Our Free Will Baptist Heritage

Free Will Baptist History from a Buckeye Perspective
In previous articles, we have shared the story of the origins of both the State of Ohio, and the Free Will Baptist movement within its borders. Ohio became a State in 1803. In 1804 Eli Stedman came to Ohio from Vermont and organized the first Free Will Baptist Churches in the Buckeye State.  Young John Colby heeded God’s call and preached through Ohio in 1810, and the Free Will Baptist Churches that later sprouted up in the areas where he ministered were a testament to the effectiveness of his message. The Free Will Baptist foundation had been laid in this new frontier largely due to the efforts of these two young men from the Northeast. Little did they know that even while they ministered, God was preparing two more men to make the same journey and provide a huge boost to the Free Will Baptist cause in Ohio. 

Rev. David Dudley was born in Mt. Vernon, Maine, in 1791. After accepting the Lord and being baptized, he had a near death experience which caused him to surrender to the call to preach. Much like Colby, Dudley felt the strong urge on his life to travel west. In 1815, he journeyed to southern Ohio, “solely to work for God”, he said. This simple goal he certainly accomplished! Dudley joined the Church at Rutland, immediately began to evangelize, and was ordained by the Rutland Church in 1817. In 1822 he moved to Marion County and organized the Big Island Free Will Baptist Church, which was the first Free Will Baptist Church in Central Ohio. That was just the beginning – Dudley would go on to organize churches in Marion, Pleasant, and Norton, then other Churches in Delaware, Richland, Licking, Clarke and Union Counties. He went to Iowa in 1850 and preached two years, returned to Mainville, Ohio and pastored for a time, then finally returned to Marion County in 1861, where he preached occasionally until the Lord took him home. This valiant soldier of the faith died in Waldo, Ohio on May 29th, 1867. 

Rev. Rufus Cheney was born in Antrim, New Hampshire in 1780. He preached for 7 years before being ordained in 1810. He lived for a time in Vermont and then moved to Attica, New York where he assisted another preacher in starting a church. In 1817 Cheney also heeded God’s call to Ohio and settled in the southern part of the state in a place called Porter. In September of that year he organized the Porter Church with 7 members. He was assisted by Marcus Kilborn, one of his converts from New York. (Kilborn who would later go on to found the first Free Will Baptist Church in Indiana.) David Dudley, the aforementioned “workhorse for the Gospel”, also labored at Porter for a portion of those early years, which were very exciting times. The “History of Free Will Baptists” states, “The people came out to meeting from all directions, some of them travelling eight or ten miles through those dense forests to hear the word of life: and more than one hundred were added to the church.” Cheney continued as Pastor of the Porter Church for several years before returning to New York.  After a lifetime of preaching and Church planting, Rufus Cheney went home to be with the Lord in1869.

Although it’s been nearly 200 years since Rufus Cheney left Ohio, his work here is still very much alive. The Porter Church is without a doubt the strongest continuous and visible link we have to those early, pioneer days of our Free Will Baptist History. Porter, Ohio of 1817 is modern day Slocum Station, located just outside Sciotoville. After 44 years of solid leadership by a modern day Free Will Baptist giant, Forrest “Tary” Chamberlin, current Pastor Mark Price and the good folks at Porter are still very involved both in the cause of Christ and the modern Free Will Baptist Denomination, a reminder to us of the great heritage and responsibilty we all have to the heros of the faith who paved the way for us.
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