The Epworth League:

The Bridge between Centuries in Youth Ministry


It’s no secret that young people have been known to be change-makers of their times and places.  It is the youthful energy of teens and young adults that allow them to pursue dreams and passions whole-heartedly with little care or caution.  They believe in the power of humanity to make a difference in their communities and in their worlds.  More often than not, young people have been known to lead countries in revolts, change systems of injustice and stand up for those who are oppressed.  Maybe it’s their vision of a ‘perfect world,’ that drives them, maybe it’s the enthusiasm of youthful ignorance that pushes them forward, but I believe that it is the freshness of the Holy Spirit that burns inside them that has allowed youth to be change-makers in our world of yesterday, today and tomorrow.  In this paper, we will be reflecting on this youthful energy and how it started with an innocent pursuit of compassion and became a massive denomination that leads the world in teaching, preaching and practicing compassion today.


John Wesley was a young man with a passion in his heart to pursue many religious ideologies that eventually led to a new church.  Born to Samuel and Susannah Wesley in 1703, John Wesley came from a family that sought to do good in the world.  His parents both came from devoutly religious homes that were influenced by the Puritans.  With all of these religious and moral roots, Wesley had the foundations to be a change-maker for the good of the world.  But, he didn’t do it alone.  It started out with four young men, who just wanted to make a little difference in someone’s life.


In November, 1729, at which time I came to reside at Oxford, your son [Mr. Morgan], my brother, myself, and one more agreed to spend three or four evenings in a week together. Our design was to read over the classics, which we had before read in private, on common nights, and on Sunday some book in divinity.  In the summer following, Mr. M. told me he had called at the gaol to see a man who was condemned for killing his wife; and that, from the talk he had with one of the debtors, he verily believed it would do much good if anyone would be at the pains of now and then speaking with them.


This is the first entry in Wesley’s Journal that lay the foundation for the group that came to be known as the Holy Club in Oxford, England.  Their regular meetings entailed methods of study, discernment and discussion and eventually they came to doing practices of service for others.  These men were students who sought to do good in the lives of others.  Their small group, which they had accepted as the Holy Club, soon became known as the Methodists for their methodical religious practices.  


 Some may say that this was the first ‘youth group’ gathering in the Methodist church.  Although they weren’t youth by today’s definitions, they still had the youthful energy and pursuit of an ideal world that our young people have today.  James W. Fowler wrote a book called “Becoming Adult, Becoming Christian” in which he describes the Faith Developmental Theory.  He attributes the adolescent development to a stage called the Synthetic-Conventional Faith in which young people are beginning to understand their faith in broader terms outside of themselves.  Fowler writes that “In this stage one is embedded in her/his faith outlook, and one’s identity is derived from membership in a circle of face-to-face relations.”
  The need for a community of believers to reflect their budding passions is primary for this stage of development.  With these developmental concepts in mind, we move across the ocean to the next big transition for ministry with young people in the Methodist Church.


Paul Hutchinson wrote “The Story of the Epworth League” in the early 1900’s.
  His historical rendition gives a personal account of the origins of how the Epworth League came to be.  Many people believe that youth ministry in the United Methodist Church stemmed from the Epworth League, but Hutchinson says that it wasn’t the first movement for young people in our denomination.  Hutchinson says, “The League was born in many places, at many times and among many people.”
  Hutchinson believed that it was in 1861-1865 that people became more aware of the needs of the young people in the country and in the church.  During the Civil War, the census taken in 1866 reported that there were one million Union Soldiers and of that number 29% were under the age of 29, and 73.3% were under the age of 30 years old.
  It was America’s youth who were on the forefront of the battles.  Hutchinson wrote:


Men and women in the North suddenly awoke to the fact that while they had been crying, “The Union must and shall be preserved.” It had been the youth that had actually stepped forward and done the preserving.  North and South there came a recognition of the claims of youth, and a new interest in youth’s development and youth’s welfare.


With this climate of concern, many societies and organizations cropped up all over the country in pursuit of care for young people.  Some societies were linked with the Methodist church and others were not.  John Hugh Morgan also wrote a historical reflection on the Epworth League and recorded that:

In the year 1880 the General Conference recommended the formation, wherever practicable, of a society called the Church Lyceum, the main object of which was mental improvement, by developing facilities for social intercourse, establishing free reading-rooms and evening schools, providing libraraies and popularising religious literature.  “At the meeting,” says Dr. Price, “and under the auspices of the Centenniel Conference of the American Methodist Churches, held in Baltimore in 1884, the Oxford League was organised.”

This society was probably the first official organization sponsored by the General Conference whose main aims were to “1) Intellectual culture; 2) Reverent study of the Word of God; 3) A deeper religious experience 4) Methods of practical Christian work.”
  This was a society for the young men in the Methodist church.  But, this wasn’t the only Society that had been linked to the church.  There were a number of other groups, some which flourished and others that just drifted away.  Among them were “The Young People’s Methodist Epsicopal Alliance of the North Ohio Conference, The Young People’s Methodist Alliance, The Christian League, and the Methodist Young People’s Union”
  With so many groups and societies cropping up, there was diversity in philosophy’s of education and organization.  Most groups had their own magazine or newsletter for their constituents.  Eventually they began to recognize that there were things that united them in the desire to improve the lives of the young people in the church and outside of the church.  This desire culminated in a Conference that took place in Cleveland, Ohio in May of 1889.

Morgan goes on to share that this assembly of representatives from each of the Societies were, “canvassed in a spirit of mutual concession, and after prayerful discussion, lasting over two days, it was unanimously resolved that all existing societies should be merged into one new society, to be called The Epworth League.”
  Morgan’s interpretation of the event was less eventful than Hutchinson’s.  Hutchinson pointed out that during this gathering there was so much debate and disagreement that many from the different societies nearly left.  But, in the end, Hutchinson agrees that the group finally reached consensus and through some linguistic mishaps ended up with the name “The Epworth League.”

The church had been primed to receive this new Society and in November of 1889 the bishops of the Methodist church approved this group with this statement of resolution:

That we heartily approve the consolidation of the various Young People’s Societies of our Church into one organisation known as The Epworth League, and strongly recommend our pastors and people to give the League their active cooperation.” (C.D. Foss, Secretary of the Board of Bishops)

That first national organization for youth ministry had great intentions and great visions for movement in the hearts of all young people in America.  It was an organization that was deeply needed and when instituted grew in leaps and bounds.  Hutchinson and Morgan both share how rapidly the Epworth League experienced growth.  Hutchinson writes that:

Before the church papers had time to carry official news of the event to their readers, requests began to pour in on the temporary offices in New York for charters, or for information as to how to go about organizing chapters.  Some pastors, who had been wondering what on earth to do with their young people-as alas! Too many pastors seem to have to wonder in all decades-leaped at this chance to introduce into their congregations a society designed for exactly this group.

Even in the late 1800’s pastors were at a loss for what to do with the energy and enthusiasm of the young people in their churches.  Two centuries later, we still find pastors with the same sentiment.  But the newness of this phenomenon in organization called The Epworth League thrived and grew through many years.  Charters were being granted left and right and by the time they had reached seven years old, there were 16,302 Chapters of The Epworth League.
  

The historical writers of this time reflected on what it was that must have caused such growth.  The young people of the church needed a place to fit in the whole denominational picture.  They needed to be recognized for their own wisdom and ability to contribute to the church as a whole.  Hutchinson wrote that:

There must have been stored up and bottled away inside the church an immense reservoir of energy belonging to the church’s young people, without means of expressing itself in any way other than by attending services.  The Epworth League gave the young people a place in the total denominational machine in which they fitted; it opened the way for the power to be released; it gave the young people a chance to translate their enthusiasm and energy into action.  No wonder the new society prospered!

The early church gave young people a place where they belonged.  They gave them their own space and honored them with authority and power to influence the work of the church through their organizational structure known as The Epworth League.  It was the first essence of allowing youth to be a part of the church and ground their Christian faith in practice through the organization of the Epworth League.  Its structure gave them purpose and reason to be a part of this denomination.

With it’s recognition by the Board of Bishops, The Epworth League became the official “Young People’s Society for the entire Methodist Episcopal Church.” 
  It was governed by the Board of Control which was made up of the following leaders according to Morgan’s historical document: five members chosen by the Board of Bishops, five by the Board of Managers of the Sunday School Union; five by the Board of Managers of the Tract Society; and two from each General Conference district.  All members of this Board continue in office for the term of two years, or until their successors are elected.
  Their objective was to “promote intelligent and loyal piety in the young members and friends of the Church to aid them in the attainment of purity of heart and in constant growth in grace, and to train them in works of mercy and help.”

There were no minimum or maximum ages identified with the positions of the leaders on the Board of Control.  I would presume that because the church was still fairly young and the concepts of adolescence still a new and growing concept, there was no need to have a representation of ages on the Board of Control.  At that time the average age of pastors could not have been much higher than 30 or so, therefore I would venture to say that the Board of Control saw themselves as fairly young people, still looking out for the welfare of those even younger than themselves.  Unlike our present Division on Young People’s Ministry who have put age restrictions on each of the positions to help ensure proper representation of young people.  

“Epworth League Workers” may have been the first Youth Workers Manual written for the Methodist Church.  Written by Jacob Embury Price and published in 1893, this manual of sorts gives the philosophy of ministry to young people during that day and age.  In the preface, Price writes:

The successful management of a Young People’s Society is a practical problem in the life of the modern Church.  As a humble aid in the solution of this problem this volume is offered.  Its object is not to set forth a perfect theory of such an organization, but to afford some thoroughly practical hints and suggestions for beginners in this particular field.

It foreshadows a problem that is still true today.  As we delve further into the practical aspects of the local chapters of each Epworth League, we will note that many of the sentiments that the Epworth League Workers experienced in the late 1800’s are still the sentiments that many United Methodist Youth Workers experience today.  What Jacob Embury Price’s book tells us is that there were definitive purposes for The Epworth League chapters and even a sense of urgency in organizing and executing their organizations accordingly.  

His first chapter recognizes the need for the ‘young people’s societies,’ specifically The Epworth Leagues.  He wrote;

 “Children are the to-morrow of society” is an utterance accredited to Archbishop Whateley.  If the saying be true it should only encourage the further observation that young people are the morning hours of society’s to-day.

But “morning hours are the wings of the day,” and wings are suggestive of elasticity, buoyancy, hopefulness, ambition, aspiration.  In these “wings” there are possible loftier and farther flights than any preceding age has known.

Price goes on to recognize that with youthfulness comes risks and that the church ought to be passionate about engaging and filling the minds of these young people with wisdom and knowledge and the moral values that are attributed to an up-bringing in the church.  He also alludes to a problem that is not unlike the problem we have today.  He wrote that

 There are however, other considerations, among which the loss of young people from the Church deserves attention.  Thousands of them slip their cables and drift away from the Church every year.  Seventy-five per cent of the young men of this country, it has been estimated by a careful writer, are outside the Church altogether.

The sense of urgency in Price’s words echoes throughout the 1800’s and right into the 21st Century.  We are in utter need of recognizing that this age group has and will continue to be a vital group for the church.  Price and the early leaders of the church could no longer deny that young people were prone to living on the edge and if the Societies and these workers with youth did not take their jobs seriously, than they would continue to lose these young people to the sins of Society.  Therefore, Price defines a system of organization for Epworth League workers to install into their local chapters that would challenge the minds of these young people, teach them biblical and moral foundations as well as tie them into the Methodist church, to ensure vitality in growth and ministry.

The system included organizational structure that required regular meetings and multiple committees to care for the programs and services offered by The Epworth League.  Each League was to have “Literary and Scientific Meetings or Programs” that would discuss and debate on “every-day topics: including diamonds, petroleum, silks, banking, etc.”
    Bible Study was an essential part of this system and it followed a method much like that of what Wesley and the first Holy Club members utilized during their study of scripture.  Bible Study for The Epworth League members meant looking into scripture and critically reflecting on the words through a list of questions and consideration of the “sacred geography” as well as the manners and customs of the religious sects in that time and place.  

Price’s manual also highlights the need for “Studies in Methodism,” which concentrated on the need for denominational loyalty.  This section also gave ways to highlight and educate young people on the roots of our Church history, including the Articles of Religion, the difference between English Methodism and American Methodism, the study of General Conference and the Hymns of Charles Wesley.  This chapter alone reflects how the church thrived under the guidance of the Epworth Leagues.  It is reflective of a time when denominational loyalty was important to a developing nation.  The fact is that this intense education in the local church or in our youth groups does not seem to exist today.

The structure of each League included a Department of Christian Work, which seemed to be about teaching the young people about living their faith as Christians in the world.  They concentrated on evangelistic and devotional activities and celebrated achievements of the young people who excelled in these areas.  Morgan wrote this about the Department of Christian Work, “Its province is to look after the spiritual welfare of the members of the chapter, and invite the serious-minded to join the Classes of the Church.”

Each League was expected to hold weekly prayer-meetings for the young people.  Price gives specific directions on the objective of these meetings, how to get members there; and how to make the meetings interesting and profitable.  There was an expectation that each department would participate in some way with the prayer-meetings.  This seems to be the culmination of their activities together.  

Of course, like any proper book on youth ministry, there is a section that shares the responsibilities of the “Department of Entertainment.”  Yes, even in the 1800’s youth still needed to have opportunities of experiential learning.  This chapter shares the need for an ‘entertainment’ component in each meeting.  Translated to today’s terms, there was a need for games and activities.  This chapter also highlights the importance of communication and finance in each League.  Price states how important the work of each of these areas is to the functions of The Epworth League.  

What is rare in today’s books about youth ministry is the role of the pastor as it relates to youth group.  Chapter XII in Price’s book covers, “The Pastor’s Relation to the League.”  This chapter relays the importance of the Pastor’s role with the young people in The Epworth League.  In our churches today, if there is a paid-youth worker on staff, than pastors often play a minimal role in the youth ministry.  This chapter reiterates how a pastors training may be affective in teaching young people.  At the same-time Price presses pastor’s to recognize that the society is for young people and that in their office of pastoral leadership, they should be careful not to portray an air of ‘clerical arrogance.’

There was a synthesis about the Epworth League that doesn’t seem to be present in our current structure of The United Methodist Church.  There were mottoes and badges that proclaimed to the world that each young person belonged to an important Society known as The Epworth League.  There was a pledge that every member knew and a paper called “The Epworth Herald” that commanded the attention of thousands of young people throughout the Methodist Church family.  They had a governing Constitution that gave them direction and boundaries as they developed and grew.  It was a structure that left little room for ambivalence.  Members of the Epworth League knew their pledge:

“I will earnestly seek for myself, and do what I can to help others, to attain the highest New Testament standard of experience and life.  I will abstain from all those forms of worldly amusement forbidden by the discipline of the Wesleyan Methodist Church.  And I will attend, so far as possible, the religious meetings of the chapter and the Church, and take some active part in them.”

And with that pledge members knew that they were investing in the “sacredness of a covenant” among other Epworth League members.  

Words were not the only things that held the organization together.  Each member was expected to participate in leadership, no matter where they were in their Christian journey.  They were allocated to one of the four departments and encouraged to participate accordingly.  Morgan writes that “Members should be allocated to the department for which they are most fitted, and in which they can do the best work; but no one should be overburdened, or permitted to occupy more space in the activities of the League than is just.”

The questions that come to mind as we reflect on the history of our earliest organizations of youth ministry in The United Methodist Church are simple and direct.  What happened to The Epworth League?  When did they hit their plateau and begin to decline?  Did they ever make a clear transition from being groups known as The Epworth League to Youth Fellowship?  What happened to the passion and motivation that seemed to be essential to this organization?  

The responses to these questions still allude me, and merely point to the reality that there is a need for more research in order to discover the core variables that helped that ministry grow and thrive in the 19th and 20th Centuries.  Even in our first discoveries of this group called The Epworth League we find parallels to our sentiments today.  

Like our forefathers of the 19th Century, there is still a pressing need for ministry with this particular age group today.  Young people are still the “morning hours of society.”
  They still have “enthusiasm, energy, spring, dash, courage sometimes amounting to fearlessness.  (And if they are) only willing to learn from older heads, and considerate enough to be guided by higher counsels, they can furnish tremendous forces so much mightier than steam and electrical energy as to be beyond compare.”
  

Today’s scholars in youth ministry are attempting to remind us about what our forefathers in the Methodist Church were telling us.  We have a great responsibility to give youth something to be passionate about.  It seems that The Epworth League evaluated the circumstances of their time and place and through the devastations of the Civil War, they were faced with the reality that the young people among them were the change-makers in their world.  The Epworth League honored those change-makers by actively engaging them in a system of organization that challenged them to honor their commitments to the Christian faith; to live out their Christian faith through service to others; and to discover the God who has a timeless love and grace for each person in this world.  

Are we doing this with our young people today?  Or have we become stagnant in our ministries with youth, doing little more than ‘entertaining’ them as they show up for youth group?  Do we challenge youth to honor their commitments to the church and to their Christian faith?  Or have we taken the back seat to their sports commitments, school commitments and other social groups?  How many of our United Methodist Youth stand up passionately for the voiceless, the persecuted and the oppressed?  How many more of our youth live life comfortably in their suburban worlds without much thought about the hungry, the homeless and those in need?  Do our youth know the principles and foundations of the founder of our church and what it is that makes United Methodism something worth investing in?  Or are we just trying to get our kids to remember what the bible says about Jesus, let alone what our individual denominations stand for?

It would be inconsiderate to think that all United Methodist Youth have lost the passion, the direction and the drive that was once a part of their lives during the years of The Epworth League.  There are some youth in our churches who still attempt to be the change-makers in our world and in our church.  There are youth who value the traditions that we have as United Methodists in serving the homeless, the needy and the oppressed.  We have ministries like the Appalachia Service Project that invite thousands of youth to have their eyes opened to the needs of others in our world today.  And although our United Methodist Youth Groups do not follow the strict standards that were once given to them through the National Organization of the church, many continue to seek to find ways to connect youth with God each and every day.

Even though The Epworth League does not exist as an organization in our United Methodist Church in the 21st Century, its affects are still with us.  Had it not been for those leaders who took ministry with youth seriously in the late 1800’s, youth may not have the voice and the presence that they do in our church structure today.  Youth between 12-18 years of age are welcomed at General Conference, the highest governing body in The United Methodist Church.  Our church is intentional about having the voice of young people present in almost every board and agency in our international community of United Methodists.  Young people have the opportunity to serve God through their service to the different institutions and organizations that make up our United Methodist Church.  Because of The Epworth League, we have not lost sight of the value of the influence that we can and have had as a church on young people in our world today.  Maybe, if we look back at our past, we can discover some of the sparks that set the flames that became a wildfire of youth ministry development in the 1800’s.  Has history come full circle yet?  Are we ready to start another wildfire in Youth Ministry?  How many lives can be changed if we take this chance in influencing the young change-makers of our society today?  As youthworkers in The United Methodist Church, shouldn’t we take the pledge to make this change happen today?  Raise your right hand and repeat after me!
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