in place did not adequately meet the needs and demands of the 

resident population.s 

The anthropologist Anthory F. C Wallace maintains that social reform 

usually develops in response to social disorganization, and general discontent 

among the populace. He ascertains tha t "revitidkation movementr" often 

manifest themsetves within a religious context, as a means of adaptation ahed 

at reorienting systems of belief: 

Reformative religious movements often occur in disorganized societies, 
these new religions, Car from k i n g  conse~ative,  are often radically 
destructive of existing institutions, aiming to resolve confiict not be 
manipulation of the self but by manipulation of the real world.j6 

These revised systems of belief, in turn, serve to resolve conflict by modifying 

perceived social inadequacies. The realities of life in Newfoundlanders during 

the eighteenth century, replete with its many deficiencies, appears to fit the 

prescription for a society in need of organization and reform. How the message 

of Methodism answers to Wallace's principles of revitalization, and the stages of 

processual structure which determine the success o r  failure of a rnovement can 

be traced in the progress of Methodism under Coughlan's direction and in the 

"Head, Eigh teen th, 54, 140. 

thonv F. C. Wallace, Religion: An Anthropol~~cnl Viezo (New York: 
Randorn  use, 2966), 30. 
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be traced in the progress of Methodism under Coughlan's direction and in the 

missions that followed his departuce from Newfoundland. 

2 4  An Anthropologicd Perspective 

Many sociologists, anthropologists and social historians recognize the 

study of religious movernents as vital to the understanding of social 

transformation and growth. In "Revitalization Movements," Anthony F. C. 

Wallace explains how changes in social dynamics affkct social transition. Wallace 

observes that social transition often manifests itself within the context of 

religious reform. The basis of Wallace's theory assumes that religion is "the 

inculcator of social values" and that differing social values within a culture often 

incur change: 

... from the known diversih. of values among various cultures, it can be 
readily deduced that religion should va. from one society to another and 
from one group to another within society, depending on the values 
necessary for that society's and that group's integration and survival." 

Wallace's analvsis of cl<lhrrnl-systm innmtion determines ho w changes 

occur wi thin specific social units. In his shidy Wallace identifies the elements of 

processr ml stmctzrre (or stages of social transformation) w hich occur successively 

within the process of social transition.' The constitutive elements within this 

" W a 1 lace, An t~~ropologicizl, 26. 

jsWailace recognizes processud sh ic t tue  as a series of stages through which 
the dynamic of social change must pass before revitalization is realized. Anthony 
Wallace, "Revitalization Movements," Americnn AnttrropoIogy no. 58 (1956): 264. 



processird sinichne are set as provisos necessary to social reform. Wallace's thesis 

supports the concept of common tendencies within the process of social renewal, 

in that al1 innovative movements exhibit common traits or "certain unifonnly- 

found processuaI The five stages of this process range fom the 

p reliminary stage of Steady Stiztem to the final stage of N m  Steady Stnte.6' The 

in termediam stages are transitional: they proceed through phases which include 

the inception of reform, (necessitated by individual stress and cultural 

disiortion), through a period of revitalization necessa- for social innovation, 

and are completed in a stabilized state arriveci at through refonnulation of the 

previous social structure: 

the persons involved in the process of revitalization ... must feel that this 
cultural svstem is unsatisfadow; and they must innovate ... a new cultural 
system, specifying new relationships ..." 

It can be argued that many of the n e c e s s q  preconditions, explained by 

Wallace, existed in Conception Bay throughout most of the eighteenth c e n t ~ r y . ~  

q h e  state in which "culturally recognized techniques for satisfying needs 
operate with such efficiency that chronic stress within the system varies within 
tolera ble levels." Ibid., 268. 

''Wallace maintains that the Nau Stendy Sttzte is realized, "once cultural 
transformation has been accomplished and the new cultural system has proved 
itself viable, and once the movement organization has solved its problems of 
rou tinization, a new steady state may be said to exist" Ibid., 275. 

63 Wallace contends that social adaptations occur when the individuals in a 
society are su bjected to stress. A society is subjected to additional stress once 



Da wn Barrett observes tha t, the social, political and econornic conditions 

evidenced promoted an ahnosphere "ripe for religious revivaPa This suggestion 

is based on a social anabsis which uncoven class conflid, persona1 alienation 

and general discontent among many Newfoundland settler~.~~ Wallace maintains 

... religion is hequentfy a way of asserting an ethnic, or class, or racial 
identitv in a situation of intergroup conflict, and resistance to change may 
be basid more on  grounds of identity than on reluctance to adopt 
instrumental values more appropriate to the new circumstances of the 
societye 

W i th this in mind the circumstances surrounding early Newfoundland 

Methodism can be more readily explained. The resistance met with by Coughlan 

was not simplv a result of divergent religious orientations but can be seen as a 

result of social and political differences as well. 

The prescription for refonn, as determined by Wallace, qualifies life in 

Conception Bay during the Coughlan period as one of cultural distortion, and 

one  which was very m uch in need of revitalization. By the end of his residency 

Coughlan had planted the seeds of renewal by offering the people an alternative 

culture becornes distorted to the point that the "elements are not hannoniousiy 
rela ted but are m uhiaNy inconsistent and interfering." The resulting alienation 
on the part of individuals and groups requires social "reformulation." Ibid., 269- 
270. 

a~arrett, "Revivalism," 67. 



means of expression, and a sense of community within evangelical religion. 

However, in terms of success, the stages of reform, as detennined withïn 

Wallace's stages of processuai development, were not hlfilled duRng 

Coughlan's ministry. In essence, the loss of Coughlan intemipted the process of 

revi talization. The basic instruction and leadership O ffered Uuûugh his minisfry, 

while influential, did not complete the requirements for definite reform. 

Wallace's theoretical framework offers a formulait approach that helps in 

conskucting a view of how early Methodism was adopted, why it faltered, and 

why it was eventually restored. 

2 5  Supporting Resevch 

Wallace's mode1 of revitalization is supported by the work of Jochiam 

Wach and William McLoughlin. Both Wach and McLoughlin acknowledge the 

importance of religious orientations in establishing renewed social 

u nders tanding. Wac h recognizes the relations hip between social organiza tion 

and religion as an expression of social identity. He suggests that if social realities 

are perceived by the people as k i n g  deficient, Uien social change is inevitable. 

In Wach's opinion there are two essential factors which promote change: "the 

growing differentiation in the sociological, political cultural structure of sotie-, 

and the enriching of the religious experiences of individuals and groups."67 

67 Jochiam Wach, Sociofogy of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1962), 109. 



Wach contends that the initiative of leaders in response to traumatic events in 

the lives of people, Like plagues, wars and "other ptentd'  significantly infiuence 

the "religious attitudes of the group and the corresponding expression..."' 

Therefore, a break horn conventional forms of religious expression and practice 

are often accompanied by, and are part of, social transformation. 

Wach observes that in conshcting a new social identity through religious 

orientation, segregation from other sectors of the social unit often occurs. Such 

refomulation, or regrouping, "is characterized by the concept of relationship as 

spiritual fatherhood and spirihial brotherhood." The formation of this new 

comrnunity it will differ front "the nahiral groups not oniy in type of 

organization, in rites, and in beliefs but primarily in a new spirit of ~ n i t y . " ~ ~  This 

observation is of particular interest here, since the social segregation and the 

sense of comrnunity evidenced in early Newfoundland Methodisrn is 

characteris tic of Wach's reorganization model. 

In Rmivtzis, Awnkenings, nnd Refam, William McLoughlin offen a 

comprehensive survev of how social transition and religious movements in 

Arnerica evolved from a fundamental response to perceiveci social needs. 

McLoughlin incorporates the key elements of Wallace's revitalization theory into 

his study of revival movements. He maintains thak 

"Wach, Sociology, 1û9-110. 

"Ibid., 110. 



Great awakenings (and the revivais that are part of them) are the results, 
not of depressions, wars, or epidemics, but of critical disjunctions in Our 
self-understanding. They are not brie€ outbursh of mas emotionalism by 
one group or another but profound cultural transformations aff'ting all. 
Awakenings begin in periods of cultural distortion and grave personal 
stressf when we [ose faith in the legitimacy of our noms, the viability of 
our institutions, and the authority of our leaders in church and state. They 
eventuate in basic reshucturing of our institutions, and the authority of 
our institutions and definitions of our social goals. '0 

In McLoughlin's view the general precepts of cultural innovation, as determined 

by Wallace, are applicable to the way in which most religious revivais develop. 

2.6 The R e v i a a t i o n  Pnnress 

Section IV of Wallace's processnnl struchtre identifies six steps which 

consti tu te the revitalization process: 2. Mamocy refon~~trlation; Z Cmttrnttnicntion; 

3. Orgnnizntiutz; 4. Adnptation; 5. C~ilhiraf Trnnsjim~tntion; 6. Routinizntiort. M m u n y  

reformriintion is the stage in which insight into a process of change is realized. 

The insight into reformulation is often discovered through inspiration or 

revelation by a prophet or leader. Usually these insights appear as dreams or 

visions, but in certain cases (as in the case of John Wesley) there occurs a "brief 

and dramatic moment of insight, revelation, or inspiration, which functions in 

most respects like a vision in being the occasion of a new synthesis of values and 

?VilLiam G. McLoughlin, Reuiunisf Awakorings, and Refan: An Essq mi 

Religion and Socin1 Change in Ammica, 1607-1977 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1987), 2 



rneaningdvn In most instances, as a resdt of these prophetic revelations "the 

'deadf wav of M e  is recognized as dead: interest shifts to a god, the communib 

and a new ~ a ~ . ' ' ~  

The nex t stage, Cmnnr imicntion, involves the prop het passing on the 

meaning and significance of the revelation. Wallace identifies two principal 

motifs w hich accompany this stage: 

The convert will come under the care and protection of certain 
supernaturd beings: and that both he and his society will benefit 
rnaterially from an identification with some definable new cultural 
sys  tem? 

The communication of the new message becomes essential to the success or 

failure of the revitalization process. It is the means by which converts and 

disciples are attracted to the movement Wallace maintains the "preachings take 

many forms and mav be directed at various sorts of audiences such as the elite 

versus the down-trodden." As the movement gains rnomenhun and as the 

pro phet "gathers disciples, these assume much of the respomibility for 

communicating the 'good word,' and communication remaim as one of the 

prirnary activities of the movement dunng later phases of ~r~anization."" 

'The concept of communication, as understood by Wallace, can be expanded 
to inclucie various aspects of the communication process. In the analysis of early 
Newfoundland Methodism presented in this thesis the notion of communication 
is considered in terms of the style and method of communication employed by 



The third stage, Orgmizatim, detennines how the movement rnanifests 

itself and is developed. The leader is expeded to "phrase his c d  for adherents as 

a demand to perform a duty to a power higher than human.'r'5 In most instances 

"A small clique of disciples clusten about the prophet and an embryonic 

campaign organization develops with three orden of personnel: the prophet; the 

disciples; and the f ~ l l o w e r s . " ~ ~  Witiün this system the followers, as well as the 

pro phet and the disciples undergo a " revitalizing personality transformation," 

that is, the revelation experienced by the leader is often experienced in a similar 

wav - bv a the disciples and f o l l o w e r ~ . ~  Wallace observes that the organization of 

the movement, once established, becornes political rather than religious. 

The fourth stage, Adapt~lim, is one in which various strategies are used in 

order to overcome resistance. Wallace suggests that given the revolutionary 

nature of most revitalization movements and the challenge they present to 

existing structures, it is likely they will meet with resistance. Such resistance is 

frequently overcome ttirough "doctrinal modification; poütical and diplornatic 

various Method is t preachers. Here, the different communicative approaches 
used by Methodist leaders are viewed in terms of how various methods ei ther 
positivelv or negativeiy influenced the reception of Methodist principles and 

tices. Ibid., 273. 
- 
"Here, Wallace draws on Max Weber's work conceming charismatic 

leadership. Ibid., 274. 

*. 

" Ibid., 274. 



manoeuvre; and force."78 Wallace points out that in most cases the doctrine is 

continuafly revised by the prophet, who does so in response to "various 

criticisms and  affirmation^."^ 

The fifth stage of Culhml Transfon,~ntion perDuns to the period in which 

the new religion becomes part of accepted cultural practice. At this point some 

movements fail while others "represent well conceived and successW projects of 

further social, political, or economic reform."" 

The sixth and final stage, Routinization is the process wherebv the 

movement is accommodated within the culture and is established as a 

recognized institutional feature. After a movement has k e n  accepted within a 

culture rarely does it: 

maintain a totalitarian control over al1 aspects of the transfonned culture; 
more usually, once the desired tram formation has occurred, the 
organization contracts and maintains responsibility only for the 
preservation of doctrine and the performance of ritual (i.e., i t  becomes a 
ch~rch). '~ 

It can be argued that Coughlan's ministry answered to the fint two steps, 

hl tered at the next two, and failed to complete the temainder. However, 

Coughlan cannot be held entirely responsible for UUs failure, since external 

Wallace notes that al1 of these strategies are not mutuallv exclusive and al1 
do not need b be employed in the adaptation process. Ibid., b4. 

mIbid., 274. 

wlbid., 275. 

"Ibid., 275. 



factors internipted his ability to hilfil his ministerial role- He did create an 

audience for his message and in doing so created an alternative world view" 

which allowed for the recognition of a higher order than that imposed by the 

con trolling classes." This world view appealed to the poor and disadvantaged, 

whereas the majority of the controlling class (mercantocracy) upheld traditional 

beliefs and doctrines." As a communicator of ideas Coughlan initially failed, but 

eventually his message was heard and conversions followed. Coughlan's most 

obvious failure was his inability to introduce the Conception Bay Methodists 

into the formal organization of the Methodist Conference. Because of his 

association with the Anglican missionary, he could not garner support fiom the 

Methodist Conference, and therefore was not supported by the Methodist 

nehvork As a result of this disparity the Methodist movement initiated by him 

was doomed to failure. Coughlan did however manage to organize at the local 

level. He organized classes within his district, and established churches in 

Blac khead and ~arbonear." The classes held together during Coughlan's 

8-' -The notion of world view can be assimilated with Wallace's concept of 
"mazeway." 

aWallace defines "mazeway" as an understanding of how "nature, society, 
personality, and body image" is perceived by the mernbers in a society. 
Mazewa y s are mani pula ted in order to red uce stress. Wallace, "Revi taliza tion," 
266, 

T h i s  point refers to the rift created between Methodist converts and the 
merchants of Conception Bay. This is explaineci in more detail on pages ??? of 
this thesis. 



32 

residency, but after hk departure the lack of organization and the absence of a 

qualified mùuster interfered with maintaining the Methodist interest he  had 

encouraged. 

27 Snmmary 

The conditions of life and LiveLihood existing in Conception Bay during 

the eighteenth century were generally deplorable and rampant with social 

inequitv. The change for the better that rnany newcomers and settlers anticipated 

did not occur. hstead, these hopeful people were faced with the same types of 

problerns as those hced with in their native lands, with the unfortunate 

exception that there were no formal means of maintaining a check on the ruling 

dite. Ln fact, conditions were worse than were hoped for, and those of 

im poverished and destitute means were expioited by those who had the power 

to do so. Methodism offered a doctrine and discipline which answered to the 

needs of the people: the rich and powerful could control their purses but they 

could not control their immortai souls. The system of belief offered through 

Methodism was one area where money and power, prestige and influence did 

not determine self-worth. 

The revitalization model offered by Anthony Wallace provides a 

svstematic framework into which the events and cirmmstances of early 

Newfoundland Methodism can be placed, that is, it can be accommodated 

within the definition of a revitalization movement In light of Wallace's model, 
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social reform was not onlv needed in Conception Bay, but was inevitable, 

according to the terms and conditions of his "processuai structure" analysis. How 

Coughlan's ministry m e t s  with the requiremenh that detemine successful and 

complete reform are considered in detail in the next chapter. 



3.1 Introduction 

In 1764 the people of Carbonear and Harbour Grace ereded a church and 

requested the senrices of a minister. In 1766, in response to a formal request for a 

minister Laurence Coughlan took up the Newfoundland ~osting.= In his early 

yedrs as a preacher Coughlan had not k e n  ordained as an officiai minister of the 

"Esbblished Church," nor was he given formal education and instruction 

dssociated with the office, but had served as a Methodist itinerant throughout 

England and Ireland. 

Initiallv, Coughlan and John Wesley were close associates and shared in 

the com mon purpose of spreading Methodism throughout Britain. However, 

over time this relationship seems to have been inkrrupted by Coughlan's 

affiliation with Thomas Maxfield. Maxfield and Wesley appear to have had a 

d ifference of opinion regarding the experien tial aspects of the religious Life: 

where Maxfield dwelled on the subjective elements of religious experience, 

Wesley emphatically d id not" The differences between Wesley and his 

T h e  people of Harbour Grace and Carbonear authorized George Davis, a 
local merchant, to "procure and agree with a Protestant Minister of the Gospel, to 
corne and reside" among them for 100 pounds a year. GN2/1A: vol. 4,237-8, 
(P ANL). 



followen and Maxfield and his own followers, including Coughlan, resulted in 

hctionaiism within the Methodist Connexion in Britain. Coughlan had further 

separated hirnself from Wesley upon receiving ordination from the Greek bishop 

Erasmus. In 1764 Coughlan and several others had been ordained when Wesley 

was absent from England, supposedly because "they were refused or were 

ex pected to be refused ordination by Anglican bishops."" Wesley, unim pressed 

bv this event, expressed tus disapproval in writing stating: "When I was gone 

out  of town, Bishop Erasrnus was prevailed upon to ordain Laurence Coughlan, 

a person who had no leaming at all."" By the tirne Coughlan was approached to 

take on the Newfoundland mission he had separated from the Wesleyans and 

was preaching as an independent in Surrey, south of d on don.^ 

Coughlan's "official" ordination was has tilv conducted before he departed 

"part of the tension between Coughlan and Wesley is related to Coughlan's 
"m isin terpretation" of Wesleyan doctrine. Wesley wrïtes: "You never learned, 
either from my conversation or preaching or writings, that ' holiness consisted in 
a flow of joy.' I constantly told you quite the contra y... If Mr. Maxfield or you 
took it to L7e anything else, it was your own fault, not mine." Wesley suggesh 
that Coughlan, under the influence of Mr. Maxfield, had distanceci himself from 
Wesley's true teachings. Letter to Laurence Coughlan from John Wesley dated 
August 27, 1768. loitrnnl, 283:iOi; as stated in nie Letfers of Rev. [ohn Wesley, A.M. 
JO hn Telford ed. (London: Epworth Press, 1960). Hereafter ~ozi17inI. 

8s Hans Rollmann, "Laurence Coughlan and the Origins of Methodism in 
Newfoundland," Tlir Cuntribtition of Methodisni tu Atlantic Grnada Charles H. H. 
Scobie and John W. Grant eds. (Montreal B Kingston: McGilI-Queen's University 
Press, 1992), 56. Hereafter "Coughlan." 

89 As quoted in Hans Rollmann, "Coughlan," 56. 

90 A comprehensive account of Coughlan's profesional life, prior to his amval 

in Newfound land, is provided by Hans Rollmann. Ibid., 54-57. 



the shores of ~n~1and.m Coughlan then became a full-fledged minister of the 

"Established ~hurch~"" but lacked the education and instruction which usually 

accom pany suc h a position. Although Coughlan's timely ordination ensurecl his 

official acceptance as a rninister, several other concems were not as easily 

remedied. Coughlan was a man of eamest conviction and strong devotion - 

qualities which had caused friction between himself and John Weslev More he 

left England and shortly after his amval brought him into controversy with the 

people of Conception Bq. Coughlan's background as a Methodist itinerant and 

as an Independent preacher, his doctrinaI heterodoxy, and his lack of formal 

education would not be acceptable to some." 

3.2 Coaghlan's Early Period: "The rage of Arctos and etemal frost!" 

In the first few vears of Coughlan's residency we find that he was not at 

ali pleased with his new posting. He had difficulty establishing his rninistry: the 

people were resistant, the local government was non-supportïvef and the land 

"The request bv the inha bitants 
Protestant rninis&. Coughian was 

of Conception Bay specifically asked for a 
but a Methodist Iay preacher. Coughlan's 

second ordination was arranged by George Davis and George Welch through the 
Bis hop of London. In 1766, shortiy before he left England for Newfoundland, 
Coughlan was ordained by the Bishop of Chester. See Hans Rollrnann for a more 
detailed explanation of the cucumstances behind Coughlan's second ordination. 
Ibid., 58. 



was as inhospitable as the social climate that greeted him. There was also some 

difficultv with securing the financial support he had been promised: less than a 

vear after his amval Coughlan was compelled to retum to England in order to 

secure financial support from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel." In 

addition, there was some confusion as to what type of ministry was to be 

establis hed." In a personal sense Coughlan did not help rnatters: he rnanaged to 

aggravate an already difficult situation by offerhg a m i n i s e  which was k t  

suited to the less influential rnembers of the populace, and in doing so alienated 

himself and his followers from those in positions of authority? 

*Coughlan retunied to England in December of 1766 requesting support frorn 
the S.P.G.. The S. P. G. honoured this request, appointeci him missions 
representative to Harbour Grace and Carbonear and advanced him a half years 
çalarv of 251b. Rollmann, "Coughlan," 62. 

"Barrett provides a lengthy and detailed breakdown of different 
denom inational and cultural backgrounds of the Conception Bay residents. 
Accord ing to Barrett the different religious orientations displayed by the Irish 
Catholics, the people h-om Poole, who were noted "dissenten," and the Bristol 
immigrants, who were primarily, but not entirely, Anglican traditionalists, made 
for a population with mixed religious needs: Coughlan could not hiLfil the needs 
of d i .  Barrett, "Revivalism," 48-58. 

%Coughlan d id not apply his ministrv to anv one sector of the society 
excluding others. However, the manne& which he conducted his rninistry was 
more acceptable to certain groups and less so to others. Those who adopted 
Coughlan's spiritual message were segregated on several levels, of which 
economic and religious differences are the most apparent This situation was 
exacerbated after Coughlan publicly admonished several persons of authority 
within the communitv. Deposition of John Alcock. A470 C/Nfld/1/60, ACC.; 
also see the Petition i f  Hugh Roberts, in Warwick Smith, "Revd. Lawnce 
Coughlan, An Address," this is an  unpublished paper presented to the 
Newfoundland fistoncal Society in 2942,2. Nso refer to Hans Rollmann, 
"Origins," 163. 



The politically and socialiy dominant group in Conception Bay were, for 

the most part, affluent and educated. Many were familiar with traditional 

church practices and therefore were not receptive to Coughlan's unconventional 

swle of preaching. In that, Coughlan emphasized experiential religion, and 

encouraged belief that al1 were equal M o r e  God - a concept that was contra- to 

the hiearchical structures within Anglicianism. The ruling class consistecl chiefly 

of wealthv rnerchants, principally wholesale importers and exporters, and retail 

rnerchants. Thev controlled the economk situation and most aspects of society, 

which bv nahiral extension, included religious practices.97 The elevation of lay 

persons to positions of authoritv, as in the installation of Arthur Thomey, 

Thomas Pottle and John Stretton as lav preachers, was inconsistent with the 

conventional approaches followed within traditional church practice. In effect, 

such action was perceived as a threat to the established power structure existing 

on the i~land. '~ For instance, Hugh Roberts, a local merchant, became incemeci 

when he discovered that Coughlan had "appoint'd iliiterate People to hold 

meetings at Private hou se^."^^ Understandablv, the powerful mercantile class, 

'%s part of the British mercantile elite, the majority of Conception Bay 
rnerchants supporteci associated British policies. The most obvious display of 
religious conbol is demonstrated in the poiicies concerning Roman Catholics. 
Refer to pages 5 and 13 of this thesis. 

98 Hans Rollmann suggests that Coughlan was really the only penon who 
actively challenged the existing social structure. roll ma^, "Ongins", 13. 

V h e  appointment of George Vey, an illiterate fisherman, as Iay preacher was 
only one of the points of contention between Coughlan and Roberts. Later 



and those who ultirnately relied on them, were reluctant to engage in any 

activitv that challenged existing authority in any way. 

The fint three years of Coughlan's ministry were a disappointment to 

him. Although the number of communicants were on the increase he was still 

lacking the success he had hoped for. The Uiherent problems and difficulties of 

life on the island suggest that the potential for a religious revival did existïM ' 

However, the reality of a move towards Methodism was nowhere in evidence 

dunng the initial years of Coughlan's ministry. In adual time it tookà period of 

three years of preaching and pastoral work before Coughlan was rewarded with 

the people's support. This suggests that although people were in need of social 

change, the realization of such change was not within immediate reach. 

in 1768 Coughlan wrote to John Wesley complaining of the state of his 

rninistry, suggesting that his work in Newfoundland was in vain.'"' Weslev's 

return letter shows Little concern for Coughlan's situation advising him to stay 

Roberts becomes one of Coughlan's most active adversaries. Deposition of Hugh 
Roberts, Harbour Grace, 26 August 1771. Smith, "Address", 2 

IMDawn Barrett argues that social structure in Newfoundland during the 
eighteenth centuw was primarily disorganized, kagmented and essentially 
diasporic, and as a result the society in general was "ripe for religious revival," in 
that organization of any kind provided necessa- structure. Barrett, 
"Revivalism," 67. 

10IUnfortunately there are no extant copies of Coughlan's letter to Wesley 
availa ble, however we do have Wesley's response. Letter to Laurence Coughlan 
from John Wesley dated August 27,1768. [ournal, 283: 101-103; See also 
Laurence Coughlan, Accozint, 8. 
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"where God intended," and to conduct his work as best he could.'" Coughlan 

remained in Newfoundland and in the fdowing  year his ministry attauied the 

success that he had hoped for. 

3.3 The Saccess of C o u ~ a n ' s  MZssiossion: "the A m  of the Lord mealecl." 

Nthough Coughlan frequenüy complained of the fuality of fis mission 

thro ug h s heer penistence he eventually succeeded. The widespread conversion 

w hich Coughian prayed for was answered suddenly and *th great re~ult'~ 

The comm uni& at large res ponded to this occurrence with general disapproval. 

The intensitv of these conversions and the outward expression of conviction led 

to rumours that the people of Carbonear and Harbour Grace had gone mad.'" 

This " mad ness," dthough ope* and actively criticised by the unconverted, 

filled an ernotional and sociai void among those who em braced Coughlan's 

teachings.'" By those who were not converted his ministry was viewed Less 

'o'Weslev's response suggests that the source of tension between the hvo had 
not been re&lved. It appean that W a l e v  had washed his hands of Coughlan for 
good. This becornes more evident when?hq$dan rehimed to England: Wesley 
did not admit him into the connexion, but he serveci as a preacher under Lady 
Huntington and her associates. Letter to Laurence Coughlan €rom John Wesley 
dated August 27, 1768. \oumal, 283:lOl. 

Report soon spread over the Bay, and great Part of the Land, that the 
People at HarbourGrace and Carbonear were going mad." Coughlan, Account, 
16. The intensity of these conversions and the resulting emotional attachment to 
Coughlan is evident in the letters containeci in Coughlan's Account. 
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favo ura bl y. While Coug hlanFs " hellfire and brimstone" sermons did m uc h to 

rouse the imaginations and the "fearfulness" of the people, it raised eyebrows 

among the more tradi tional religious followers. 

The impetus behind CoughlanFs eventual success is attributed to his 

"pivotal In this sermon he useed two contrastive death-bed 

conversions: in one instance the dying man "suddenlyF k l t  the "grace of God." In 

the second instance the dying penon steadfastly opposed Coughlan's doctrine 

and the necessity to be b o n  again. Coughlan, in his preaching, used both these 

examples to contrast the ends to be expected for the redeemed and the 

unredeemed. The fact that death was a common occurrence in this isolated land 

did much to help along the conver~ions. '~ Coughlan indicated that the use of 

these accounts did much in "establishing the Word of his Grace among this 

p e ~ p l e . " ' ~  The sermon on the theme "Let the Wicked forsake his Way, and the 

Unrighteous Man his Thoughts,"'OS was considered determinative in awakening 

people to the consequences of a life of "natural sidïdness". 

105 Rollmann, "Origins," 46. 

100 Barrett, "Revivalism," 100. 

l%emple suggests that death contributed signifïcantly to the rate of 
conversions. Neil Semple, 77ze Lord's Duniinion: nie History of Cnnndian Methodisnt 
(Montreal & Kungston: McGiUQueen's University, 1996), 60. 

100 From Laurence CoughlanFs Accounf as quoted in Hans Rollrnam, "Origins," 
44. 



3.4 The contribution of Methodism to Social and Persond Renewal 

Des pi te the criticisms levelled at Coughlan's converts, the religious focus 

offered through his minishy did have beneficïal results. In a practïcal sense it 

made a positive contribution to the way in which people conduded their Lives. 

According to Coughfan himself, his ministry was the force behind improving the 

lives of those who followed Methodis: principles and practices: 

... where Sabbath-breaking, Playing and many other Vices had before 
abounded, the Employment was now Prayer, and the singing of 
~ ~ r n n s . " '  

Once people realized that certain spiritual needs were being met through the 

religious experience offered by Coughian's ministry, it was viewed more 

positively throughout the Conception Bay communities. As a result, it became an 

acceptable alternative to the lifestyle it replaced."' Hans R o h n a ~  suggests that 

of the influences contributing to the acceptance of Methodism in Conception 

Bay, the promise of social and personal renewal were the most significant and 

far-reaching: 

Al1 in dl, the revival was "religious" in Nature. It provideci the converted 
with subjective certainty of Liberation hom sin and guilt, once-through the 
preaching and pastoral efforts of Coughlan-such iiberation had become 
established as an authentic and desirable solution to the human piight of 
the residents. It also conveyed concrete moral, emotional, and aesthetic 
rewards resulting from a life of holiness."' 

- - - - - - - - - 

lLo~oughlan, Accourit, 17. 

"'~ollrnann, "Origins," 44-46. 

"'Ibid., 12. 



4 3  

Rollmann maintains that for the converteci the "human horizon of meaning" 

changed offering a means of coping in an otherwise diffidt society. And, as a 

res  ul t of the hope and encouragement offered through Coughlan's ministry 

peopIe's Lives were "iiluminated by ultimate meanings, and grounded in 

ontological certainty." As a result of Coughlan's devotion and attention to al1 

sectors of society, regardless of social status, his converts established a personal 

and emotional attachment ta hm, which among the most devoted persisteci long 

after he had left the island? 

In a positive sense Newfoundland Methodism proGdcd the people of 

Conception Bay with an alternative world view which held a promise for 

change. Because the residents of Newfoundland were stiil governed bv British 

imperial policies, Coughlan's message represented a break frorn the tradition of 

servitude and deprivation which often accompany class systems. The people's 

attraction to Coughlan can be viewed as an extension of the differences which 

separated the ruling elite from those of the working class. In Wallace's mode1 

such a break from tradition is considered to be a definitive move towards 

revitalization. The fact that Newfoundland Methodism operated as an 

alternative to traditional church practice qualifies it as a revitalization movement 

l1%oughlan includes correspondence from converts who swear allegiance 
and devotion to him as their spirihial leader. Coughlan, Accorint, 50-168. 



independent of its rate of success or  Failure.'" W d a c e  claims that a move away 

hom trad i tional practices and values often occurs w hen existing cultural, social 

and economic systems fail to satisfy the needs of the people. In eighteenth- 

centuw Newfoundland it seems that few needs of the year round residents were 

k i n g  met either in a spiritual or a physical sense. The deprivation dexribed bv 

Coughlan illustrates resident üfe in Newfoundland as one of few corn fort^.''^ 

Life on the island was difficult, the harsh environment, the isolation from major 

centres, and Britain's lack of provision for suitable administrative agencies, 

contri bu ted to general disordet and lawlessness.'" As well as physical there 

were spiritual depravities like those expressed by John Hoskins the lay preacher 

in Old P e r l i ~ a n , ~ ~ ~  who writes: 

I read the Church Prayen and some of your Wesley's] Sermons, and Sung 
your Hymns, by myself alone, for many weeks. For my congregation did 
not know how to behave in divine service; no not even to kneel in praver, 
or to sing at d l :  but would stand at a distance and look at me, as if 1 had 
been a monster: and yet they called themselves memben of the Church of 

 allace ce points out that a revitalization movement exists as soon as a break 
with traditional beliefs and practrctrces are in evidence. However, the success of a 
revitalization movement depends on whether or not it completes the various 
stages outlined in his model. 

116 Coughlan, Accoiînt, 13. 

"'Kerr, Tevolution," 74-77. 

"'John Hoskins, a lay preacher and school teacher, was Coughlan's 
counterpart in Old Perlican, Trinity Bay. In 1775 Hoskins took up preaching and 
educational instruction upon realizing the destitute state of the people. 



England.'1L19 

It seems that Hoskinsr assessement of the situation in Old PerLican provides a 

telling statement about lack of spiritual support and instruction in the out-lying 

areas of Newfoundland. 

3.5 Methodism as a Revitalization Process 

in Wallace's revitalization theory the penods which pertain most 

specificallv to the studv of Methodism in Conception Bay are III and IV, the 

Prriud of Culticrd ~istortionl~ and the Poiod cfRevitnlizafion,L" respectively. 

Cultural distortion are apt words to d ~ n b e  the realities of M e  in Conception 

Bay during the latter part of the eighteenth c e n w .  Systerns of govenunent, 

legal reform and institutional developments were still very much in their initial 

stages. The qualitv of life in Conception Bay was wanting in many ways - 

spirihtallv as well as physically: institutions of Law and order were inadquate, 

"98v the middle of the eighteenth cenhiry permanent settlement in 
~ewf&dland had taken hold. Some were natives who did not have the benefit 
of any religious instruction as noted by Hoskùis. "An Account of Mr. John 
Hoskins: in a Letter to the Rev. John Wesley", Anrtinian Magazine S(1785): 26. 

" m e  Petiod of Cultural Distortion is the phase in which: "the culture is 
internally distorted; the elernents are not harmoniously related but are muhiallv 
inconsistent and intedering." Wallace, "Revitalization," 269. 

" ' ~ h e  Period of Revitalization, as determineci by Wallace, consists of six 
stages necessarv for innovation to occur. These are desdbed in detail in section 
2.4 of this thesi;. 



religious s e ~ c e s  were rarely found even within the more populous areas,'" and 

ed ucational facilities were practically non-existent '" W hile the impehis for 

social transformation was in place, the means by which this change was to occur 

had vet to be implemented. 

Wallace s tipulates tha t a revitalization movement need not be developed 

to an advanced stage in order to be recognized as such. He suggests that the 

move toward reform is, in and of itseff, synonymous with a move towards the 

revi talization process.'" Of the six stages describeci in Wallace's theory, 

blethodism, under the leadership of Coughlan, can be said to have met with the 

prescriptions outlined in the first two stages, encountered dificulties at the 

third, and failed at the fourth and critical stage of adnpfatim, which, according to 

Wallace, is the phase whereby the success or failure of a movement is 

Of the six moments which determine a revitalization movement the first 

1"' -In 2764 there were on- hÿo ministea residing in Newfoundland: Rev. 
James Balfour in Tnnity and Rev. Edward Langman in St John's. Rollmam, 
"Coughlan," 60. 

13Coughlan, in his assessrnent of the inhabitants writes, "Their Canguage is 
artless and simple without the least human embellishment..As to the Gospel, 
they had not the least Notion of it: Drinking, and Dancing, and Gaming, they 
were acq uainted with ... these they thought it no H m . "  Coughlan, Accozmt, 13. 

 allace ce states that the completion of ail six stages appües to revitaiization 
movements which are completely successful. He asserts that "logicaiiy, as long as 
the original conception is a dodrine of revitaikation by culture change, there 
should be no requisite number of stages." Wallace, "Revitaüzation," 278. 



stage, ttilzzezuay reformuia~m, is the one in whîch leadership is of the utmost 

importance. At this stage the guidance provided by a prophet figum or group 

leader is instrumental in ini tiating and maintaining a revitaliza tion movement 

In effect, this is the penod in which innovative systems of belief are developed, 

whic h are su bsequently passed on to potential converts. Even though Coughlan 

was now a representative of the Anglican church, he did not adhere to its 

traditional principles and beliefs, but was faithful to M e t h ~ d i s t " ~  principles in 

both practice and preaching. The message of a "New Birth"," 7 s  emphasis on 

religion of the heart, his door-to-door evangelism, and his attention to aii 

persons, regardless of social r a d ,  indicates a style of rninistry inconsistent with 

traditional church practices.LB In e f f e  his distinctive approach marked an 

'"By his own admission Coughlan insisted on his devotion to Methodism, "1 
am, and do confess mvself, a Methodist The name I love, and h o p  1 ever shall. 
The plan which you &t taught me, 1 have followed, as to doctrine and 
discipline." Letter from Laurence Coughlan to John Wesley, Harbour Grace, 
Nov. 4,1772, Armininn Mngnzine Septem ber 8(1785), 491. Even though Coughlan 
considered himself a Methodist, his interpretation of Methodists principles and 
beliefs detract somewhat from those of Wesley. His association with Thomas 
Maxfield and his emphasis on the subjective elements of religious conversion 
were serious points of contention between himself and Wesley. Refer to pages 
36-37 of this thesis, 

l 5 ~ h e  concept of "New Birth" was a primary tenet of Methodist belief. "New 
Birlh" or rebirth constituted dying to a life of sin and behg rebom into one of 
sanctification. As Rupert Davies interpreîs it, "So he nses from the death of sin to 
the life of ïïghteousness. His evil passions turn to virtues; the earthly, sensual, 
devilish mind is turned into the mind that was in Jesus Chr is t f '  Rupert Davies, 
"The People Called Methodists: 1. 'Our Doctrines:" in A Hisfory of the Methodist 
Clirircfl in Grent Bntain Vols. 4 (London: Epworth Press, 1965), 1:165. 

t28 Rollmann, "Coughlan," 62. 



obvious break from tradition. 

As group leaders, "prophets" assume responsibüity for the spiritual well- 

k ing  of their followers. The emotional response which o h  accompanies the 

experience of conversion is a result of a direct c o ~ e c t i o n  with the prophet and is 

in line with the prophet's ability to convince the potential convert of the message 

phe]  emotional appeal of the new doctrine to both the prophet and his 
followers is in a considerable part based on its immediate satisfaction of a 
need to find a suprernely power€ul and potentially benevolent 
leader? 

Coughlan, as a spirihial leader, conveyed experiential religion so effectively that 

he  was amazed a t  the strength of the responses. In both private meetings and in 

public gatherings the people: 

ruere pricked to the Iiemt and crkd out; W m l  mifit i do to be smed? Some 
prayed aloud in the Congregation; others prai*sed aloud, and declared 
what God had done for their Souls: Nor was this oniy at their private 
Meetings, now and then, but also in the great Congregations. The Word 
was no w like Fire, ur like n Hammer, that brerrkefh the Rock tu Pieces. Now the 
Word was indeed qiiick md pozwfiil, shwper than n two-edged Sraord; 
dividing betmen Soiil md Spitif, foin t md Mmrow. 13* 

Once the role of leader is fiiied and the message of renewal is formdated 

then the process of communication begins whereby the principles and beliefs of 

a rnovement are extended to the cornmunity a t  large. As stated earlier, Coughian 

'-mallace, "Revitdization," 274. 

i30 Coughlan, Accoiint, 9. 



initial 1 y failed as a communicator, but eventuaiiy succeeded. Des pite the many 

hardships relating to M e  on the island, receptivity to Methodism was slow in 

corn in& essentially b e c a w  people had to be "awakenedNM to their state of 

sinfulness and only then could the Methodist message be adopted.'" In effd, 

Coughlan was responsible For bringing reügious instruction to some 5,000 

residents in an area where no miWhy had previously been e~tablished.'~ To 

some degree the problems of reception may dso be attributed to the nature of 

Coughlan's ministry. Coughlan was representative of a new form of 

Pro testantism.lX Unlike the established Protestant and Catholic churches 

Methodism had not yet established its own institutional form and identity, but 

had grown from a recognized need to reinterpret traditional values within the 

Anglican church.'" Methodism, as a form of worship, was still in a 

13LA~unkerting was the terni Coughlan used to refer to one's awareness of 
sinfu lness. Barrett, "Revivalism," 290-191. 

'"The religious state of the people seems to have lacked even the rudimenta- 
forms of religion, therefore the people had to be prepared spirituafiy before 
conversions could occur. Such problems are reflected in Hoskins' account of the 
people's lack of familiarity with religion. "Mr. John Hoskins," A r t ~ ~ i n i m  Magazine 
B(1785): 26. 

"Vhere were S.P.G. ministers in O ther parts of the island, as in St JO hn's and 
Trinitv, but Coughlan was the first resident minister ùi the Conception Bay area. 
~ a b o i h  Winsor, Hemfs Strnngely Wmnred: A His toy  of Naufiimdlnnd Methodistn, 
7 765-1 925 (Gander: BSC Printers, 1982), 24. 

IY~lthough John Wesley attempted to maintain close contact with the 
Anglican Church his brand of rninistry conflided with accepted church 
practices. In England Wesley met with resistance just as Coughlan had in 
Conception Bay. Haléw, B a h ,  52. 



developmental stage, at Least on the North Amencan continentu6 Of the resident 

islanders who had traditional reügious m a t i o n s  few were familiar with 

Methodist t e a ~ h i n ~ s . ' ~ ~  However, after the Coughfan's initial t h e  years of 

preaching and pastoral work the problem of communication was greally 

alleviated and the next most immediate task at hand was the organization of the 

converts. In this area Coughlan encountered several problems the severest of 

which were associated with the separation of his Conception Bay following 

from the Methodist Coderence in England. 

As an organizer Coughlan managed to instill a sense of community 

among his Çoollowers: he conducted "little meetings," or classes whereby such 

private assembly was instrumental in establishing a religious identity among his 

followers. Coughlan viewed these assem blies as necessary to his m issionary 

work. He writes: " My preaching in this land would do but little good, were it not 

' T h e  introduction of Methodism to Newfoundland and to the Arnerican 
colonies occurred almost simultaneously. Barclay, Americnn, 1:18. 

13'This is a general mle only and not an absolute. The Congregationalists on 
the island conducted ministries similar to Methodism. John Stretton was also 
familiar with Methodism and had a personal connedion with John Wesley 
through his Irish parents. John Wesley, in a letter to Stretton, makes mention of 
his acquaintance with them, "1 remember your hther and mother well. They 
kulv feared God when 1 conversed with them." John Wesley to John Sbetton, 
 ond don, Feb. 25,1785. As quoted in William Wilson, NerofOutidlmd and ifs 
Missiondes in Truo P nrts to Mich is Added a QtrmoIogicd Tnble of Ail the Irnpottmf 
Eumts t h t  Hm>e Occured [sic] on the Islmd (Cambridge: Dakin and Metcalf, 
1866)' 159. 



for our little meetings."m Coughlan instituted classes Harbour in Grace and 

Carbonear, and a k r  the revival of 1769-70, group meetings were set up in 

~ lackhead '~~  and several other comrnunities in order to maintain a sense of 

comrnunity and brotherhood. These meetings appear to have become even more 

important once Coughian had left, suice they represented one of the few 

remaining common bonds arnong the con vert^.'^ 

AI1 indications suggest that these "Little meetings" did not extend beyond 

localized groups and that no Societies were king established. Part of the 

problem relates to Coughlan's estrangement from Wesley. However, Hans 

Rollmann points out that the principal reason is associateci with his oficial 

position as a Ç.P.G. missionary. Rollmam suggests that "the establishment of a 

regular 'society'" during Coughlan's tenure as Anglican priest and as a 

representative of the S.P.G. would have led to his immediate removal from the 

rnini~try."~'~ This also explains why Coughlan did not gain the support of the 

larger Methodist community in establishing a missionary field on the island. In 

effect, Co ughlan's inability or reluctance in introducing Newfouradland 

138 Laurence Coughlan to John Wesley, Harbour Grace, 4 Nov. 1772, Anirininn 
Mngnzine 8(i 785), 490-492. 

'"~fter Coughlan's return to England the Methodists of Conception Bay were 
left without spiritual guidance except for that which was offered by the lay 
preachers. The meetings would have played an important role in keeping the 
Methodists in close association with each other. 
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Method ism to the Methodist conferenceLa created problems with the leadenhp 

after his reiurn to England. While Coughlan was successful in attrading converts 

and organiang his Çollowers on the local level, lack of support hom the 

Methodist Conference created problems for those remaining on the island. 

After Coughlan's departure the Conception Bay Methodists were Literafly 

abandoned: they had no formai or 'fofficiaI" leadership, they were marginalized 

within their own community, and they were geographically isolated and 

therefore cut off from active association with other Methodist societies. W ith this 

combination of factors in mind it is surprishg that Methodism surviveci at  al1 in 

Conception Bav. 

W hile organïzation became an evenhial problem, the most irnmediate 

obstacle k i n g  Coughlan and h i s  converts was encountered at the adaptation 

stage. Wallace defines dq tn f ion  as the period in which resistance to the beliek 

and practices of a particular movement become evident, and the one in which 

the success or Çaüure of a movement is often determined.'13 At this stage the 

basic tenets and beliefs of a reform movement are modified by the professor of 

that faith in order to combat opposition. It is the process by which principles and 

beliefs are accomrnodated to a level acceptable to both the professor of the new 

religion and those who resist i t  In relation to early Conception Bay Methodism 

'"'In fact, it was not u n d  1791, after William Black's visit that Nedoundland 
as a missionary field is fonnaiiy hcluded in the minutes of the annual meeting. 



adaptation was one area in which success eluded Coughlan. Coughlan's 

puritanical and dogrnatic insistence of proper conduct contnbuted to the most 

severe problems encountered within lus minis@. k a u s e  of his resolute and 

confrontational approach? and his iinsstence on obedience by ail, LU Coughlan 

agitated the mercantile class to the point that his mirüsterial position was placeci 

in jeopardy. 

It seems Uiat Coughlan provoked an already alienated group by lodging 

personal attacks on members of the mercantile cl as^.'^ He escalateci already 

existing tensions bv refemng to the merchants and gentlemen as "the Children 

of Darkness," "the Enemy," and "the Children of Disobedience." In 1771 the 

enmitv between Coughlan and the merchants rose to a critical level. The 

Harbour Grace merchant Hugh Roberts, in his determination to silence 

Coughlan, drew up a petition accusing him of wrong-doing and inappropriate 

conduct against several members of the merchant class.l* This petition was 

laAl though Coughlan's open criticism of the Conception Bay merchants 
appears confrontational, Coughian possibly accepted this position as one of 
responsibility. Ln the Methodist rules of conduct a preacher was not only 
responsible for his converts but to society in general: "'tell everyone what p u  
think wrong with him, and that plainly, as soon as may be,"' Goldwin French, 
Pmsons and Politiçs: nie Rule of the Wesleymi Mettmdists in Upper Cmada and the 
Mmititttesfirn 1780 tu 1855 (Toronto: Ryerson Press. 1%2), 9. 

1"5~oughlan confrontai both Roberts and Fiott on separate occasions 
concerning their behaviour. This public crïtitism did not sit well with these 
influential men who subsequently took measures against Coughlan. Petition of 
the Principal Merchants of Harbour Grace, 26 Aug. lm. Smith, "Address," 2. 



signed by at least a dozen prominent merchants of the to- al1 attesting to the 

unsuita bility of Coughlan as a tesident minister: 

..we al1 are Sufferers in many respects through the said Law.ce Coghlan & 
that he is a very unfitt Person for a Justice of the Peace as weii as a 
Missionaw, k ing  Ignorant of the Laws of his Country & a Person of no 
p ducat ion; & pray that he rnay be silenc'd or rernov'd." 

In Coughlan's version of the problems between himseif and the merchants he 

w ri tes: 

Now the Devi1 began to roar; hitherto he had kept his Palace, and his 
Goods were in Peace: Jesus, who is the Stronger, came and spoiled his 
Goods, and took away his Annow wherein he trusteci, so that he was a 
conquered Foe. Now, to be revenged, Satan sets to work hem another 
Quarter, which was to work in the Heartr of the Chiidren of 
Disobedience. The gentlemen and merchants began to threaten what they 
would do; accordingly they drew up a Petition ... wherein they set me forth 
black enough to the Governor ...'" 

As a result of the merchants' petition Coughlan was removed fiom his position 

as Justice of the Peace, an occurrence which oniv serveci to compiicate matters 

further. In response to this action on the part of the merchanb Coughlan 

retaliated by refusing the peti tioners the benefit of ministerial s e ~ c e s . ' ~ ~  The net 

'&"The Petition of Hugh Roberts, in Warwick Smith, Revd. Laurence 
Coughlan," "Address," 1. 

'"Petition of the Principal Merchants of Harbour Grace, 26 Aug. lm. Smith, 
"Ad dress, " 2. 

lMCoughlan, Accozrnt, 9-10. 

'49~pparenlly Coughlan refused to baptise an infant whose Godfather was 
none other than Nicholas Fiott This refusal once again resulted in action on the 
part of the merchants. Deposition of John Aicock. A-270 C/Nfld/l/60, ACC. 
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result of this series of actions and counter-actions resulted in making conditions 

so uncornfortable for Coughlan that the continuance of his Newfoundland 

mission was practicaliy impossible.m 

As Wallace notes resistence is usually unavoida ble in the shuggle to 

assert a new movement'" The degree to which a movement adapts itself within 

a society often determines its rate of success.15-' By 1773 the controversy between 

Coughlan and the merchants had taken their toll and Coughlan could no longer 

conduct his ministry in peace. In October of the same year Coughlan appeared 

before the S.P.G. in England and resigned his position. In Light of Coughlan's 

failure to adapt and accomodate his teachings to an acceptable level within 

Conception Bay society his minisrty can be determined more so a failure than a 

success. The problems with the Newfoundland ministt-y become even more 

apparent in the decades immediately following his departure, and it would be at 

Ieast another twen-f ive  vears before Methodism became firmlv established on 

the island. 

1 3  Coughlan had several altercations with members of the merchant class who 
made it increasingly difficult for him to remain at his posting. In his annual 
report to the SPG Coughlan requests to be removed h m  his assignment 
Coughlan to the SPG Secretary, Harbour Grace, 26 Oct lm A470 
C/ Nfld/î/66i, ACC* 



3.6 Slfmlllary 

It appears that the manner in which Coughlan conducteci his minishy 

athacted the less influentid members of the congregation and simultaneously 

aiienated the rïch and powerful. In particular his attention to the poor, his 

outright criticism of the merchants, and the devation of the laity (regardess of 

social status) to positions of authorïty were the main factors contributhg to the 

merchants' disapproval. The tensions existing between the merchants and the 

working class, based on economic factors, became the ba i s  for a more notable 

split based on religious conviction. While the mercantile class had the benefit of 

ed ucation, iduential frïends, and essential- controlled the way in w hich 

comm unities functioned, the remainder of the general population did not enjoy 

the benefits of such privileges. Those who were "outside" the community elite 

then would have found a kindred spirit in Coughian who made no distinctions 

based on the "materialistic" aspects of existence: b Coughlan a person's worth 

was estimated in terms of spirituality. 

In light of Wallace's theory, Methodism under Coughlan's leadership, 

camot be considered successful as a revitalization movement Although 

Coughlan's mission had answered to the prùnq  conditions of rnazeway 

reformulation, leadership, communication and organization, it did not meet the 

essential requirement of adaptation. The exafating problems between the 

Methodist converts and others in the community was one of the most sigrufcant 

factors infiuencing the development of early Methodism in Conception Bay, in 



57 

that the net result of the confrontations resulted in the l o s  of their spiritual 

leader. Although these problems serioudy hampered the movement CoughLan 

did leave a devoted following behind, and in doing so established a potential for 

strong Methodist support on the island. However, the lack of response on the 

part of the Methodist Conference did not provide the leadership and support 

necessary for this growth to take place. In the next two decades the lack of 

forma1 leadership and organization was to have a detrimental effed on 

New found land Methodism. 



Coaghlan's Legacy 

4.1 Introduction 

The two decades htmedi-ately following Coughlan's deparhire proved 

difficult for the Methodists of Conception Bay. In the last quarter of the 

eighteenth cenbty there were drastic fluctuations in the number of Methodist 

followers: from "the near disappearance of the Conception Bay societiestl as 

documented by William Black to an estimated high of 510 as reported in 1798? 

The distinctive s hifts in mem bership suggests that the varying responses to 

Methodism were not simply a result of lack of interest, but can be atiributed to 

several factors. in the period between 1773 and 1791 it appears that the absence 

of formai structure and organization, in addition to social, political, and 

economic insta bility interfered wi th the progress of the Methodist movement 

The last quarter of the eighteenth c e n t u ~  in Newfoundland was a penod 

of social, economic and political upheaval. In 1775 the residual effects of the 

Amerîcan War of Secession greatly infiuenced the lives and Iivelihood of 

Newfoundland residents. The d e c h e  in the fishery, the cessation of trade with 

the Amencan colonies, and the British preoccupation with the war adversely 

l " ~ i n ~ i t e s  of the Methodist Con@encesjimt~ the First, Held in London, by the Lnte 
Rm. [dm Wesley, in the Yenr 1744 (London: John Mason, 1978), 425. 



affecteci trade and commerce to and €rom the island. As a result of these events 

the quality of life in Newfoundland was reduced to one of ib most depressed 

states.'" Manv people were f'aced with starvation and associateci hardships. In 

their stniggte to escape such atrocities many residents left the island in the hope 

of improving their lives? Such obstacles were among the many chaflenges 

k i n g  the remaining Methodists, for whom the demographic changes were 

especially devastating. 

When Coughian returned to England in 1773, the Methodist following 

was left in the care of his lay preachers John Stretton, Thomas Poffle and Arthur 

ThomeyiM Stretton, Pottle and Thomey attempted to continue the work begun 

bv Coughlan but found it increasuigly difficult to do so since the organization 

and leadership offered by CougMan seems to have vani-shed with him. The lay 

preachers continued in their role as overseers of the converts until the arriva1 of 

John McGeary in 1785. McGeary who was sent to rescue what remaineci of the 

Newfoundland mission did not accompüsh what he was sent to do? 

' T h i s  penod is dixussed in more detaii in sections 1.3 and 1.4 of this thesis. 

lSj~ccord ing to James Balfour Newfound land residents were severely affeded 
bv the events of British-American hostilities. He writes "they are so unhinged bv 
distress, that thousands of them have Emigrated to the Continent of Arnerica &* 
some to England ...Ir Balfour to the SPG, Harbour Grace, 2 Dec. 1779 @ / 6 ,  fol. 
215). 

'S6çtretton and Thomey were responsible for the Methodists of Harbour 
Grace, and Pottle oversaw the Carbonear membership. Roiimann, "Origins," 15. 

'"A more dekded description of the mission under the Iay preachers and 
McGeary follows in sections 4.4 and 4.5, respectively. 



Coughlan's ministrv, despite its various problems, had instilleci the 

expectation of social and personal reform in his converts. The experience of 

rebirth, the notion that ail were equal before God, and the sense of feUowship 

fostered by Coughlan, al1 conhibuted to a sense of h o p  and spiritual well-king 

among the converted. Coughlan had also established tumself as an effective 

leader, he was successfuf in cornmunicating his religious message, and he had 

organized his converts into a recognized community. However, the promising 

beginnings initiatecl by Coughian were in danger of couapsing, since the lack of 

formal leadership affecteci the progress of Methodism at ali levels. Without his 

rn uch needed leadership, organization within the societies and classes 

deteriorated, and problems between Coughlan's fol lowe~ and the rest of the 

community continued unchecked. Wallace's model indicates that the hilure to 

maintain advancement toward revitalization at a- stage often leads to decline 

and the possible collapse of a movement'" Of the four constitutive elements of 

processual structure which rnake up a successful revitaikation movement 

(mazeway refonnulation, communication, organization, and adaptation) none 

were effectively instituted between 1773 and 1790. In reference to Wallace's 

theory then, the movement instituted by Cougtilan was prone to failure since the 

steps taken toward reform were senously challengeci after his departure. 

'jsw a 1 lace, "Revi taüza tio n," 278-79. 



4.2 The Problems with Leadership 

Wallace suggests that leadership,'- as a fundion within revitalization, is 

fundamental to the progres of ali reiigious movements.'" The problems with 

leadership within Conception Bay Methodism are blatantly obvious upon close 

examination of the details of Coughlan's mission up to and including McGeary's 

ministry. In historian Arthur Kewley's view the inherent problems existing in 

earlv Newfoundland Methodism can be directly attributed to Coughlan hiinself. 

The primary reason for the near collapse of Methodism, according to 

Kewley, lay in Coughlan's inability to properly represent the p ~ c i p l e s  and 

doctrines laid down by its fo~nden. '~ '  Kewley maintains that Coughlan's 

ministry was a disastrous penod in the history of Newfoundland Methodism. In 

his  tems the initiation of Methodism was "misconceived, misinterpreted, 

misunderstood, mismanaged, and rnisacc~airned."~~' His analysis is based on the 

'%allace does not explicitly define "leadershipi1 as a vital function of 
revitalization, but explains it in tems of "prophecy." However, he does see 
leadership as k ing  necessary to mazeway reformulation, in that it contributes 
significantlv to the initiation and maintenance of any refotm movement 
Although G e  fundion of "prophq" works a Little differentiy in estabüshing 
Methodism in Newfoundland the primary hinction of "prophet" and that of 
Methodist leader can be viewed as fulfiliing similar d e s  in the context used 
here. 

16'While Kewley may be accurate in his aïticism of Coughlan's ministrv, his 
analysis does not hllv account for how the Methodist presence lapsed into 
serious decline and aimost certain decimation after Coughlan's deparfure. 



notion that Couglilan did not represent true Wesleyanism, essentidy k a u s e  

"he had practically no comection with the Wesleyans of England ... He showed 

little understanding off or adherence to, the doctrines of Wesley or to the 

discipline required by the Methodist C~nference."'~~ This suggeçts that the type 

of Methodism introduced ty Coughlan was not in line with typical Methodist 

practices.'M Kewley interpets Coughlan's form of Methodism as a "pale 

reproduction of the teachings, practice, and discipline of JO hn Wesley." '" He 

maintains that Coughlan's "failure to understand the church as an organized 

structure, relying more on emotional response than on a sound doctrine of grace 

and growth, made disinkgration almost ine~itable." '~~ 

In the developmental phase of ear- Methodism in Conception Bay the 

processual stages of communicaüon and leadership c a ~ o t  be separated. The 

Methodist societies influenced by Coughlan were not incontrovertible in their 

convictions. Wallace stipulates that as group leaders, "prophets" assume 

"'Arthur E. Kewley, "First F i e  Years of Methodisrn in Newfoundland: Was 
it Authentic Wesleyanism?" lo imnl  of the Cmndim Qlurdi HistoricnI Society (19/ 1- 
2 March-June lm, 7. 

laKewlev, "First Fi-," 11-12 

'%and ra Beardsall makes a similar observation. She explains Coughlan's 
Methodism as "Newfoundland Methodism," maintaining that it was a distinctive 
practice. Sandra Beardsall, "Methodist Religious Practices in Outport 
Newfoundland" Unpublished ThD Dissertation (Toronto: Emmanuel College, 
1996), 2. 

IGKewley, "First Fi€ty,I1 17. 



responsibility for the spiritual well-beïng of their follower~.'~~The emotional 

response which often accompanies the experience of conversion is a result of a 

direct connection wi th the prophet and is in line with the prophet's abüity to 

convince the potential convert of the message being expressed. The "emotional 

appeal of the new doctrine to both the prophet and his followers is in a 

considerable part based on its immediate satisfaction of a need to find a 

supremely powerful and potentially benevolent leader."" W hile states of 

emotional intensitv cannot be cowtantly maintained, conviction of sin and 

closeness to God are fundamental aspects of the Christian experience. Therefore, 

it was irnperative that those committed to the ideal of Christian perfection169 be 

spiritually nourished and supported. Periodic attention through inconsistent 

missionary work did not contribute to maintaining and expanding Methodist 

interes t nor were the converts sustained by such indifferent treahnent A more 

lb7W a 1 lace, "Revi taliza tion." 273. 

IbThe Methodist notion of Christian perfection is related to sanctification 
through a "second blessing," or rebirth. McLoughlin calls it the "new light" that 
operaîes counter to the "old light,." The transition is often a gradua1 and 
continuai process which demands constant attention to the state of one's soul. 
McLoughlin, Rm*vnls, 21,25,95. 

'?3nce Coughian left Newfoundland, his converts were essentiaity ignored 
by the Methodist Conference, no minister was sent and no attempts were made 
to encourage the ministrv. In the years that foliowed the rnissionaries who were 
appointed stayed for briif periods of tirne, and years ofkn separateci the 
deparhm of one rninister and the arriva1 of the next For instance McGeary, the 
first officia1 minister to be sent to Newfoundland arrived in 1785, Coughlan had 
left in 1773. McGeary left in 1791 but was not replaced unal 1794 when George 
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permanent and active m i n i s e  was required to hold the congregation together 

and to attract new membership. The way in which Methodism developed in 

Conception Bay supports this basic assumption People did not hirn to 

Methodism when faced with adversity: records indicate that despite hunger, 

star~ation,'~ and poverty a N e  in Methodisrn was not îmmediately witnessedLn 

4.3 The Problems with Organization 

As part of revitalization, organization is seen as necessary to the progress 

of a movement as wefl as contnbuting to its preservation. The natural 

progression of organization within a movement usually develops with "ütree 

orders of personnel: the prophet; the disciples; and the f01lowers.'"~~ There is no 

dou bt that by the end of Coughlan's tenure that such organization was in place. 

The problems encountered by the lay preachers can be located in their inabiiity 

Smith was sent from England. Thoresby, the first resident miniskr since 
McGeary, amved in 1796. 

ln   am es Balfour notes that starvation and general hards hip affeded out 
migration patterns, in that many tesidents left the island. James Baifour to the 
SPG, Harbour Grace, 2 Dec. 1779 @/6, fol. 215). 

l2~uring the war vears in particular the Methodist membership decreased. 
This is reflected in thé letters of John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, who çuggests that 
new membership was practicallv nil. He wrïtes that there was, "not one sou1 
been awakened by my speakin& that 1 know of, now Rear a year." John Stretton 
to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 8 Nov. 1776. And later, "only one [member] has 
been added." John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, 30 Jun. 1777; Chrisfian Cmespolzdence, 
216, 225. 

lnW allace, "Revi taliza tion," 273. 



to maintain estabLished organization without the benefit of an offiaai leade8". 

In terms of processual structure the absence of competent leadership 

predetermines decline and the possible collapse of a movement 

In addition to the problems arishg from Coughlan's "rnismanaged" 

attem pt to esta blis h Methodism there was also a lack of the basic organizational 

structure, like those which had proven successfui in missions throughout the 

North American continentLn Coughlan, while k ing responsible for introducing 

Methodism to the island, had no real "authorityv to do so. He did not amve in 

Newfoundland as a Methodist missionary, but was commissioned by the local 

residents to minister to the people of Harbour Grace and ~arbonear . '~~  In fact, 

the Methodist organization had not made any cornmitment to establishing a 

rninistry in Newfoundland. Because Coughlan promoted Methodism as a 

174~l tho ug h the leadership roles filleci by vanous Method ist preachers canno t 
be closely associated with the role of "prophet" outlined in Wallace's theory, the 
position of leader can be considered vital to the success or failure of a movement 
This especially true in early Newfoundland Methodisrn where the presence of 
strong and dutiful leadership was often rewarded by a devoted following. 

'%lthough Methodism originated in the American colonies around the same 
time as in Newfoundland, it spread quickly and was more efficiently organized. 
Behveen 2769-1784, "...the Methodists had increased fiom a few widely 
separateci Classes to some fifteen thousand members 'in Society' preachers' 'in 
connection' hem none to eighty-three, besides some hundreds of Local 
Preachers and Exhorters." Barclay, Arnericmz, 1: 71. 

17'In fact, after preaching in c o ~ e c t i o n  with Mr. Wesley from 17554765, 
Coughlan broke ties with Wesley's organization. Although Coughian was 
ordained and sent to Newfoundland as a clergyman of the "Established church," 
he was still devoted to Methodism, as expresseci in his p r e a c b g  and pastoral 
work, 



personal conviction, rather than a professional re~ponsibi l i ty,~~ the extended 

"forms and agencies" of Methodist practice, which conhibuteci significantly to its 

advancement throughout Britain and the American continent,'" were not put in 

place. 

W. C. Barclay points out that as part of the Methodist movement in the 

American colonies internai organization was a necessary component of 

establishing and maintaining the Methodist message. The implementation of 

these institutional "foms and agencies" assistai in ''creating, deepening, and 

ex pressing Christian fellows  hi^.''^^ This Christian fellowship was an important 

aspect of the Methodist Society, as it was formed to help each other seek 

persona1 salvation, and to aid in uniwing the brotherhood. 

The three main institutional expressions within Methodism were the 

Society; the Class; and the Band.'" Classes held the prima- functions of 

lZThis is also true for the American colonies. The Methodist Classes initiateci 
bv Robert Williams in New York (1766) and by Robert Strawbridge in Marviand 
(i766) began in much the same manner as did Coughlan's. Neither of the three 
had "official" authorïty to conduct missions but did so out of personal 
conviction. Barclay, AtnencBn, 1:22,29. 

';%rhi s is not to Say that the missionaries in the American colonies were not 
without problems. Barclav points out that the unpredided growth in Methodism 
on the North Arnerican continent lead to a shortage of competent ministers. As a 
result the Methodist movement in the Arnerican colonies reüed heavily on lay 
preachers to expand the mission. Ibid., E17. 

"Ibid, 2337. 

lWFrank Baker, "The People Calleci Methodists" in A Hisfory of the Methodist 
Chilrch in Great Brihzin Rupert Davies and Gordon Rupp eds. vols. 4 (London: 
E p worth Press, 1965), 1:189,216-227,222223. Hereafter "People". 
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fostering Christian fellowship, and offering the experience of Christian witness 

through persona1 testimony." The function of the Band operateci as a forum for 

confession. As Barclay describes it the purpose of the Band meetings was to 

"obev that command of God, ConféW yourfiilts to me mother, and prayfor one 

nnotlzer, thzt ye mrry be heded.."le The Band meetings then were centreci on self- 

examination regarding the state of one's soul. Societies held a more general 

function, in that, thev inciuded a larger group of people, and its aim was to 

organize Methodists followers willun an effectua1 support group, and to 

promote the sharing of cornmon experience.'" The Class was formed k t ,  

followed by the Societv, and later by the Bands. Of the three composite aspects 

of Methodist polity ody two, the Class and the Society, were employed within 

the Conception Bay mem benhip. During his stay Coughlan did manage to 

organize, to the best of his ability, a nucleus of people in various communities 

who participated in Class activities. After Coughlan's depamire, John Stretton 

and Arthur Thorney initiated a society in Harbour Grace in the h o p  that it  

would sustain the membership. However, in his correspondence with Eliza 

Bennis, Stretton refers to the lack of spiritual vitaüty in the community and 

suggests that the organization was in a troubled state: 

181 Barclay, Americnn, 2.337. 

'%id., 2338. 

laIbid., 2:337. 



The littie societv 1 üve in is a t  present in a very disordered state; the 
thorns and thishes are ready to destroy the good seed, the people are 
mostiy very poor, the place in general growing more and more wicked, 
and a carnal minister makes them w o r d M  

It is through the report of district superintendent William Black that Stretton's 

corn plaints are verified. Black found a num ber of people in several communities 

who attempted to keep Methodism active, but there were very few who did  so.'" 

W hile dificulties with local organization presented problems for the 

Methodists, negled by the Methodist Conference was also a factor influencing 

the decline in membership during the last quarter of the cenhuy. In fact, there 

was no Methodist representative in Conception Bav until John McGeary was sent 

in 1785. Coughlan's dual role as a SPG representaiïve and as a Methodist 

preacher, in addition to the estrangement between hirnself and Wesley, did not 

help matters. Conceivably the difficulties between the hvo were not conducive to 

acceptance into the British organi~ation. '~~ The Conception Bay Methodists then 

were left without the benefits of organization. They did not have support from 

the larger Methodist community, and because there was no official leader 

'=John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 2 Dec. 178; ChChtisfinn 
Corresponden ce, 238. 

lG81ack states that there were only f ü k n  women who met regularly in 
society. Biack, "Journal," 123. 

L 8 6 ~ l t h o ~ g h  there was some degree of facoonalisrn among the British 
Methodists, it  was Wesley who ultimately maintaineci control of the Methodist 
Conference. The problems then between Coughlan and Wesley were not to 
Coughlan's advantage. 



organiza tion at the local level was bound to be difficult 

The problems with leadership and organization were further compücated 

by resistance from other mem bers of the community. The difidties  of 

"adaptation" met wïth during Coughianfs residency continued after his 

departure, in that the split existing between Coughlanfs followers and the official 

c hurc h penisted. This division had serious implications for the Lay preachers 

who struggled against much opposition in their attempt to keep Methodism 

a 1 ive. 

It appears the lack of leadership and direction and the additional stress of 

isolation on various l e ~ e l s ' ~  worked against the principles of fellowship laid 

down by Wesley. In relation to Wallace's "processual structure" analysis, 

Methodisrn, under the direction of the lay preachers was bound to be diffïcult, 

since the essential elements which keep a movement functioning and active were 

no t in place. In addition to the absence of effective leadership and adequate 

organization, the movement was also hampered by persistent problems in 

ndapting the views and beliefs of the converts to those of the larger community. 

As a result, the penod between 1773 and 1790 was one in which Methodism 

nearly disappeared from the Conception Bay communities. 

IqBv isolation it is meant that the Newfoundland Methodists were not only 
geogr&ücallv isolated but were isolated on principles of belief within the 
comm unitv. 61 addition, they were distanceci frorn the Wesleyan Methodist in 
England both physically and pedagogically. The form of Methodism introduced 
to Newfoundland was more in Line with Maxfield's teachings than Wesley's. this 
point is explained in more detail in section 3.1 of this thesis. 



4.4 Methodism Under the Lay Preachers: 17731785 

Between 1773 and 1785, Stretton, Pottle and Thomey were ultimately left 

without "official" leadership and had to rely on theu own initiative in order to 

maintain a Methodist presence in Conception Bay. Although al1 three of these 

men were corn mitted to the Methodist cause they were often distracted from this 

corn m itment d ue to professional respowibilities. '" In addition, they had no 

formal instruction as ministers or as missionaries and were therefore limited in 

their ability to minister effe~tively.'~~ The lack of competent leadership was also 

complicated by ineffective communication and continued problems with 

adaptation, which in tems  of re~italization,~" suggesb that Conception Bay 

Methodism was open to regression. According to Wallace's mode1 the 

preliminary phases of processual structure (leadership, communicaüon, 

organization) must precede adaptation, and by extension must be in place before 

 eside ides taking on the role of Iay leaders these men were often preoccupied 
with their personal affairs. This would be particularly true in periods of 
economic hardship when the distractions of maintaining and operating 
businesses became necessary for survivai. Stretton Mites, "1 am now jealous of 
my heart, business engages much of my thoughts." John Stretton to Eiiza Bennis, 
Harbour Grace, 18 Dec. 1779; Christian Correspondence, 241. 

'''?In New York a sirnilar problem was unfolding. In a letter to John Wesley, 
Thomas Taylor requests the services of a competent preacher, stahg that the 
current lay preachen are in "want of many qualifications necessary for such an 
undertaking." Thomas Taylor to John Wesley, New York April11,1768, as 
quoted in Barclay, Amerïcm, 1:16. 
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a movement can lx considered successful- 

Of the three lav preachers Stretton was the most ardent supporter of the 

Methodist cause. His contribution to the understanding of early Newfoundland 

Methodism is significant since it is Uvough his letters that the history of 

Methodisrn in Conception Bay has been preserved. Keeping the Methodists 

fellowship together was no easy task according to Stretton's records. Stretton and 

Thomey, who "resolved to oppose the torrent of ~iequity"'~ cast against them by 

those who opposed their work, did not desist from theu task, but continued to 

travel extensively throughout the bay, sorneümes as far as s k t y  miles.'" They 

made house to house visitations, organized Societies, and initiateci love f e a ~ t s . ' ~ ~  

However, their attempts to stimulate and maintain Methodist interest were not 

enough to ensure the continued preservation of the movement Stretton reports 

that efforts on his and Thorney's part were Uisufficient in keeping the rernaining 

Methodists actively involved, since pressures from the mercantile class sall 

191 Stretton writes: "1 continue to labour without intermission, though 1 meet 
with violent opposition both from within and without, this last summer 1 have 
end ured the most grievous trials 1 ever met with, through my dealings with evii 
men. The customs, manners and trade of this land is in my apprehension 
contra. to pure and undefileci religion." John Stretton to E h  Bennis, Harbour 
Grace, 2 Dec. 1778; Christùm Cme~p~fdence ,  239. 

'%John Stretton to ELiza Bernis, Harbour Grace, 2 Dec. 1778; Chnstim 
Conespondence, 237. 

LpjJohn stretton to ElÏza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 14 Nov. 1775; CIrristiîzn 
Conespondence, 210,212. 



managed to interfere with the advancement of the movement'" 

The problems with adaptation encountered by Coughlan during his 

residencv continued to impair the efforts of the lay leadership- Both Thomey and 

Stretton were involved in local business and were successful until local 

circumstances interfered. It appears the Thorney and Stretton, like Coughlan, 

met with resistance from those who opposed the movement Stretton writes: 

The summer before last, all my property had like to be swallowed up the 
suitabilitv of wicked and designing men; who set themselves against me, 
because i o p e d y  reproved sin: they did me much hurt195 

Despite the manv problems facing them, Stretton and Thomey did manage to 

sustain a sociew of about thirty in Harbour Grace. However, local circumstances 

were clearlv not in favour of the Methodist cause, and the attempts by the lay 

preachers to keep the membership active were seriously undermined in the 

years that followed. An early complication was the arrival of the Anglican priest 

Rev. James Balfour in October of 1774. BaXour was the "dour former S.P.G. 

'%By 1790 Stretton was totally discouraged by the stah of the following in 
Conception Bav: "few and full of evil have these davs been here in this drearv 
Region ... I thought before this time to be able to lea& this land, but find m&f 
year after war in the same place; I toil and toil for nothing; then I think I a k  
placed he& if not for the defence of the gospel, at least to be a witness against, 
and reprover of the works of iniquity: for 0 my friend, this place is Like Sodom 
in every thing, but Fulness of bread, and I am here alone, not one familv heartily 
religious that I can associate with, or hold profitable converse with all (he dreary 
Winter." John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 18 Dec. 1790; Christian 
Correspondence, 252-253. 

195Jo hn Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 18 Dec. 1779; Christian 
Currespon&nce, 240. 



missionary in Trinity"'% and from dl accounts appears to have been at odds with 

the wishes of the Methodist following." Balfour perceiveci the Methodist 

converts as k i n g  potentially disniPtive.'* They were, as he describes them: 

fond of holding private Conventicles two or Uvee times a week in 
sentiments unfnendly to our cïvü Govemment and gives the Magistrates 
sometimes a good deal of trouble. Were they Nurnerous and Enterprising 
men to head them, they would exady resemble the Americans on the 
Continent But happy or us, our People of Property here, are shictly 
Loyal. It is only our lower classes that affed these things ...to oppose 
Religion as they term Their Enthusiasm would kindle a Fire?' 

Stretton informs us  that the rnerchants, under the guidance of Balfour, wasted no 

time in reasserting their control. They took it upon themselves: 

to read pravers in the Church, and laboureci with ail their might, to 
introduce tke dullest formality in the room of the pure gospel, which he 
[Coug hian] had preac h d m  

Apparently, Balfour attempted to take control of al1 the churches in the area 

-- - - - -- 

1% Rollmann, "Origins," 17. 

LW It seerns that Balfour, like many Anglicans, took great exception to the 
"impostures" of Methodism. These "impostures" according to W. S. Gunter, 
include the appointing of lav preachers, the establishing of meeting houses, and 
the belief in doctrines contr&y to those of the Established Church. W. Stephen 
Gun ter, nie Limits of " Loue Dinine" : Iohn Wesley's Response to Antinmnimism and 
Eii tlriisinsnï (Nas hville, Tenn.: Kingswood Books [Abingdon Press], 1989), 14. 

L98According to Hans roll ma^. Balfour was "staunchly orthodox" in his 
loyalty to the Established Church: he equated dissent from the Anglican church 
with dislovaltv - - to Britain Rollmann, "Origins," 15. 

lq9Jarnes Balfour to SPG Secretary, Harbour Grace, 4 Dec. 1775. B.6/207. 

'''~ohn Stretton to E h  Bennis, Harbour Grace, 14 November, 1775. Christian 
Cumespon~ce,  21 O. 



including the chape1 in Carbonear built by the Methodists themselves." The 

dispute over control of the church in Carbonear was eventudy resolved in 

favour of the ~ e t h o d i s t s , ~  but this was only the beginning of the many 

dificulties that the lav preachers wodd have to deal with. It seems that the rift 

between the Methodists and those who opposed them was widened hrther and 

deliberatelv under Balfour's influence- 

For the most part the basic problems centre around the absence of smng 

leadership, a point which Stretton realized and continually attempted to remedy. 

He hequently cornplaineci of the plight of the Methodists and appealed to both 

Eliza Bennis and John Wesley to supply a comptent preacher to the ares? 

While the support Stretton hoped for did not corne, he attempted to fil1 the void 

left by C o ~ ~ h l a n . ' ~  

'"The church in Carbonear evenhially became the centre of a dispute between 
Balfour and the John McGeary. This particular point is dealt with in more detail 
on page 83 of Uiis thesis. 

"~hi s  dispute was drawn to the attention of Governor Campbell who 
regarded churches as pcivate properh. and allowed the Methodists to regain 
control. Campbell states, "Mr. ~ a l f o &  should not have attempted to perform 
Divine Service in a building belonguig to private persons without having first 
obtained permission from the propriekrs [sic] for so doing." CO. 194. Governor 
CampbelI's mlhg relating to the dispute between Rev. Balfour and the 
Conception Bay Methodists, 8 C k t  1785,203. For additional background on 
Governor Campbell, see Rollmann, "Enfranchisement" 43-47. 

'%tretton writes to Bennis on severai occasions requesting help fiom the 
British organization: 8 Nov. 1776,29 Jun 2785; Christian Carrespondence, 216,244. 

' m e  requests bv Stretton did not receive any immediate attention. A 
rninister was not seAt to Conception Bay unti11785. 



Attendhg the problems with leadership and adaptation was the absence 

of comm uNca tion. According to Wallace's analysis of religious movements the 

corn m unication of principles and beliefs is one of the "primary acti~ities,"~ and 

continues as  such as the movement progresses. The strength of communication 

within processual structure, not only establishes the basis for basic doctrines and 

beliefs, but effectively reinforces these beliefs as well as advancing the progress 

of the movement It may be said that Stretton was a sincere devotee and strong 

supporter of Methodism but he was decidedly weak as a communicator. Instead 

of embracing the role of spiritual leader he did so reluctantly and only when 

necessity didated it: 

... last Christmas 1 began to exhort amongst Our Little society, very 
unwillinglv; for i t  was reduced to this al temative, either for me to 
undertakeke superintendence, or to see the Society decav ... but çtill 1 am 
not persuadeci, that 1 am called of God to preach hi* worci ... the reason 1 
have to think so is this; there has not one soul been awakened by my 
speaking, that I know of, now near a year ... now I greatly fear being one of 
those that run, when they are not sentr" 

The feelings of incornpetency and self-doubt experienced by Stretton may have 

k e n  rooted in the doubts he harboured concerning the state of his soul: 

1 read, 1 wept, and prayed bv tums, and though I had faith to lay hold on 
the promise; 1 felt that I lov& Jesus, 1 saw that he was willing to reconcile 
me, and vet some strange doubt interposeci, and 1 did not believe that 1 

- 

'Oj Wa llace, " Revitaliza tion," 273. 

'06John Stretton to Eliza Bernis, Harbour Grace, 8 Nov. 1776; Chrisfinn 
Corresponden cey 215-16. 



was yet savingly c o n ~ e r t e d . ~  

Along with the tensions resulting from personal doubt, Stretton had to contend 

with additional pressures. Between 1778 and 2779 he experienced several 

personal setbacks which further complicated his ministering to the pople.= 

Dunng this time Stretton encountered problems with his financial situation as 

well as having to deal with his own ihess .  These problems seem to persist for 

quite some time, since correspondence between Stretton and Bennis halted in 

1778 and was not taken up again until1785, at which time Stretton appealed to 

Mrs. Bennis for help in securing a preacher for the area. At Uiis point the 

Conception Bay Methodists appear to have been in a very poor condition: the 

societv had broken up, Arthur Thorney had died, and Çtretton was left very 

much alone. 

By the summer of 1785 Stretton was to W y  discouraged by the disatrous 

state of the once energetic Methodist foilowïng. Stretton writes: 

... the work of God seems to be at a stand here, and superstition and 
profaness greatly increasing ...if he w r .  Coke] cornes, he wiil find this a 

'@'John St-retton to Eliza Bennis, Harbor Grace, 4 Nov. 1774. Similar sentiments 
are subsequentiy repeated in his letten to Eliza Bennk: 14 Nov. 1775; 8 Nov. 
1776; 30 Nov. 1777; Urristian Correspondence, 208,210,216.234. 

-5tretton reports to Bernis that 'The summer before iast, ail my property had 
li ke to be swallowed up the subtilty [sic] of wicked and designing men; who set 
thernselves against me, because 1 openly reproved sin: they did me much hurt, 
but God as turned it to my good ... Last January 1 was very near death with 
quinsey [sic], the effcxts of a severe journey tiken that winter along this desart 
[sic] shore." John Stretton to Eliza Bennis. Harbour Grace, 18 Dec. 1779; Christian 
Correspondence, 240. 



desolate wilderness, and that i t  requires the spirit of martyrdom to carry 
on the work hereom 

In the fa11 of the same year Stretton was encouraged by the amval of John 

McGearv. However, this encouragement was to be short Lived. His hopes that 

McGearv would "prove a blessing to this place," were soon dashed, for a 

blessing McGeary was not Less than a month later Stretton's writes, "Every 

thing here appean disagreeable to Mr Mage- [sic], that 1 fear he will not abide 

long, -inde& whoever seeks ease or comfort is not likely to meet much of it in 

this ~sland.""~ 

It can be said that Methodism under the guidance of the lay leadership 

fell into serious decline and almost complete devastation. As suggeskd earlier, 

such an outcome was predictable when Wallace's theory of revitdalization is taken 

into consideration. The terms and conditions of Wallace's processual structure 

which contribute to the overall success of a movement were not put in place. The 

primary conditions of leadership, communication, organization and adaptation, 

a ltho ugh present in va ~ i n g  degrees of effectiveness, were not advanced enough 

to stabilize the movement In terms of revitalization, as explained by Wallace, 

Method ism behveen 2773 and 1790 had three distinctive strikes against it: the 

Methodists did not have an effedive leader; they were not efficiently organized 

2wJohn Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 29 Jun. 1785; C'hristim 
Correspondence, 243. 

"'John Stretton to Eliza Bernis, Harbour Grace, 15 Nov. 1785; CCtristian 
Correspondence, 246. 
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nor were they supported by the larger Methodist community; and Uiey were 

segregated within their own community. It was only through sheer persistence 

and dedication on the part of the lay preachen and the few remaining devotees 

that Methodism managed to endure. 

4.5 John McGeary's Ministry 

The arriva1 of John Mdeary in 2785 marked the appointment of the fhst 

officia1 Methodist müüster to Newfoundland. Very Little is known about 

McGeary prior to his arriva1 in Newfoundland. However, Rollrnann has 

managed to compile a short biography that identifies him as a new itinerant in 

1782.'" At the American Methodist Conference of the same Far  he was assigned 

ta the Somerset Circuit in Maryland. In 1783 he preached in West Jersey and in 

1784 had travelled to England and worked in the Glouchester circuit"' In 1785 

he was sent to Newfoundland to attend to the Conception Bay membetship. In 

assigning McGeary to the position, Methodist organizen had hoped to alleviate 

the pro blems exisüng within the Conception Bay societies? However, his 

minishy seems to have had the opposite effect than was hoped for. The 

complications and problems with which the lay preachers had to contend were 

'"~ollmann, "Origins," 24. 

"'Ibid., 24. 

"3KewIey, "First Fifty," 16. 



now added to bv McGearyrs objectionable conduct during his residency. 

The difficulties encountered during McGeary's mission, in relation to the 

process of revitalkation, were simüar to those met with beforehand. Like those 

who previouslv tended to the mission, McGeary was faced with administrative 

and organizational problems as weU as resistance from official Anglicanism. The 

number of mernbers recorded by Wiiliam Black in 179lX4suggest that M c G e q ' s  

communicative talents were hadequate as weli. His presence on the island was 

an attempt to provide the existing membenhip with the spiritual guidance and 

leadership that had been absent since 1773. However, in terrns of processual 

structure and the overall development of Methodist organization, McGearyfs 

mission did not accomplish the task it was set  

There are no known Hrst-hand accounts concernuig McGeary's residency 

in Conception Bay. Extant documentation relating to McGeary's stav is scarce 

and that which does ens t  must be gleaned from the correspondence of his 

conternporarie~.~'~ However, most of the documents referrïng to McGeary are 

less than fav~urab le?~  Unfortunately, for Methodist converts, M c G e q  invited 

""Black's personal journal indicates tha t there were very few active mem bers 
in the Conception Bav societies. The numbers, as recorded by Black, are listed in 
note nurnber 246 on Page 94 of this thesis. 

" ' ~ o l l r n a ~  notes tha t Freeborn Garrettson, McGeary's former colleague in 
Marvland, informeci Asbury that he had "heard very Little fom 
~ewfoundland." As citeci in Rolhann, "Originfl25. 

"'~ohn Wesley appears to be the only person who speaks of McGeary in 
favourable tems. 



criticism both in his personal condud and in a professional sense. In his personal 

life he was reported to have mamieci a local girl without her parents 

consent,"'which added to the tensions within the community. And, on a 

professional level, there are reports of several altercations with Rev. James 

Balfour concerning the control of the church in Carbonear, as well as 

disagreements with fellow Methodists Hoskins and Stret t~n.~'  His ministry was 

further complicated bv the failure of the Methodist Conference to follow through 

on their promise of extra missionaries and financial supporta9 In addition, the 

Roman Catholic church and the Church of England operated in cornpetition with 

Methodism, although this fact did not serve as a stumbling block to William 

Black's "revival" in 1 7 9 2 . ~  

"'In a letter to ELiza Bennis Stretton wrïtes, "1 have nothing agreeable to write 
from this wiiderness, Religion seerns on the decline; for my part I am absolutely 
left a10ne.de people have lost the form and power of Godliness ... Mr. McGeary 
seems buried alive in Carbonear., he mamed a planters daughter, without her 
fathers consent, gave much offence, and his usefulness seems to be at an end." 
John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 18 Nov. 1788; Qtrïstim 
Cmspondence, 24849. 

'L8~alfour and McGeary rivailed for control over the church in Carbonear, the 
resul ts of w hich eventually proved McGeary to be the vidor. Roiimann, 
"Origins," 25. 

"% the Methodist Conference of 1786, aid in the form of financial support 
and additional missionaries were promised to improve McGeary's situation. 
However, McGeary was left on his own when the promised support did not 
amve. Minutes of the Mefliodist Cm/erencesfiotn the Fkst, Held in London, by the 
Lnte Rev. \ oh  Wesley, in fhe Yew 1 744 (London: JO hn Mason, 2862), 187; see also 
H. H. Walsh, The Christian Qiiirch in Canada (Toronto: Ryenon, 1956),127. 



It appears that aithough a belated replacement had been found for 

Coughlan to condud the Conception Bay societies, Mffieary's suitability for this 

position must be seriously doubted. Stretton, in a letter to E h  Be-sr of 

Novem ber 1788, provides us with a telling response to McGeary and his work 

But Oh he laboured in vain, lefi this place for England last month; nor do 
1 know one professor or profane that wished his stay: ... he brought upon 
himself multiplieci vexations, and a flood of reproach upon the cause; 1 
was conshained for the cause sake, and for my own aedit sake, to keep at 
a distance from hint for near a year past" 

hstead of bolstering Methodist support and relieving the exhausted Stretton, 

McGeaw seems to have done lime other than aggravate the local situation. 

However, McGearyls stay did have a lirnited positive effed on the advancement 

of Newfoundland Methodism. It is through McGearyls appointment that 

New found land became oficially recognized as a missionary field," and it is in 

response to the trouble with McGeary that William Black was sent to 

Newfoundland in 2791. In order to relieve the problems between McGearv and 

the lay peachers," Wesley asked Black to, "do al1 you possibly can to keep our 

"'~ohn Stretton to Eiiza Bennis, Harbour Grace, Postscript of 7 Dec. 1788 to 
letter of 18 Nov. 1788; Onistim CmrespondPnce, 250. 

-"The Minii tes of the Methodist conferences tegister John McGeary as a 
rnissionary to Newfoundland from 1785-1788 and 1790-91, as stated in 
Rollmann, "Orïgins," 172. 

=1t seems an altercation between Balfour and McGeary resulted in McGeary 
Iosing lu's temper. John Wesley to John Stretton, 19 Mar. 1788 Telford (ed.) 
Lefters, 8:48-9. In addition, there are problems existing between Hoskins, 
McGeary and Stretton, according to a terse letter from John Wesley to Stretton: 
"what concems me is that 1 camot find any union between you northern 



brethren in peace with each other and your pains wili not be lost on poor John 

~c~eary.""' '  It seerns that Wesley was unaware of the situation in which 

McGeary had entangled himself. 

In effed, McGeary's attempt to bolster the Newfoundland mission was a 

failure. His ministry, as it relates to processual structure, did not encourage 

Methodist support in Conception Bay. In terms of leadership, communication, 

adaptation and organization, McGeaqfs rninistry faiailed in three of the four 

stages. His mission bears the mark of regtession as opposed to progression. And, 

the only positive result affected €rom his minis try was more by accident than 

design, in that his poor management and personal dificulhies cded attention to 

the plight of the Newfoundland Methodists. Although McGeary may have failed 

on a personal level, the attention attraded to the Newfoundland mission allowed 

for advancement to its next, and most positive stage as a revitalization 

movement In contrast to McGearyls mission, the visit of William Black 

illustra tes how communication and organization provided renewed energy to 

lagging rnembenhip in Newfoundland. 

preachers. John Hoskins, John McGearv, and John Stretton 1 shouid imagine 
would have al1 aded in concert; on thedcontrary, each seerns to be a h i d  of 
the other. How is this? W hat is the true ground of this shyness? What objections 
have vou to John Hoskins or JO hn McGeary? What objections have they to you? 
-Tis a$ty that you had al1 spoken freely to." John Wesley to John ~tretton,*27 
Feb. 1789; Telford, ed., Letters, 8:119-20. 

"4~ohn Wesley to William Black, 19 Mar. 1788; Telford, ed., Letfers, 8:48. 
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4.6 Strmmary 

Because of the pmvailing political and economic conditions, the interna1 

problems inherited from Coughlan's rninisûy, and the Uiability of Methodist 

leaders to tend to the Conception Bay societies pmperly, the decades 

immediately foilowing Coughlan's ministry proved to be rife with 

complications. As a result the progress of Methodism in Conception Bay in the 

la te eig hteenth century was a formidable challenge. There are several apparent 

pro blems tha t emerged within the period immediately following Coughlan's 

departure: the first pertains to the lack of leadership within the Conception Bay 

societies which, in turn, adverselv a f f '  the communication of Methodist 

ideals and practices. Because communication was ineffective the movement was 

more prone to decline than to expansion. The second problem involves lack of 

support from the Methodist Conference at the organizational level, and the Uiird 

relates to adaptation, in that the friction exis ting between Coughlan's converts 

and the rest of the cornmunity continued even after he had lek  

In Wallace's theory of revi taliza tion the process ual stages of leaders hi p, 

communication, organitation, and adaptation are necessary to the progress of a 

religious movement The success of a revitalkation movement is detemined by 

the extent to which these stages have been developed. The combination of 

problems and difficulties met with in Conception Bay betweeen 1773 and 1790 

predetermine an inevita ble decline and the possible failure of the movement. 

The only positive resdts from the 1770's and 80's appear to have been the 
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registraüon of Newfoundland as a rnissionary station, and the fact that the 

problems within Conception Bay Methodism had final- corne to the notice of 

the Methodist Conference. Ln 1792 Wüliam Black was sent by Methodist 

overseen to determine what could be done to help the struggling societies in 

Newfoundland. 



Chapter 5 

William Slack's "Revival" of 1791 

5.1 Introduction 

Bv the 1790's the problems within the Newfoundland minisby had 

reac hed a critical stage: the mem bership was in serious decline and vev near 

extinction. In addition, John McGeary's attempts to alleviate problerns within the 

Ming mission appear to have been futile. Aithough McGeary was ineffective as 

a rninister, his presence on the island drew attention to the plight of the 

Conception Bay Methodish. John Wesley, in response to several cornplaints 

about McGeary's condud, sent William Black to Newfoundland to help settfe 

ma tters? 

The amval of Black in 1791 initiated a different stage in the evolution of 

Methodist movement in Conception Bay. The latter part of the eighteenth 

century was a period of transition for Newfoundland Methodism. It developed 

from a Redgling movement initiated by Coughlan, maintaineci by the lai& and 

nearly decimateci under McGeary 's direction, to one which was incorpora ted 

into the larger Methodist organization. Up to Uus point the organization in 

Newfoundland had not progresseci but had shown evidence of slow but steady 



decline, despite efforts to stop the degeneration. 

During the 27901s, the most significant event in Conception Bay 

Methodism is purported to be Black's visit Black's preaching was responded to 

with an ovenv helming and unexpectgd enthusiasm that moved Nedoundland 

Methodism out of its period of decüne into one of immediate growth. However, 

the unprecedented response to Black's work can ais0 be interpreted as an 

indication of the lack of spiritual leadership which characterized early 

NewfoundIand Methodism, more so than a testimony of his abilities as a 

minister. It seems that the residents of Conception Bay were eager to hear Black's 

message, and even more willing to adopt i t  

5.2 WiUiam Black 

In terms of cornmitment to the Methodist cause Wiliiam Black is hailed as 

one of the most outstanding leaders of earLy Methodism in British North 

America. Rev. Richard Wright's esteem is obvious in his hagiographical 

recognition that BLack brought to the rninistry: 

a constitution of more than ordinary strength; a strong, sound and 
discriminating judgement; the very desira ble possession of Christian 
prudence; an ardent thirst for the attainment of knowledge; falents for the 
ministry of the most usehl kind; a heart intensely inflamed for the 
salvation of souk; and a fixed purpose to labour for Gad? 

=AS stated in The Liues of Emly Methdist Preachers: Chiêj7y Wntten by 
77iertiselws Thomas Jackson ed. (London: John Mason, i838), 3:163. For a more 
complete biography of Rev. Black and his work refer to Matthew Richey, A 
Mettioir of the late Uev. Willimn Black, Wesleynn Minister ( Halifax: William 



Black's success as a rnissionary is al1 the more impressive in view of his humble 

beginnings. He was awakened to the "New Birth" in 1w and after his 

conversion, his devotion to Methodism and hîs intense desire to convert othen 

earned him a position among the most revered pioneers of the early Methodist 

preachers in Canada. Despite the fad that Black was not trained within the 

Wesleyan community and had Little forma1 education, his steadfast devotion to 

the Methodist movernent served hirn weU. Initially, he had üttle exposure to 

formal Wesleyan doctrine and practice, but then he adopted the instruction 

imparted to him by local Methodists? Ten years after his conversion, in a rather 

am bitious undertaking, Black claimed the entirety of Nova Scotia as his circuit? 

At the Ametican Conference in May of 1789 Black, supported by Dr. Thomas 

cokeLw and Francis Asbury3' was ordained to the "diaconate" and was 

z ~ .  S. French, "William Black," DCB, 6:62. Also see Ric hey, Mernoir, 18. 

= ~ t  the outset of his preaching career Black, "had no direct contact with 
Weslev or anv of his colleagues. His knowledge of theology and particularly 
 esl lei' s tea;hing was Limited, and his understanding of the polity and 
discipline of the Methodist connection was deriveci from the older lay 
Method ists in his communitv." French, "W illiarn Black," DCB, 652. 

"g~lacks itineracv was taken up  in a t h e  when, "Communications by 
land were rudimentary:dtravel by ship on the treacherous seas and the tide- 
swept Bay of Fundv was the principal ünk between the settlements." His 
itineracy includeà kinistering to some 20,000 people who were scattered around 
the island in isolated communities. Ibid, 663. 



recognized as the General Superintendent of Eastern British North America." 

As superintendent BLack was to preside over the missions in Nova Scotia, New 

Brunswick and Newfoundland? The situation in Nova Scotia was greatiy 

improved at this time by the addition of six missionarïes, aîiowing Black the 

freedom to hlfil  his role as superintendentm Although Black reports to have 

attended to the various missions in his charge, he did not ïnclude 

Newfoundland as part of his regular diocese. It seems that Black's singular visit 

to the island was prompted by John Wesley's appeal to Black to do  al1 he 

possibly could to establish accord between the Iay preachers and ~ c ~ e a r y ?  

%r. Thomas Coke was a close associate of John Weslev. He was 
preeminent arnong the pioneers of early Methodism in North h e r ï c a ,  and was 
responsible for the management of foreign missions. His most valuable 
contribution was in spreading Methodism throughout the North Amerïcan 
continent Frank Monoghan, "Thomas Coke," ï?re Dictimmy ufAmmicnn 
Biogrnphy (New York: Charles Saibnefs Sons, 1930) 4280. 

" 'AS~UT left England in 1771 as a volunteer to the American missions. 
He became one of the most positive influences in the development of early 
American Methodism. Asbury, dong  with Dr. Coke, held the responsibility for 
Methodism in North America. In 1782, during the Baltimore Conference, he was 
named head of the Methodist organization for the Americas. Allen Johnson, 
"Francis Asbuw," nie Dictionmy of Atitericmz Biogruphy (New York Charles 
S r i  bnef s Sons, Wî8)I:380-381. See also Richey, Mmuirs, 243-244. 

"French, "William Black," DCB, 6:65. 

"Ibid., 6:64. 

=Betts suggests that problems in the Newfoundland minisûy may have 
been discussed at  the 1791 Conference in Phdadelphia. Betts, Bishop, 43. Also see 
Richey, Mm& 208; Rollmann, "Origins," 26. 
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The situation in Newfoundland was at a critical stage, the rninistry, in general, 

was in desperate need of irnprovernent, and intervention was needed to setüe 

the differences between McGeary, Hoskins and Stretton? 

5.3 William Black's Visit of 1791: "A quickening t h e n  

Mthough Black's visit can be considered a success in many respects it can 

also be interpreted as a failure in terms of revitalkation. In respect to Wallace's 

model, Blac k, like Coughlan, was successhil as a communicator, but failed to 

support those he converted. He attracted new mem ben, but failed to continue 

with the support and direction that was needed to guide the movernent beyond 

the preliminaw stages. 

Upon his amival in Newfoundland Black was made futly aware of the 

desperate condition of the mission. In his report he makes note of only a few 

Method is ts remaining in Harbour Grace, Carbonear, Blackhead, Port de Grave, 

'fbInstead of coming to Newfoundland, Black was "to have visited 
Pasamaquadv, the river St. John's, Qc. &c. But the Lord over-ruleci, and by 
visiting two of the three preachers with sickness, occasions rny return to Halifax 
at  the time the before mentioned vesse1 was to sail for this Island." To the 
contraw, an earlier entry bv Black states that the trip was purely intentional: 
" ~ a v i n g  had an intention for some time of paying a visit to Newfoundland, on 
Augus t 2 1791,I agreed for a passage on board the Snow Turner." "The Journal 
of Mr. William Black, in his visit to Newfoundland" Aminimi Magazinefor the 
Y i  7 792: Consisting Chiefy of Erh.ncts and Onginal Treatises on i l n i m l  
Rederilp tiun (London: G. Paramo re, 1 ïW), 15:180,120. Hereaf ter, referred to as 
"Journal.'? 



Ba y Roberts and Old Perücan. The extent of the problern is most noticeable in 

McGeay's station at Carbonear where there was "no regular society: oniy about 

fifteen women meet among themselves."" A similar situation existeci in Port de 

Grave w here George ~ e y  conduded a sm-ety of twenty-six. In Harbour Grace 

only a few women met regularly in Classy  and, in Old Perlican, Hoskins' 

fomer rn i s s i~n '~  in Trinity Bay, a society of about was reportedly 

rnaintaine~i.~~' Under Black's direction al1 this was about to change, if only for a 

short time. 

On August 11th Black arrived in Carbonear from St John's. His diary 

entrv for this date records the destitute state of the rnùiishy: 

1 reached Carbonear, where 1 was joyfdy received by brother M'Geaw, a 
Methodist Preacher. He said he had been weeping before the Lord over 
his lonelv situation, and the deadness of the people, and that my coming 
was liké Life from the dead to him. There was a grea t work here, a 
number of years ago, under the ministry of Mr. Coughlan; but some of the 
fruits of it are gone to heaven, some are gone back unto the world, and 
now only about fifieen women meet in c1ass.'12 

"~lack, "Journal," 15:123. 

"9"There is no regular society here, only about hvelve or thirteen women 
meet together in Class." Ibid., 15:176-277. 

"qt is not certain exacüy when Hoskins abandoned his mission, but it 
appears that he was no longer ministering when Black amved. Rollmann, 
"Ongins," 24. 

241Black, "Journal," 234. 

"'Thomas Jackson, The Liues of the E u r i y  Methodist Preaehers: Chrefry Wntten 
by ~ t ~ m d u e s  (London: John Mason 1838), 166. 



Black's reputation as a highly effective preacher was about to prove itself 

during his Newfoundland visit It appears that from his î%t sermon on August 

13th to his last on September 9th Black's ability to convuice and convert met with 

a success that surpriseci even him. Of his Bnt sermon he remarks: 

The last evening I preached, I believe God convinced many of their sou1 
revolt Sorne 1 trust, resolved to rehvn to Jesus the Shepherd and Bishop 
of Souls. Several who never knew his ways, were much affecteci. 1 feel 
encouraged now, and hvst L have not corne here in vain.2u 

And, of his last: 

I walked to Cmbonem, and preached in the church. O what a season! h the 
time of my sennon, many were affeded, and the voice of mounllng in a 
silent way ran through the church. In the last prayer it became more 
general. Those under conviction roared aloud, and prayed most frevently. 
Presently one began to publish the news of deliverance, and praised God 
with a loud voice, extolling the riches of boundless grace. After this 
another, and another, were enabled to cast their burdens on the Lord..& 
was a time of general Joy among the Christians; and of particular distress 
among the penitents. The latter hardly knew how to leave the church 
without the sense of forgiveness.'* 

His interim sermons were inspiring as well. His obvious amazernent with the 

response of the people and the considerable rate at which conversions were 

taking place is evident in his journal enhies: 

1 know not that 1 ever witnessed such a meeting as  we had this evening. 
Bro ther Stretton empha ticallv remarked,-'The scene was t d y  awfui. 
What a contrast! %me in hi very depths of distress; others in 
transports of joy! It appeard to me a faint piece of heaven and 
hell!" ... Nothing was to be seen but heaving breasts and weeping eyes!- 
nothing to be heard but prayer and praise, expressions of repentance or of 

'UBlack, "Journal," 15:123. 

'?bid ., 15237. 



faith, of joy or of sorrow.'* 

From the information provided in his journal Uiere is Little doubt that Black 

provided a much needed boost to the lagging ministry in Newfoundland. 

ALthough there are no exact figures relating to conversions, estimates suggest 

that Black attracted as many mernbers or more in a month as Coughlan had in 

seven pan.'& During his short thirty-Uupe day visit Black offered 

'IJ~lso note enhles in reference to the rate of convenions and the intemity 
of the people's responses: Wednesday, 17th: "1 stopped preaching and began to 
pray. My voice was soon drowned. I left the pulpit and went up and down the 
church ... Weeping was on every side. About thirty were under deep 
distress ... After they left the church, one might hear the language of distress for a 
considerable distance ... What a change among the people in so short a time."; 
"Sunday 21. I preached to about tbee hundred people at Port de G r m  ... and in 
the afternoon to about hvo hundred and fifty at Bay Ro berfs... They appeared 
much affected, 1 formed them into a reguiar class, addecî five more to their 
number."; "Sabbath-dav 28, Black-head- 'A quickening time' Some backsiiders 
were healed and comf&ted. Some believers much refreshed, and those under 
awakenings more deeply affected with their state ... %me arümosities are 
removed; some souls awakened: some new members added to the 
Society ... There are a bout forty resolved to meet together in Class."; "Tuesday, 
30th .-... There are now at Carbonear, uicluding this place, fifty who will meet in 
class. Twelve of whom have been enabled to believe the saving of their souls in 
this revival." fiid., 25:177,180,233, 234. 

24b~t c a ~ o t  be clearly determineci exactly how many converts Coug Han 
attracted to Methodism. In his Account the number of ietters in support of 
Coughlan suggests there were a Little more than Uurty who were devoted 
members, but these may represent the more educated rnembers or the elite 
among the converts not the entire group. However, Hans R o k n a ~  concludes 
that the membership was not large and a letter h m  John Stretton to Elka Bermis 
records the number of supporters attending the Society in Harbour Grace s h o w  
after Coughlan's departure as 30 - a similar number to the l e e n  included in 
Coughlan's Accoimt. John Stretton to Eliza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 14 November 
1775: Christian Cwespondence, 200. Also see Ham Rolimann, "Origins," 13. From 
Black's records an approximate number of 200 hundred members c m  be 
calculated. Black, "Journal," 15:122-123,176-181,233-237. Aiso see Smith, 



encouragement to the membership, converted some, and Uivigorated new 

interest in Methodism. As weli as holding revivai meetings, he formeci 

additional and arranged for the registering of the Carbonear property 

with the British   on fer en ce,'^ thereby estabüshing it as an official branch of the 

Methodist ch~rch."~ 

The distinct success of Black's work in Newfoundland is often referred to 

as a " revival." However, there are serious resewations about the effectiveness of 

Black's visit, and whether his work in Conception Bay can be accurately termeci 

a revivaL3 Arthur Kewley asserts that, "whatever saved Methodism from 

Methodist Ckiirch, 1:284. At the annual meeting of the Conference in 2792, two 
hundred and seventy was entered as the number of members reported for 
Newfoundland. Wilson, Missiunmies, 278. 

'47"Sundav 21- ... at Bay Rokts  ... 1 forneci them into a regular class."; 
"Sabbath-day 2 8  ... at BIacW~end...There are now about forty resolved to meet 
together in Class."; "Tuesday 30, and Wednesday 31,1 preached both days: 
joined about fifty in Classes." Black, "Journal," 15933,234. 

""The former Deed of the chmh king not according to the methodist 
pian, 1 have procured another, and now the church and dwelling-house are 
made over to the Conference. Ibid., 25235. 

"qev. Richard Knight suggests that during his visit, Black, "settled the 
Mission properly, and secureci it to the Connection, increased and inspireci the 
society, and obtained for them the help they needed." As quoted in Jackson, 
Lives, 3965-167. 

=According to Kenelm Bumdgefs entry in The Encyclopnedia of Religion, 
B lac k's visit be considered "revivalistic," but canno t be considered a revival. A 
revival, like a revitalization process, must pass through various stages in order 
to be considered effective. In the definition of revivalism Black's visit meek the 
requirements of the "prologue" phase of a movement, but must pass through 
various stages of the "epiloguef' before it qualified to be caiied a revival. Kenelrn 
Burridge, "Revival and Reform," 77ze Encyclopaedia of Religion Mircea Eliade ed. 
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extinction, it was not the visit of Reverend Wüiiam Black"" He subrnits that if 

Blac k's work in Conception Bay: 

saved the cause, then the desperate conditions, admitted by McGeary, 
suffered by Hoskins, suspeded by Wesley, and urgent enough to move 
Coke to action, could not have been so critical aftemll? 

While it mav be considered a revival in terms of a response by the people, it 

must also be questioned as such, since Black's work in Newfoundland c m  be 

more appropriately describeci as a series of revival meetings rather than a hii 

fledged revival movement This is particularly true since after his retum to Nova 

Scotia, Black made no effort to sustain the Newfoundland mission, and once 

again the island was left without the fundamental resources necessary for the 

progress he initiated to continue. 

5.4 Black's Revival as Revihhat ion 

The s ~ a l l e d  revival that originated in Conception Bay under Black's 

direction, appean to have been prompted more by accident than by design. The 

intention which drew Black to the island was to help the existing ministry in 

sorting out its problems. However, once BIack began conducting sermons the 

vol. 12 (New York: Macmillan Pubüshing Co., 19û7), 368-370. Mso see 
McLoughLin, Reviunls, 5-6. 
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effects on the people were striking by any standard, including B l a ~ k ' s . ~  There is 

no dou bt that Black's work effeded a positive change in Methodism in 

Conception Bay, but Rev. Knight's suggestion that he provided the membership 

with the help they needed is an exaggeration? 

In reference to satisfying the criteria which determine Wallace's definition 

of a successful revitalization movernent, Black's foray into Conception Bay, in 

and of itself, was of no great consequence in the larger xheme of things. If 

anvthing, the response to his preaching was a blatant iilustration of how 

desperate the state of the mission was. Black's "revival" brings into focus the 

most pressing problems affecting the Conception Bay Methodists. The 

difficulties which hampered the movement from the mid 2770's onward were 

also in evidence after Black's rehirn to Nova Scotia. The membership was still 

without an authority figure, it continued to be separated from the larger 

know not that I ever saw such a meeting as was here UUs evening. 
Great indeed was the noise and the shaking among the dry bones." Black, 
"journal," 15:235. 

= ~ e v .  Richard Knight suggests that Black's work in Newfoundland: "was 
a large accession to the Methodist Society, and the dawn of that brighter dav 
which has shone upon Our Mission in that istand ... The amval of Mr. Black 
retrieved the Mission, (for M'Geary had determineci to leave the island,) and 
laid the foundation of its future prosperity. His visit to Newfoundland may be 
considered as foming the most usehl and interesting portion of his Missionary 
life ... No less than two hundred souls were converteci to God during his brief 
sojoum in Conception Bay. Nor are the fruits of that visit to be estünated by its 
immediate results ... He seffled the Mission properly, and secured it to the 
Connection, increased and inspireci the Society, and obtained for them the help 
they needed." Jackson, Liues, 3:265-167. 
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Methodist community, and it was neglected by the Methodist Conferences 

abroad, and in North America- 

h contrast to the state of the Conception Bay mission, the Nova Scotia 

mission was better superviseci and supporteci. Aithough there had been 

relativelv Little activity in the Nova Scotia Methodist community until177p - 

thirteen vears a&r Coughlan began his Newfoundland mission - it could h a s t  

the services of six missionaries and the support provided by Black's regular 

attentions? In addition, Black had maintaineci regular correspondence with 

John Weslev, and initiated contact with his Amencan counter-parts by attending 

the annual conferences in Philadelphia?' It seems that Newfoundland's nearest 

neighbour had f a r d  much better in a shorter period of time. In Newfoundland 

the mission was barely sustained through the support offered by its lay 

leadership, and the questionable abilities of John McGeary. 

In terms of revitalization Black's visit did Little to stabilize the Methodist 

presence on the island, since his attention to the mission was of too short a 

%e extant account of William Black's work exhibits extensive travels 
throughout Nova Scotia. See Jackson Lioes, 3118-167. 

"Black's involvement with the American Methodist Conference of 1789 
granted him privileges in conducting his ministry. At this time he was ordained, 
appointed superintendent of the British North American colonies, and was 
provided with six preachen to help with the Nova SCotia mission. French, 
"WifIiam Black," DCB, 6:65. 
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duration and too Limiteci in its scopeS to have produced any real change. As a 

communicator he did encourage the enforcement of Methodist doctrines and 

ideals, and established a foundation upon which subsequent missionaries could 

bu ild. However, he did nothing to ensure that these teachings were strengthened 

and maintained, and thus, according to Wallace's revitalization theory, Black's 

visit encourageci interest, but failed in terms of establishing more permanent 

leders hip and organization. Although Black recognized the need for a more 

substantial ministry in Conception Bay he did not act on this need once he 

returned to Nova Scotia. Richard Knight, in his praise of Black, faüs to note that 

the '1791 visit was the one and only time Black set foot on Newfoundland soil. 

After this brief sojourn, no attempt to assist the people of the island and no 

follow-up visitation is reported. As superintendent he did not supplv 

missionaries or even lay preachers to help support the struggling rninistry? 

To further complicate matters, McGeary left in Decem ber of 1791, two 

months after Black's departure. For another two years the Conception Bav 

=1t is O bvious that Black understands the need to minister to the 
abandoned residents of Old Perlican. However, in his urgency to leave 
Newfoundland (where he was obviously needed) he shunned this responsibility: 
"did not procede to Pmlekin about thirty meet together in Society there; and there 
would be many more if, if they could have the Gospel preached among them 
more fiequently. Brother McGeary can seldom go there." Black, "Journal," 15:234. 

his return to Nova Scotia Bladc made no attempt to supply the 
mission with clergy. Al1 subsequent missionarks were sent direcüy hom 
England. 



Methodists were left without the benefit of an official representative? Again it 

was the faithful John Stretton, not B l a ~ k , ~ '  who was instrumental in procurïng a 

preacher for the mission in 1794.~ However, it was not until the arriva1 of 

William Thoresbv in 17% that the Conception Bay Methodists were to have the 

benefit of a resident minister. 

5.5 sammary 

By 2791 the state of the Newfoundland ministry had coliapsed into a state 

of general decay. The Methodist Conference, k i n g  aware of the dificulties, sent 

William Black to Newfoundland in order to help stabilize the situation. The 

response to Black's work resulted in widespread renewal of Methodist interest 

throughout the Conception Bay area. While Black is viewed by some as the 

saviour of Methodism on the island, Kewley and Rollmann are not convinced 

= ~ c c o r d i n ~  to extant documents and the annual reports of the Methodist 
Conference there were no appointments to the Newfoundland missions for the 
vears 1792 and 1793. 

161 Hans Rollmann observes that subsequent missionaries "were sent 
directiv f+om England without any prïor consultation with Nova Scotia or the 
US.. But even then, Newfoundland and the Eastern British American theatre of 
operation took a backseat in Coke's planning." Rolimann, "Ongins," 28. 

'b'Stretton once again appealed to the British Conference stating the 
condition of the ministrv and pleading for support In response the Conference 
sent George Smith in 1794, but his çtay was temporary and no resident preacher 
was sent untilI7% when W ilüam Thoresby was appointeâ to the 
Newfoundland field. 



that his visit was as momentous as it has been c l a h e d  to be. 

The "revival," as instituteâ by Black, draws attention to the destitute state 

of the mission, and reinforces Wallace's notion that leadership and organization 

is imperative to the success and perseverance of a reügious movement The 

result of Black's visit suggests that the existing leadership and organization was 

not strong enough to draw people to Methodism or to meet their spiritual needs. 

The overwhelming response of the people supports the idea that they were 

receptive to Methodism, and, if leadership had been provided, interest might 

have been renewed and maintaineci. 

Admittedly, Black did stimulate positive action by attracting new 

mem bers to the movement, form ing classes, and fomaily registering Methodis t 

properties, but he failed to follow through with the changes he had 

implemented. Where Black was receptive to the needs of the people and 

supportive of the Conception Bay mission on one level, he was remiss in his 

duties in others. Although he offered encouragement to the membership, 

converted some, and enlivened the people, he did Little after his visit to promote 

the mission or act responsibly in his role as superintendent 

According to Wallace's theory Black's work WWs several requirements of 

revitalization, in that he did provide short-term leadership and communicated 

the Methodist message effectively. But, üke the rnissionaries who went More  

him, he failed to move Newfoundland Methodism to a stabilized level where 

leadership, communication and organization were secureci. In Wallace's mode1 
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these three phases of developrnent must be in place before a movement can 

progres to the more advanced levels. 



Chapter 6 

William Thoresby's Mission, 1-1798 

6.1 introduction 

After William Black left Newfoundland in 1791 very üttie attention was 

paid to the Conception Bav mission until the amival of William Thoresby in 

1796. On August 30th, Thoresbv sailed hom England for Newfoundland 

accompanied bv George Smith, a fellow preacher. Smith had visited 

Newfoundland the previous year, at which time he spent ministering to the 

people of Conception Bav, Bonavista and Greenspond in Trinity Bay. in 1795 

Smith travelled to England with the hope of being ordained as a Church of 

England priest, but was refused this requestm He returned to Newfoundland 

the following year accompanied bv Thoresby w ho had been appointed to 

Newfound land by the 1796 ~ethodist   on fer en ce? Upon their arriva1 on Od. 

7th, 1796 Smith headed north to Bonavista while Thoresby remaineci in 

Conception Bay? 

Thoresby supplies a thorough history of his stay in Conception Bay in a 

=The Encychpedia of Newfiiindlnnd md L~brcrdur vol. 5 (St John's: Harry Cuff 
Pu btications, 1994), 218. 

2 a ~ i l l i a m  Thoresby, A Nmtiue of Cod's Loue to Willinm 77ioresby (Leeds: 
Binns and Brown), 31. 

'bjWilliam B. Smith, "Memoü of the Rev. George Smith" The WêsZeym 
Methodist Magcizine Jan. (1833): 9. 



detailed dia- spanning the entùety of his mission b the island? Thoresby's 

tenure proved to be one of the most successful periods in the history of earLy 

Newfoundland Methodism. The contents of his journal offer an insightful view 

into Conception Bay Methodism under his direction and help to explain why his 

work met with the success it did. 

In accordance with Wallace's mode1 of revitalization there are several 

possible reasons why Thoresby was more successful than those who had gone 

before him. Firstiy, the visit of William Black and the effects of his work were 

still fresh in the minds of the recently converteci. This was largely due to the fact 

that some of the societies and classes formeci by him continued to function after 

his departure? Unlike Coughlan who had to establish his ministry from the 

ground up, the basic forms of organization and structure were intad before 

Thoresby amved. Secondly, the forma1 registration of Newfoundland as a 

mission station, established during McGeary's stay, contributed to a more 

involved and improved relationship between Methodist overseers abroad and 

the local m inisby, which, in practical terms, contri buted to overall organization 

at a more advanced level? Thirdly, communication was greatly improved. 

'vhoresby's journal entries include notes relating to the entirety of his stay 
from August 30th, 1796 to July 7th, 1798.Thoresby, Nmrative, 32,111. 

'6'Thoresby's journal indicates that societies were aiready in existence in Port 
de Grave, Brigus, Bav Roberts, Old Periican, Adam's Cove, Devil's Cove, and 
Broad Cove. Ibid., 49,51,52,55,58,60,67. 
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Thoresby's rate of itineracy and his competency as a preacher seems to have had 

a positive influence on the success of his mission. H e  was an energetic man and 

the pro blems encountered in his ministry were overcome by his persistence and 

willingness to spread Methodism as far as possible. It seems that d u ~ g  this 

penod receptivity to Methodism was greatiy improved since Thoresby met with 

verv little resistance to his preaching. Apparently, Thoresby did not have to 

overcome the more severe problerns of adaptation faced by previous 

missionaries. 

Wallace also points out that receptivity to reügious movements is very 

m uch affeded by periods of social stressm During Thores b i s  residency social 

and economic changes had a negative effed on certain groups. The transition 

from a migratorv to a sentinel fishery had reached a critical stage, and those who 

depended on it for s u  bsidence were disadvantaged by îhe instability incurred by 

econom ic up heaval." In addition, the island residents were inflided by an 

epidemic that took many lives in the space of a few months. 

"Even though the Conception Bay Methodists did not have the benefit of a 
full tirne resident preacher more attention was now being paid to their situation. 
After Newfoundland was formaliy recognized as a mission station in 1784 
(during McGeary's stav), the Methodist Conference attempted to send mbûsters 
whenever possible. ~ l & k  was sent in 1791; Smith in 1794; and Thoresbv in 1796. 
Prior to Black's visit McGeary was the only other Methodist represent&ve 
officialIy appointed by the Conference. 

mMa tthews, kcbires, 142. 



6.2 Life in Late Eighteenth-CentPcy Newfoundland 

Life on the island during the late eighteenth cenhiry differed somewhat 

from the early part of the century, in that the economic, social and political 

realities had undergone significant changes. No longer was the fishery entire- 

in the hands of the British mercantocraq, but was in the pracess of moving h m  

a migratory operation to one which was becoming increasingly sedentay." By 

the time Thoresby arriveci Uie econornic base, along with the fishery, was 

bec0 ming increasinglv localized, and more permanent and practical 

infrastructures had been put in place." With these changes the settled 

population on the island experienced a penod of growth." 

The changes in Newfoundland's social and economic base were diredly 

related to events unfolding in Europe: the continued hostiiities between Britain 

md France, the events of the French Revolution (1793), and the Napoleonic 

Wars, had an impact on how these changes were to take place. At this time 

Britain drained many of her resources in order to combat politicai problerns 

abroad? Newfoundland industry was affected by the fact that much of the 

"Tbid., 142. 

" ~ c ~ i n t o c k ,  Constitirti~nd~ 104-105. AIso refer to sections 1.2 and 1.3 of this 
thesis where such changes are discussed in more detail. 

mBv 1766 population ievels began to decline, but bv 1787 they steadiiy 
increa&d each year. The population of Conception B& for 1766 was 5,584; in 
1785,4,884; and by 1796,5,906. In the interim years the population had 
fluchiated below these nurnbers. C.O. 194/21,23,49,62,70,80, 82. 



merchant f l e t  had been caphird by the French and Spanish, and many of the 

remaining ships were directed to the war effort in ~uro~e ."  Britain, k i n g  

distracteci by foreign concenis, was no longer preoccupied with conducting a 

fu Il scale fis hew in Newfoundland, thereby societal developments on the local 

level continued to proceed practicaUy ~nirn~eded.~~ The ina büity of British 

merchants to maintain their former controls encouraged the permanent settiers 

to conduct business for them~e lves .~  As a result the shape of the Newfoundland 

fishery underwent more significastt changes in the latter part of the eighteenth 

century than it had in preceding decades? 

Although many aspects of life on the island had changed, others had not, 

in that the ngour~ of day to day existence did not improve. Despite the change in 

economic stmdure and the nse in population this period was one in which the 

New found land residenh were depressed econom ically? The adverse living 

r4Head, Eigh teen th, 204-205; Matthew s, ~echnes, 143-144. 

"Head, Eiglzteerztli, 205. 

"Head, Eigh teen th, 205-206. 

d y h e  slow but steady decline in the migratow fishery began in the 1790's and 
culminateci in 1823 when "a paltrv 5 per cent! of kshing vessels were sent to 
Newfoundland. McLintock n&that it was during this period that the British 
merchants were forced to relinquish their former role within the fishery. 
McLintoc k, Consh'kchond, 104. 

" ~ l t h o u ~ h  the fishery had changed hands the effectç of war and low market 
prices for fish contributed to an overail depressed economy. Matthews makes it 
quite clear that the increase in population was due to a forced residency rather 
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conditions documented by those who had preceded Thoresby remaineci an 

unfortunate reality of residency on the island d u ~ g  his  ta^.^ In addition, his 

rninish-y was hrther harnpered by harsh weather conditions, inadequate 

h-ansportation, and the persistent problem of disease and ihess in the bavs. 

However, Thores- did manage to overcome such obstacles in the pursuit of his 

rn i nisterial goals. 

In Wallace's analysis communication is one of the more effective meaw of 

advancing a movement Uirough its various stages, and continues in importance 

as the movement progresses."' As a communicator Thores by excelleci both in his 

ability to athact membership, and in the type of ministry that he conducted. Of 

particu lar note here is Thores bfs rate of itineracy which was an important 

feature of his  pastoral approach. However, before dealing with the particulars of 

Thoresby's mission it is necessa- to discuss itineracy and its role in conbibuting 

to the development of religious movements in general. 

William G. McLoughlin points out that itineraq was a fundamental social 

than one that was chosen. Matthews, Lectures, 144-145; Head, Eighteenfh, 204-205. 

'SoCoughlan and Hoskins also complained about the physical hardships they 
encountered. Coughlan, Accozinf, 17; Hoskins, "An Account of John Hoskins in a 
Letter to Rev. John Wesley," Old Perlican, 15 Odober 1781, Aminian M a p i n e  8, 
2785. 

"' w allace, "Revi taliza tion," 273. 
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p heno menon essentially because conversion and personal expenence rested on 

the emotional encouragement provided by itinerant preachen.* In the 

American experience, the First Great Awakening (1730-60) was a result of 

preachers travelling to remo te areas and b ~ g i n g  the benefit of spiritual renewal 

to the isolated populace.93 Itinerant preaching, according to McLoughlin, was 

the "fundamental social phenomenon" that contributeci to widespread 

 conversion^.^ It occupied an important position in the pmcess of spreading the 

Methodist message in Newfoundland as well, in that it enabled one preacher, or 

P srnall group of preachers, to minister to a rnuch larger group. 

Neil Semple argues that during the first thirty years of Methodism the 

Iack of itinerant preachen contributeci to its slow growth in Newfoundland and 

in the Maritimes as well? In Newfoundland Ulis was particularly hue where 

few people were actively employed as lay preachers, and official ministers were 

not always in residence." This problem was compounded by the fad  that 

'85emple, Doininion, 35. 

T h e r e  were only seven lay perçons referred to in to the period under study: 
John Hoskins preached in Old Perlican; John Stretton, Thomas Pottfe and Arthur 
Thorney preached in the Conception Bay area; George Vey in Conception Bay 
South; Edward Baldwin preached in Port de  Grave during Thoresby's mission; 
and Stretton, in a letter to Bernis, mentions an ilLiterate fisherman who "we 
constantly attend to hear." John Stretton to E h  Bennisr Harbour Grace, 14 Nov. 
1775; Uiristim Catespondmce, 210; Thoresby, Nwratiue, 91. 
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ministers, if, or when appointed, stayed in Newfoundland for short periods of 

tirne? This is especially the case with Black's visit whereby the positive 

contribution he made was undermined by the short duration of his stav. 

Semple also observes that the ministries in Newfoundland and the Maritime 

provinces were usualiy stationary, &r the Anglican design, rather than active 

itinerancies. For instance, the type of ministry practised in Britain and in the 

Arnerican colonies involved extensive travel within assigneci circuits, employed, 

no doubt, to compensate for the shortage of preachers. Thoresby stronglv 

resembled the latter more so than the former. The tendency of most 

Newfoundland ministers to remain stationary may be attributed to the difficulhr 

of travel in and around coastal areas. In this respect Newfoundland proved to be 

a challenging missionarv field in many ways. The experience of commuting 

from settlement to settlement, as expressed in Uie writings of Thoresby, proved 

to be a tenuous enterprise. 

6.4 William Thoresby: The Knexamt hacher  of Conception Bay 

Thoresby's fint winter in Newfoundland proved to be a particularly 

dificult one. In addition to the threat of disease and death, his rninistry was also 

constanth attend to hear." John Stretton to ELiza Bennis, Harbour Grace, 14 Nov. 
1775; ~h&l inn  Cmespundence, 210; Thoresby, Nmrntiue, 91. 

3î~oughlan  stayed for seven years; M c G e q  for approximately six; Black for 
about a month; Smith stayed for a year, and Thoresby for two years. 



encumbered by poor transportation and severe weather conditions. Either he 

had to trudge through ice and snow, travel Uirough forests and acfoss 

marshlands, or be transportecl by boat in order to move from community to 

community to preach to fis f ~ l l o w e r s . ~  The following entry in Thoresby's 

jo umal sugges ts how difficul t travel achially was: 

1 went to a place a litüe distance to preach; 1 had to go down a high 
mountain, and then on a path-way which led close by the side of the hill; 1 
was obliged to walk on creepers, two pieces of iron made to fit the feet, 
having prods to pierce the ice to prevent the foot from slipping the sea 
roared in a tremendous manner under us, which made it very frightful.m 

However, such obstacles did not deter Thoresby fiom conducting his ministry as 

one which included an active, and by d l  accounts, a successful itineracv. His 

records indicate that daily sermons and meetings were diligently camed out, 

with few exceptions. Thoresby's c i rcu ip  extending from Brigus in the south to 

Lower Island Cove in the north, covered a distance of approximately fifty-five 

=1n his journal Thoresby makes note of several occasions when adverse 
weather interfered with the progress of his work Thoresby, Nmtiue,  52, 52-53, 
66,85, 72. 

391bid., 50. A similar incident is recorded in his Feb. 13, 1797, entry: "1 left 
Perlican ... we had in our way to pass two high mountains; the footpath over one 
of them is not above half a yard from the edge of a great descent, not less than 
one hundred and fifty yards to the bottom; the descent is perpendicular the path 
k i n g  covered with ice." Ibid., 62 

T t  can be said that Thoresby was the tirst missionary to organize his station 
into a circuit Coughlan did attempt to travel tluoughout the Conception Bay 
area as much as possible but his itineracy does not appear to be as carefully 
planned as Thoresby's. 



miles- He divided the area into three main districts: the Çouthern district 

included Bay Roberts, Port de Grave, Bareneed, and Brïgus; the North Shore 

covered Lower Island Cove, Job's Cove, Odire Pit Cove, Western Bay, Adam's 

Cove, Blackhead and Broadcove; and the CentraI district took in Carbonear, 

Harbour G race, Clown's Cove and Freshwater. Thoresby travelled these areas 

staying for short periods of time in each before moving on to the next. He had 

organized his itineracy so that no place was left for an extended period of time 

without his services. He travelled f-rom the southern district to central, from 

central to the north and back, conducting as many sermons and meetings as 

possible along the way.'gl 

Thoresby's routine was frequentiy disrupted due to illness or poor 

weather. Disease in particular seemed to mark much of Thoresby's residency. 

S hortly after his arriva1 in Newfoundland Thoresby was "confined to 

"'"Jan. 6 (1797. Several hiends came this day to Carbenear for me to go to 
Port de gave Fort de Grave]"; "1 got ready immediately and went with them"; 
"Jan. 11.1 went in a skiff half a league to Beorned [Bareneed] and stayed one 
night..and in the morning 1 preached to fhem ... and set off in a boat two-thirds of 
a league to Cupit [Cupids], and walked two miles to Brighouse [Brigus]"; 
"Sunday, Jan.22.1797.1 left Port de Grave with four Cnends early in the 
mourning. They rowed me across the harbour to Bay Rober tî...Ja n 26...I parteâ 
with my friends in this harbour in peace, and seven more rowed me ten miles 
in a skiff to Harbour Grace"; "Feb- 21797.1 went to Carbonear and preached at 
O ne o'clock... four men came in a boat four Leagues to fetch me to Blackhead"; 
"FebS...I walked €rom Blackhead to Adam's cove to attend the funeral of 
Elizabeth Hudson"; "Feb a... 1 walked from Adam's cove, over ice as slippery as 
glass to Witson's Bay ... L preached in a large house Ml of hearers, some of them 
came three miles in great danger over the ice"; "Feb. 9.1 set off h m  Witson's Bay 
to Gu11 Island and from there to Devil's Cove." Thores by, Nmmfkoe, 49,51-53,57- 
58- 



Harbourgrace" for a penod of four month" because of his "lame foot", the 

" measles prevailing in the Bay", and a widespread fever which had caused ma- 

deaths in and around Conception Bay. It appears that within a very short penod 

of time Thores bv came to understand the m q  adversities that one had to face 

w hile ministering in Newfoundland. Soon after arriving on the island he 

remarks: "The Lord has been shaking a great rod over the inhabitants of 

Newfo~ndland ."~  Between his amval on the 7th of Odober up to his diary 

en- for J a n u a ~  6th, 1797, Thoresby buried more that forty penonsm and was 

required to visit the sick on a daily basis. However unfortunate, the prevalence 

of disease and death may have conhibuteci positively to the success of his 

m inistry. The role of death and illness in encouraging spirihial awakening is a 

point recognized by Neil Semple: 

The expectation of imminent death, either for oneself or  for family or 
friends, was o k n  critical in forcing individuals to contemplate their 
spiritual heal th... death could strike so unexpectantly that spirihial rebirth 
provided the only secure haven? 

'EThoresby's journal indicates that he remained in Harbour Grace kom 
October 21,1796 to January 6,1797. Thoresby was inconvenienced by iliness on 
several other occasions as well. Ibid., 46,52,95. 

'The high incidence of death penisted throughout the Fa11 of 1796 and the 
W inter of 1797, and threatened to recur in the surnmer of 2798 just before his 
departure. bid., 45ff, 100. 

-9- 'Semple notes that death was a "constant corn panion" to early settiers "no 
ma tter how old they were," and was often instrumentil in affeding convenions 
and sanctification. Semple, Dmrzinion, 60. 
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The psychological burden of Living with the uncertainty of lifeS undoubtedly 

contn'buted to concerns about the state of one's soul. Anthony Wallace also 

suggests that human crisis situations, such as those experienced during 

epidemicq contribute significanüy to cultural stress and are o k n  resolved 

through religion means." 

Des pite the difficult conditions under which Thores by conducteci his 

mission, his term as resident preacher contributeci significantiy ta the progress of 

Methodisrn in Newfoundland. Thoresby, like Wüliam Black, was highly 

effective as preacher. He was considered by D. W. Johnson to be a man of "talent 

and popular spee~h"'~ and was referred to by William Wilson as one who 

possessed excellent pulpit talents and who drew crowds wherever and 

w henever he preached." 

The relationship between the growth of a movement and communication 

suggested bv Wallace is evident in the success rate of Thoresby's mission, and is 

expressed in the favourable response to his early pastoral work. In less than 

'%During the epidem ic Thores by regularly cond ucted funeral services 
burying voung and old alike. The stark reaüties of living on the island and the 
delicate balance between Iife and death can be best expresseci by Thoresby's 
notes for Oct 18,17% when he "baptised one chüd, and buried another." 
Thoresby, N m t i u e ,  45. 

"D. W. Johnson, The History of Methodisrn in Eastern Brifish Amerka (Sackville, 
N.B.: The Tribute Printing Co. Ltd., 1925), 244. 

'Wilson, Missionmieç, 275. 



three months Thoresby found that his work was showing positive results. He 

writes of his sermon a t  Port de Grave on  January 6,1797: 

I have preached four sermons here, and not in vain; some are convinced 
of the evil of sin, othen are blest with a feeling sense of God's love. 1 met 
the socïety and joined some new memben; the people are very loving and 
kind. 

This early interest was soon to be substantiated by increased conversions and 

additional memberships. During Thoresby's f i a t  extended visit to Port de Grave, 

Brigus and Bay Roberts he added forty memben to the existing societv? His 

sermons conducted in other areas of the bay met with similar resuits: 

In the evening 1 preached to a large congregation, w ho came sweating 
from their hard labours, and in general the congregations are so large, 
that we are (at this season) almost suffocated or melted t ~ ~ e t h e r . ~ '  

The response to Thoresby's work did not abate but steadilv increased even 

during the harsh winter months. Thoresby seems impressed by this fad and 

no tes: 

The more 1 preach in this neighbourhood the more people come to hear, 
though manv have come over through great difficulties, especially those 
who [ive in the woods in the winter seasomm 

Thoresby's observation "The more 1 preach ... the more people come to see me," 

can be extended to the entirety of his mission. However, his influence was not 



res tricted to sermons done. In addition to church attendance, he often refers to 

the large num bers of people attending general meetings, of inaeased 

mem berships in societies, the addition of new classes, and of great "melting" 

times in love-feasts- Of his sermon in Carbonear in Februacy of 17%, and the 

love-feast that followed, he writes: 

At half past h o  1 read prayers and preached to a very crowded church, 
and the Lord filled it with his glory; 1 do not remember to have seen a 
more affecting time since 1 came to this part..& soon as the service was 
ended, 1 kept a love-feast with the society; more than a hundred were 
presentm 

One interesting point concemïng Thoresby's mission is that at no time does 

attendance decline or remain steady even during working da&@ but 

con tinually increased, especiaily during his final months on the island. h 

%oresbv's references to "me1 ting" times are associated with love-feasts - a 
religious pra&ice that emulated the New Testament agapes and which had been 
ta ken over hom the Moravians. Love-feasts involved the communal sharing of 
iincoriwcrnted food. Generally, the meal was simple consistïng of a beverage 
(water or tea perhaps)and bread or biscuits. Love-feasts can be considered as 
similar to the taking of the Eucharist in some respects, but were not intimately 
associated with Sacraments. They were more along the Lines of a celebratory 
meal accom panied by speeches, hy mns, prayers (grace) and occasiondy 
conversions and testirnonies. In Thoresbis descriptions of the love-feasts 
conducted in Conception Bay he suggests ihat they were occasions when the 
people were very much aff-d and emotionaily moved by his speeches. 
Thoresbv, Nmt iw,  30,49,52 66,88,105; Frank Baker, MetlrodLmr md the Lme- 
F m t   ondo don: Epworth Press, 1957), 12,15,27,63. 

%oresby is taken aback by the number of working people in attendance at 
his sermons and meetings, "1 was astonished to see so many on the evening of a 
working day." Ibid., 102. 



relating the response to his sermon in Blackhead, Thores- seerns genuinely 

touched by the people's willingness to attend wonhip. He writes: 

1 have preached hvice today to the Iargest congregations 1 have seen in 
Blackhead church since I came here, they fiock from al1 parts; some came 
five miles: the chmh was much crowded with serious hearers, and they 
felt the word and bowed before the Lord God of Fdijah. After preaching I 
met the societies belonging to the adjacent coves, one hundred and hventy 
were present" 

The people of Adam's Cove were encourageci in a similar manner and appeared 

to be anxious to attend Thoresby's preaching: 

1 looked out of my window, just before 1 went down to preach, and was 
much affected to see more than sixty persons coming down a high 
mountain, some walking, and some running to the house or prayer. O 
how God is working upon the hearts of his people; some are earnestly 
seeking him, and others have found him to the joy of their souls. The time 
is come in this land, when old men and maidens, young men and children 
praise the name of the LordO3O7 (cf. The prophecy of Joel i:2,3) 

It does appear that "the time had come" when the people of Conception Bay had 

freelv and openly accepted Methodism. The results of Thoresby's work in 

Newfoundland can be said to have advanced Conception Bay Methodism 

throug h the stages of revi talization recognized by Wallace as "adaptation.''m It 

fills the prescription in the sense that Methodism had progresseci through the 

initial stages of leadership, organizaüon, communication and, under Thoresbfls 

rninistrv, had become a well accepted form of religious expression in Conception 

%Ibid., 110. 

"Ibid., 109-110 

*wallace, "Revitalization," 275. 
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Bay. Judging simpiy from the numbers of people attracted to his minishy and 

their diligence in attending his sermons, there is Little doubt that Thoresby had a 

revitalizing effect on the people. Not only did they regularly attend his services 

during working days and Sundays, but they frequently travelled manv miles 

either on foot or by boat to do so? 

The stage of adaptation appears to have been during the period of 

Thoresby's mission. In his journal entries there are few references to resistance3'' 

such as that experienced by his former colieagues. He does, however, make note 

of one incident w hen a "morter [sic]" was thrown through a window during one 

of his sermons. However, such an occurrence was an exception more so than the 

rule, and such "small persecutiom" as Thoresby terms them "al never 

dishearten the royal regiment of hea~en."~" In cornparison the action taken 

against the Congregationalists in St John's appear to be more aggressive and 

reactionary than those against the Methodist, except during the time when Rev. 

Balfour opposed Methodism in Conception ~ a ~ . " '  

One of the more significant changes that conhibuted to the reception of 

"Thoresby also mention several incidents of violence and general resistance, 
but these are related to incidents in St John's and concern John Jones' 
Co ngregationalists. Ibid., 98. 

"-moresby suggests that the Roman Catholics had plans to mob hirn on St 
Patrick's dav, but this threat was never put into action. Ibid., 82. 
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Methodism may be attributed to the lessenhg of hostilities between the 

mercantocracy and the lower class residents. As mentioned in the introduction to 

this chapter, Newfoundland experienced a penod of economic transition in the 

latter part of the eighteenth century. The changes incurred in the move Crom a 

rn igratory fishery to one that was locally based also affecteci social structure on 

the island. Although many of the residents remained poor, they at least had 

partial control over locai industries. In short, the powerful merchant class no 

longer held the power and influence they once had over the island residenb. The 

persecu tion faced earlier by Coughlan, McCeary and the lay preachen was no 

longer a reality. Or, at least it was so insignificant that Thoresby does not even 

bother to mention i t  With the alleviation of such tensions people were now fie 

to express their religious views, or adopt new o n e P  

Granted the changes in social and economic structures may have 

contributed to the advancement of Methodism, but it was Thoresby, the person, 

who seems to have made a great impression on the hearts and minds of the 

Newfoundland people. The success of his minisby is testimony to his popularity 

among the people. Prior to his mission the membership stood at two hundred 

and s e v e n v  as reported by John McGeary. However, by the end of Thoresby's 

.''-The openness with which the people of Conception Bay accepted 
Thoresbv's preaching may also be due, a t  least in part, to governor Campbell's 
proclamhion of religious liberties and its enforcement Refer to page 23 of this 
thesis. 

314Wilson, Missiunmies, 278. 
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short tenure the registered rnembership had increased to five hundred and tedB 

- a substantial increase over the previous numbers, and even more impressive 

since Thoresbv had been in Newfoundland for two yean whiie McGeary had 

resided there for nearly seven. 

During Thoresby's residency the number of Methodist followers 

maintained a consistent rate of growth. As leader, Thoresby was able to develop 

and sustain a substantiai Methodist following which comprised a Little over ten 

percent of the Conception Bay population? A n d  from the contents of his 

journal there is reason to believe that this wodd have continued, at least to a 

certain degree. It can be said then that Methodism, under Thoresbfs direction, 

had p rogressed throug h the more advanced stages of adaptation, since resistance 

to the movement was minimal and steadv growth was maïntained. 

Although Thoresby's work made a significant contribution to the growth 

of Methodism on the island there were further advances to be made before it 

was firmly established. In effect, Newfoundland Methodism retained its status 

as a fledgling movement until the beginning of the nineteenth-cenhiry when the 
* 

island was designateci as an independent ~ ï s h i c t ' ' '  

31Thoresby's following numbered at five hundred and ten can be estimated as 
approximately ten percent of the 5,906 residenb. Population figures are quoted 
from C.O. 194/82. 

'"Kew tey, "First Fifty," 21. 



6.5 The Post-Thoresby Period: 1798-11115 

The end of Thoresby's mission marks both a chronological and a 

developmental break in the progress of early Newfoundland Methodism. The 

advancements made during his ministry were to be the most substantial 

deveiopments until1825. After his rehun to England, Thoresbv remained 

hithful to the mem bership and tned in vain to  secure ministers for his 

Newfo u nd land following: 

I did all in rnv power to get one or two preachers to go to Newfoundland: 
two offered & go, but sorne obstacles arising in the way prevented ütern, 
so the precious souls in Newfoundland have been without a travelling 
preacher al1 winter; but I h o p  one or two will go in the spring? 

Despite Thoresby's efforts it  would be at least another year before a replacement 

minister was sent to the island. In 1799 Rev. James Bulpitt was appointeci to 

Newfoundland. He remained there untill804 when he relocated to Nova 

S ~ o t i a . ~ ' ~  Bulpitt was immediately replaced by Rev. John Remmington, who, 

dccording to Dr. Coke, was "a man of great piety, and great zeal, but of srnail 

a bilities."'" Coke's estimation of Newfoundland iç O bvious when he writes, "1 

know the native fishermen of Newfoundland are a very rude ignorant set of 

men, and that a man of srnail abilities would do for t l ~ e r n . " ~ ~  Despite 

- - - - - - -  - 

''Thores by, N m t i v e ,  116. 

"9Kewlev, "Fint Fi@," 20. 
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Rernmington's perceiveci Limitations, he did manage to recruit two additional 

m inis tes, Rev. William Ellis and Rev. Samuel McDowell. Remmington returned 

to England in 1810 but left his two wociates to care for the Newfoundland 

following. Ellis and McDowell were soon joined by Rev. Samson Busby, and au 

three attempted to hold the following together. Although there were now three 

official ministen on the island the num ber of practising Methodists did not 

increase but had decreased since the period of Thoresbfs miniçtry. The 

ministries conducted after Thoresby's mission and prior to those of 1815 appear 

to have had some degree of difficulty in attaining the level of success that 

Thoresby's had. 

As shown, Thoresby had directeci Newfoundland Methodism to the 

successhd stage of revitalization (i.e., adaptation), but there appears to be a lapse 

in support for the next seventeen years. It was not until1815 when Methodism in 

Newfoundland was established as an independent district that it regained a 

momentum similar to that inspired by Thoresbv. Pnor to this date 

Newfoundland was associateci with the District of Nova Scotia, but as Kewley 

suggests, this connection was "in name odv." Ln theory the missions were 

connected but in practice "the scattered societies had been largely on their own 

'"The report of Ellis, McDowell and Ward, noted that the rnem bership had 
increased by one hundred, and now stood at three hundred and twenty. 
Windsor, "Hearts Strangely Warmed," 37. 
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except for the irregular services of a few overworked preacherr"m With the 

newly formeci district, Newfoundland had, for the h t  the, sufficient preachers 

to attend to Uie existing membership, and to sptead Methodism tiuoughout the 

island. 

6.6 Sttmmary 

In terms of Wallace's revitalization model, Thoresby's mission c m  be 

detemined a success on several levels. The elements of structure and 

organization in place before his amval no doubt contributed to the advancement 

of the movement However, Thoresbis personal approach and style of minishy 

can also be considered determining factors in attracting the unprecedented 

num ber of converts and followers who adopted Methodism under his 

leadership. 

Although the Conception Bay Methodists had been without a leader for 

nearly six years before Thoresby's &val, interest in Methodism had been 

sustained through the societies fonned during William BlacKs visit, and the 

assis tance of lay preachers. The local organization was also formally supporteci 

and recognized by the Methodist Conference in England. It c m  be ascertained 

that several of the stages prescribed in Wallace's revitalization model had 

already been completed to a certain degree. The communication stage had been 
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effectively carrieci out, in that the Methodist message had reached the people 

and thev were willing to accept its tenets. This is evident in the number of 

classes and societies maintained on the island. It can also be assumed that the 

stage of adaptation had been initiateci as well, since Thoresby, unlike his 

predecessors, did not encounter strong resistance to his teachings. 

The one thing needed in Conception Bay was the services of a competent 

minister, and the fact of Thoresby's arriva1 ful€üied that need. But, it was the 

type of leadership provided by Thoresby that was to make a difference to the 

people of Conception Bay. Understandably the conditions of povertv and the 

persistence of disease and illness may have contributeci to his ready acceptance, 

but it was also the manner in which he conducted his ministry that h Ï s  success 

was realized. He was an  effective communicator, an attribute that was helped 

dong by his willingness to travel extensivelv and as frequently as possible 

throughout the bav. He was also a competent leader and an efiaent organizer. 

As he travelled within his circuit he continued to add to the societies, form 

classes, and conduct meetings in addition to his preaching. By carefullv 

organizing his itineracy and separaüng his circuit into manageable regions, he 

also ensured that the people were not without his senrices for an extended 

period of time. 

It can be said that Thoresby's mission both stabilized and advanced 

Methodism on the island. It was advanced in the sense that he attraded an 

unprecedented number of foliowers to the movement And, it was stabilwd, in 
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that the societies were strengthened by the encouragement and leadership he 

offered as weil as the structures he put in place to maintain its presence. 

Thoresby's influence is all the more apparent when the years immediately 

following his minishy are taken into account Even in 1811, with three ministers 

in residence, Newfoundland Methodism did not experience the popularity it 

had under his guidance. Although Thoresby had set Newfoundland Methodism 

on a firm footing it would take seventeen more years More Methodism was to 

be fully established on the island. 



Conclusion 

Newfoundland Methodism during the eighteenth cenhiry did not 

develop in a steadv, straightforward fashion, but is characterized by periods of 

growth intemipted by periods of general decline. The many factors contributing 

to this pattern of development are of a complex nature and are more easiiy 

understood when placed within a structural framework. Anthony Waliace's 

analvsis of nllhtrnl-system innmtion provides a context within w hich the 

strengths and weaknesses of early Newfoundland Methodism can be more 

clearlv determinecl. 

Wallace's revi ta1 izatio n mode1 identifies the elements of " processual 

structuref' (or stages of social transformation) which occur successivelv riithin 

the process of social reform movements, especially those of a religious 

orientation. His thesis suggests that al1 innovative movements share common 

traits or certain uniformlv-found processual dimensions. The stages of this 

process occur in five specific moments: Stendy Stnte; nie Periad of Indimdul Stress; 

nie P eriod of Ciilhird Distortion; The Penod of Reoitnlizatim; and New Steady Stafe. 

Of these five stages, nie Period of Cii~hmzi Distation and The Period of 

Rwitnlizritim are the most relevant to the study of eariy Newfoundland 

Method ism. 

According to Wallace, nie Phod of Ciilhird Distortion is the phase in 
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w hich the social structures and organizatiow in operation do not meet the needs 

of the majority of its mernbers. Such was the case in early, eighteenthcentury 

New fo und land, w here the social, poli tical and eco no m ic reali ties exhibiteci an 

obvious imbalance. That is, the existing social structure and organization 

privileged the mercantile class and exploit4 those who were less fortunate. This 

irn balance extended to religious practices as well, whereby the Anglican 

presence on the island was supported (and essentiaüy controlled) by most 

mernbers of the mercantile class, and was given precedence over al1 other 

religious affiliations until the latter part of the eighteenth cenhiry. According to 

Wallace's model, social and cultural tensions that arise from social imbalance 

o&en create stress that can only be resolved through social refonn. As a model of 

reform, early Newfoundland Methodism c m  be perceived as a movement that 

provided hope to the underprivüeged by giving expression and sigruficance to 

spiritual meaning. That is, Methodisrn offered a sense of well-king based on a 

system of belief that operated outside the controls exaded by the p o w e h l  

mercantile class. 

Wallace maintains that once the need for reform is perceived then the 

process of revitalization becornes the medium through which M i s  reform is 

initiated and strengthened. W ithin this process there are four stages that must be 

in place before a movement can be detemined as king successful. That is, when 

mazeway reformulation, communication, organization and adaptation are 

realized. However, if any of these elements are missing, or are senouslv 
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challenged, then the movement remaiw incomplete and open to decline and 

possible failure. 

Bv em ploying Wallace's revitaüzation model several recurrent pro blems 

within Newfoundland Methodism can be identified and explained. For the most 

part, the penods of decline can be attributed to poor organization and the lack of 

officia1 leadership. However, this does not preclude the fact that a certain type of 

leadership and specific kinds of organization worked better than others. For 

instance, McGeary's mission distinguishes itself as a period in which Methodism 

was negatively affecteci by leadership. In corn parison the results of William 

Black's visit proved encouraging, but the positive results attained were 

undermined by the lack of continued support for the Newfoundland mission. 

Since there are no clearly determined reasons so far whv Newfoundland 

Methodism prospered during specific periods and declined during others, its 

development is best explained by Wallace's revitalization model. 

The rnovement initiateci by Coughlan can be considered progressive in a 

specific sense, but was unsuccessful when viewed in its entirety. In terms of 

revitalization, it was progressive in that Coughlan managed to attract a 

membership, organize classes and offer leadership dunng his stay on the island. 

However, once he left the mission his accomplishments were seriously 

challenged and almost corn pletely eradicated. Coughlan's ministry was 

unsuccessful in the sense that his official role as S.P.G. missionary made it 

im possible to esta blish formal relations with the Methodist Conference in 



England. As a result there were no provisions put  in place to secure the 

presewation of the movement after his departue. In addition, Coughlan's 

mission did not meet the essential requkment of adaptation, which, according 

to Wallace, is the stage in which the success of a movement is determined. The 

problems with adaptation were the result of tensions behveen the ruling 

merchants and the l e s  iduential members of Conception Bay society. The 

influence of Coughlan's teachings extendecl the tensions associated with social 

and econom ic d ifferences to religious differences as well. Coughlan attracted the 

less influential members of Conception Bay society by preaching a doctrine of 

equalitv, a bv - promoting lay persons to positions of authority and by openly 

condemning the actions of several prominent businessmen. The problems 

between Coughlan's converts and the mercantocracy exalated to the point that 

the rnerchants' resistance made his mission impossible to continue. 

In the period between 1773 and 1785 the void left by Coughlan was 

pro foundly felt within his Newfoundland following. There were several 

apparent problems which emerged at this time: the first pertains to the lack of 

formal leadership, which, in tuni, adversely affeded the communication of 

Methodist ideals and practices. Because leadenhip was left in the hands of a few 

devoted lay preachers who were essentidy ill-equipped for such a 

responsibility, the movement was prone to decline. The second problem involves 

lack of support from the Methodist Conference at the organizational level, and 

the third relates to adaptation, in that the friction existing between Coughlan's 
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converts and the test of the community continueci even after he had left. 

However, the efforts of the lay preachers (Thomas Pottfe, Arthur Thomey and 

John Stretton) and the persistence of a few devoted converts serveci to keep the 

vestiges of Methodism alive until the amival of John McGeaw in 2785. 

john McGearv was the first "official" Methodist minister appointeci to 

Newfoundland. With McGeary's mission a new set of problems emerged. Not 

onlv were the Methodists faced with the residual problems €rom Coughlads 

rninistry, but they also had to deai with McGeary's personal shortiomings as  

well as with resistance from the Anglican ministry. McGeary was no t a strong 

leader, and from al1 accounts does not appear to have been a paticularly 

effective communicator. It is not entirely clear how M c G e a ~  conduded his 

rn ission, but we are aware that tensions existed between him and his fellow 

Methodists. In addition, the Conception Bay Methodists also had to contend 

with the presence of Rev. James Balfour, the Anglican preacher, who challenged 

them at every hm, and strengthened the mercantile opposition to the tradition. 

In terms of revitalization M c G e a ~  emerges as an ineffective Leader and 

cornmunicator. The difficulties encountered with his fellow Methodists did not 

contribute to the organization, but threatened to fracture i t  And, he did not 

encourage adaptation, but seemed to draw resistance to his ministry, both 

internally and extemaiiy. The most positive feahue of McGeary's mission was 

the fact that the Methodist Conference in England became acutely aware of the 

problems within the Newfoundland membenhip, and began to view 
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Newfoundland as a legitimate missionary territory In response to these 

dificulties William Black was sent to help stabiüze the failing mission. 

In 1791 the arrivai of William Black provided a much needed boost to the 

troubled Newfoundland mission. By this time the state of the Newfoundland 

ministrv had nearly collapsed. The effect of Black's work resulted in a 

widespread renewal of Methodist interest throughout Conception Bay. Black's 

" revivai" stimulated positive results, new members were attraded to the 

movement, additional classes were formed, and Methodist properties were 

formal l y registered with the Methodist Conference, but he failed to follow 

through with the changes he had implemented. 

According to Wallace's theory Black's work fulfüs several requirements 

pertaining to revitalization. He provided short-term leadership, communicated 

the Methodist message effectively, and organized classes and societies. 

However, in his role as district superintendent he negleded to provide the 

continued support required in Newfoundland. Like the missionaries who went 

before him, Black did not advance Newfoundland Methodism to a stabilized 

level where leadership, communication and organization were accomplished. 

In 1796, five years after Black's visit, William Thoresby was appointed to 

the Newfoundland mission. Overall, Thoresby's mh-stry can be viewed as a 

success in many ways. The structure and organization that were in place before 

his arriva1 certainly contributed to the advancement of the movement under his 

direction. In addition, Thoresby's personal approach and communicative skilis 
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can be considered decisive factors in attrading an unprecedented number of 

converts and followers to Methodism- 

As far as revitalization is concerned, the Thoresby period can be 

considered the most progressive in the history of eighteenth-cenhuy 

Newfoundland Methodism. His cornpetency as a leader, communicator and 

organizer is evident in the number of people attracted to his ministry. Under 

Thores by's direction, Methodism in Conception Bay progresseci past the first 

three stages and into the more advanced stage of adaptation. While Thoresby's 

ministerial abilities may not be entirely responsible for adaptation per se, it did 

not detract from it either. His high conversion rate and his ability to at trad 

members into the movement resulted in greater acceptance and iess resistance to 

Methodism, part of which can be attributed to his capabiiities as an  effective 

leader. Aithough Methodism under Thoresby's direction did not develop to the 

more advanced stages of reform outlined by Wallace, it  was stabilized to the 

extent that further advancement was made possible. 

In conclusion, it appears that the progress of early Newfoundland 

Methodism can be more cleariy defined and understood when placed within a 

form ulaic model. Wallace's revitalization theory ailows for a detailed study of 

religious movements in tems of how they are initiated, organized, 

corn m unicated and developed. By placing the eventç and rimimstances of early 

Newfoundland Methodism within such a framework it can be shown how 

certain combinations of factors positively or  negatively influence the progress of 
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the movement This thesis gives credence to Wallace's theory in the sense that 

the early Newfo und land Methodism experienced decline and possible coilapse 

when the primary stages of leadership, organization, communication and 

adaptation were not in effect, and enperienced acceleraM rates of growth when 

these stages were in evidence. This is not to suggest that Wallace's theory 

provides all possible answen, but it does provide a context where vital questions 

can be asked and where pertinent answers can be found. 
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