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John Wesl ey, Founder of Methodism was born on June 28, 1703,
at Epworth in England, where his father was Anglican rector for
nearly forty years. He was the fifteenth of the nineteen children of
Samuel and Susanna Wesl ey, both of whomare noted in history.

The Wesl ey ancestry went back for many generations, the nane
variously appearing as Wesley, Westley, Westleigh, and Wllesley. One
of the famly in Ireland once desired to adopt Charles Wesl ey,
br ot her of John, who declined, and the [ ad who was adopted in his
stead becane Earl of Mbrnington and grandfather of the Marquis
Wl | esl ey and the Duke of Wellington

Both the grandfathers of John Wesley were C ergynmen who were
ejected fromtheir pulpits in 1662, but his father broke that
Non- conform st tradition by becomng a Tory in politics and a
H gh-church Angli can

Susanna Wesl ey, was one of the great nothers of history.
Normal Iy it m ght be supposed that with so much child bearing, and in
constant ill health, she would not be able to give her children the
separate attention which they needed, but the opposite was true, and
in later years John could speak of "the little part of Thursday
eveni ng" given to himand could wish that it mght be repeated, since
"it would be as useful now for correcting ny heart as it was then for
form ng ny judgenent."

The family life at Epworth was the first great influence in
shaping the life of John Wesley. There was no "nother fixation," as
some nodern bi ographers have supposed, but certainly the early
instruction in the Epworth Rectory, followed by his nother's |ater
letters and her constant advice, gave her an influence on his
upbringing which is difficult to exaggerate.

H s father, the Rector of Epworth, allowed himto becone a



conmmuni cant at 8 years of age, and because of the sacrifice of both
parents he becone a foundation scholar at Charterhouse School, an
anci ent Carthusian nonastery in London, on January 28th, 1714.
Despite the stern discipline of Dr. \Wal ker, the headmaster, and the
spartan conditions of living, no word of conplaint has ever been
recorded of the six years he studied there. He is renenbered in a
verse of the school song, since he was ever the |oyal Carthusian and
visited the school many tines during the course of his long life.

On January 24th, 1720, he entered Christ Church at Oxford as
an Exhibitioner; this was the Col | ege where Sanuel, his el der brother
had preceded him and Charles, his younger brother was to follow
Through these years he was in constant correspondence with his
parents and when in 1724 he decided to assume holy orders, both
parents expressed their joy; the Rector urged himto study the
| anguages whi ch woul d give himnmastery of the original text of the
Bi bl e, and Susanna advised himto read "Practical divinity."

Thus John Wesl ey began to read the "Imtation of Christ" of
Thomas a Kenpis and Jereny Taylor's "Holy Living and Dying." This
was the second factor which determined his |ater apostolate, for in
Tayl or he found a spur to holiness of living. It led himto read the
great nystical witers and to follow their counsel in the culture of
the inner life. From Taylor he was led on to WIlliamLaw s "Seri ous
Call to a Devout and Holy Life" and "Christian Perfection." Hs
not her advised himto read al so, Sougal's "Life of God in the Soul of
Man, " a book which | ater becane a favorite with both John and Charl es
Vsl ey.

In 1726, when Charles Wesley went from Wstm nster to Chri st
Church, John was elected a Fellow of Lincoln College, and in the
i nterchange of letters between himand his father occurred the
Rector's menorabl e phrase: "VWat will be ny owmn fate before the
sumer i s over, God knows: but wherever | am ny Jack is a Fellow of
Lincoln.”™ H's nother said in a denure tone, "I think nyself obliged
to return great thanks to Almghty God for giving you good success at
Li ncol n. "

PREACHER

In the summer of this year John went to Epworth and near by
W oot, where he preached and assisted his father in the two parishes.
In Septenber, 1726, he was back at Oxford, and his rising reputation
was such that he was chosen Greek Lecturer and Moderator of the
Classes. In the first capacity he |lectured weekly on the G eek New
Testanment, nore to instruct the undergraduates in divinity than in
G eek. As Moderator he presided over the daily "Disputations"” at
Lincoln College and fully devel oped his talent for |ogic. Wen he
took his Master of Arts degree on February 14, 1727, his three
lectures were in the fields of natural phil osophy, noral philosophy,
and religion.

This life of scholar and tutor, so entirely congenial to him
was rudely broken by the need to assist his father who was beconi ng
increasingly infirm Between August 1727, and Novenber 1729, John
spent nore time in Epworth and Woot than in Oxford, and the Rector
wanted himto stay in the Parish and in due time become his father's



successor. This was not in accord with John's w shes, and when Dr.
Morely, the Rector of Lincoln College, told himin a letter (Cctober
21, 1729) that "the interests of the College and the obligation of
the statutes” required his return, he did not hesitate to resume once
nmore his academic teaching and studies.

THE HCOLY CLUB

There was not only Charles to greet him but also the fanpus
Holy Cl ub which Charles had founded. The story can be told in
Charles' words: "My first year at College | lost in diversions; the
next | set myself to study. Diligence led me into serious thinking; |
went to the weekly sacranment, persuaded two or three young students
to acconmpany nme and to observe the nethod of study prescribed by the
Statutes of the University. This gained ne the harml ess nanme of
Methodist. In half a year after this my brother left his curacy at
Epwort h and canme to our assistance. W then proceeded regularly in
our studies and in doing what good we could to the bodies and souls
of nmen."

John, neanwhile, was continuing his reading of the nystics
and coming to a cl earer understandi ng of the suprene value of Holy
Wit. In this very year of 1729 he said he had not only begun to read
but to study the Bible: hence he said, "I saw the indi spensable
necessity of having the mnd which was in Christ and of wal king as He
wal ked, not only in many or nost respects, but in all things."

Wth these views he naturally becane a nenber of the Holy
Club and as naturally becane its head. At first only WIIliam Mrgan
of Christ Church and Robert Kirkhammet with the Wesley brothers for
the reading of Greek and Latin classics and the study of the G eek
New Testanment. Qthers were added as the years went on, and the
activities of the Cub increased. At first, at the suggestion of
W Iliam Morgan, the brothers agreed to visit the prisoners at the
"castle" or prison and the poor in those parishes where perm ssion
had been received.

Strangely prenmonitory of John Wesley's later interest in
education, was the school he started. He and his friends paid the
m stress, and when necessary, clothed the children and supervised
their work. Children in the workhouse were taught, and books were
read to the old people. The ridicule and scorn excited in the
University was principally directed, not against the devotional and
ascetic practices, but these works of charity.

Intine the difficulties of the Holy Club so nultiplied that
it began to disintegrate. The early death of WIIliam Mrgan was
unjustly supposed to be due to the fastings and austerities which he
practised and served to bring the rules into greater opprobrium An
article in Fog's Journal in Decenber 1732, severely criticized John
and the other nenbers of the Cub, despite the fact that nmen who
|ater were to be so distinguished as Thomas Brought on, Benjanin
I ngham and John Cl ayton had joined. Wesley recorded in 1733 that 33
that the seven and twenty comunicants at St. Mary's had shrunk to
five, and his incessant travels of around a thousand nmiles had | oosed
his grasp on the discipline and practice of the C ub.



Perhaps the realization of this led to his conpilation of
forns of prayer for each day in the week. It was his first
publication and was printed in 1733, to be followed in 1735 by "The
Christian's Pattern,” a treatise on the "Imtation of Christ" by
Thomas a Kenpis. Later in the Club's history, six years after its
i nception, George Wiitefield becane a nenber and gl adly adopted their
ascetic node of life.

GENERAL OGLETHORPE

The death of Samuel the Rector on April 23, 1735, unsettled
John, and the neeting between General Janes (gl et horpe and hinsel f
caused himto accept the offer of a chaplaincy in the col ony of
Ceorgia. H s father had been one of the first supporters of this new
col ony, named after George_Il, who granted the Charter on June 9th,
1732. Only his advanced age had prevented the Rector fromoffering
his own services and he suggested that John Witel anb, his curate,
shoul d be invited. Sanuel, junior, the eldest son had witten two
poens with Janes gl ethorpe as the hero and a third poem had been
inscribed to him

Yet stronger than any liking of Oglethorpe, or interest in
his scheme, was the fresh opportunity of |eaping the wall between
hi nsel f and God. Al his reading of the nystics and good works coul d
not secure himthe communi on with God which steadfastly he set before
himas a goal. He frankly confessed that a chief reason for going to
Ceorgia was to save his own soul. "I hope to learn the true sense of
the Gospel of Christ by preaching it to the heathen."

SAI LS TO AMERI CA

Ceorgia therefore marks a third stage in his spiritual
pil gri mage. Whatever his notives, none could deny his apostolic zea
in his daily religious services and in the frequent cel ebration of
Hol y Conmuni on. A pl aque outside the Protestant Episcopal Church in
Savannah nakes John Wesl ey the founder of Sunday Schools in Anerica,
and certainly he gave nuch tinme to the instruction of the young. He
m ni stered to French and Gernman col onists by conversing with themin
their own | anguage, and he even attenpted to conduct a service in
Italian at the request of several immgrants. There were al so Spanish
Jews who sought out Wesley, and of whom he spoke so happily,
declaring that sone of them "seemnearer the mnd that was in Christ
than many of those who call H mLord."

This necessity to learn German, French and Spani sh hel ped him
when he cane to his great work of translating hymms. Hs first hym
book, entitled a "Collection of Psalns and Hyrms, " was publ i shed at
Charleston in 1737. In it he included hymms of |saac Watts, three of
his father's and others of his brother, Samuel, in praise of the
Trinity. But the outstanding feature of the book is John Wsley's
superb translations fromthe German of such hymms as Lange's "O God,
Thou Bottoml ess Abyss." Freylingheusen's "O Jesu Source of Calm
Repose,” and Richter's "Thou Lanb of God, Thou Prince of Peace.™

Finally, in Georgia was laid the foundation of the system of
cl asses which | ater becane a distinguishing mark of the British
Met hodi sm Wesley said in his Journal that since no door had been



opened for a mssion to the Indians "W agreed (1) to advise the nore
serious anong themto formthenselves into a little society and to
meet once or twice a week in order to reprove, instruct and exhort
one another; (2) to select out of these a snmaller nunber for a nore
intimate union with each other which m ght be forwarded, partly by
conversing singly with each other and partly by inviting them al

toget her to one house, and this accordingly, we deternmned to do
every Sunday in the afternoon.” It appears that the nmenbers were
largely German and while the Society nmet once or twice in a week, the
inner circle had its own Sunday afternoon gathering.

MORAVI AN | NFLUENCE

There were a nunber of Moravians on the ship "Si nmonds” on
which Wesley sailed to Georgia, and his contacts with these people
constituted another inportant factor in his conversion and subsequent
life. He was greatly inpressed with the unperturbed behavior of the
Moravians in a stormand | earned that even their wonen and children
were unafraid because of their faith. Later one of their Leaders,
August Cottlieb Spangenburg asked him pointedly, "Do you know Jesus
Christ?" Wesley replied, "I knowthat He is the Savior of the world."
"But," persisted the Mravian, "do you know he has saved you?"

Wesley replied in the affirmati ve, but he confessed in his _Journal, _
"I fear they were vain words." This episode created a spiritua

di ssatisfaction in Wesley's heart which eventually, and under the
tutorship of another Mravian, Peter Bohler, led to his evangeli cal
awakeni ng.

Wesl ey's mission in Georgia was not successful and even he
regarded it as a failure. George Witefield, however, declared, "The
good M. John Wesley has done in America is inexpressible. Hs name
is very precious anong the people and he has laid a foundation that |
hope neither nmen nor devils will be able to shake. Othat | may
follow himas he has followed Christ."

Nevert hel ess,, his usefulness in the colony was strictly
l[imted and his mssion ended in a near fiasco. His rigid H gh
Chur chmanshi p divided the people and turned many agai nst him He had
a m smanaged and unfortunate love affair with Mss Sophy Hopkey, and
when he foolishly repelled her comuni on when she marri ed anot her
man, it led to his indictnent. In the end he was obliged to | eave the
col ony under sonething |ike a cloud.

ALDERSGATE

Wesl ey returned to England in deep spiritual dejection, which
our fathers would probably have called "conviction for sin," though
he was certainly no sinner if the terminplies noral wong doi ng. But
he reproached hinself over and over again, declaring that he was
"carnal sold under sin," in a "vile abject state of bondage to sin,"
and "al toget her corrupt and abom nable.™

VWhen he reached Engl and he nmet Peter Bohler, who told him
that sal vation was by faith alone and finally convinced himof the
truth of the doctrine. Wesley's first inmpulse was to cease preaching,
but the Moravian told himto "preach faith until you have it, then
because you have it you will preach it." Wsley followed that advice



and at once great success attended his mnistry. This led on May 24,
1738, to the experience about which he wote what are perhaps his
nost fanous words:

"In the evening | went very unwillingly to a society in
Al dersgate Street, where one was reading Luther's preface to the
Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was
descri bi ng the change which God works in the heart through faith in
Christ, | felt nmy heart strangely warnmed. | felt that | did trust in
Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given ne,
that he had taken away ny sins, even MNE, and saved ME fromthe | aw
of sin and death."

The Bel gi an priest, Father Maximn Piette, in his book "John
Wesl ey in the Evolution of Protestantism”™ has minimzed this
Al dersgat e experience but actually it was the source of Methodi st
teaching on sal vation, assurance, and holiness. It was the watershed
of Wesley's whole career and it gave himcharter and conpass for a
course from which he never deviated. Even nore, it gave himthe
spiritual energy for his pilgrims progress, so that never again was
he Christian with a burden on his back. Until his dying day Wesley
dated his experience, his nmessage, and his doctrine back to this date
of 1738.

CHANGE OF ATTI TUDE

At Oxford and in Georgia he had sought salvation through
devoti onal exercises and by good works through unremtting service of
his fellows. But neither had brought himpeace with God. In his own
way he came to know that neither righteousness nor nerit can earn
God's favor nor fit man for heaven. After years of travail he sawin
a flash that salvation cannot be worked for nor nerited, but can only
be received by sinple faith.

H's first action after conversion was to help in drawi ng up
Orders for the Religious Society which he had been attending in
Fetters Lane. Then he preached before the University at St. Mary's,
Oxford, on "By grace are ye saved through faith.” This was, as the
University authorities were quick to realize, a new enphasis by a new
voice in a new and di sturbing fashion. It was the manifesto of the
new Revi val

Meanwhile in his restlessness of spirit he determned to go
to the fountain head of the Mravian novenent, Count Zinzendorf and
the menbers of the Herrnhut settlenment in Gernany. He stayed nany
days there and while in their services and schools he saw much to
admre, there were sone niggling doubts which [ater were to grow in
his mnd. The Moravian reliance upon God's grace could lead to a
passivity in which even the neans of grace, known and used by the
Church in all centuries, could be neglected.

The breach with the Church of Engl and, which Wsl ey never
acknow edged, |ed al nbst at once to the closing of London churches
agai nst his brother and hinmself. In the course of 1739 only four were
open to him but at Newgate jail anong condemmed prisoners, both John
and Charles discovered that if conventional neans of proclaimng the
Cospel were forbidden, unconventional opportunities were ready to



hand.
FI ELD PREACH NG

In the spring of 1739, another event of |arge inportance for
the revival occurred. This was the beginning of field preaching, or
preaching in the open air, which was forced on the | eaders by the
cl osing of the churches against them George Witefield began
preaching in the field to the mners at Kingswood, near Bristol, and
he attracted great throngs of spiritually negl ected people. Leaving
for America, he asked John Wesley to take over this work. The idea
was repugnant to the correct and proper presbyter of the Church of
Engl and, who decl ared that he had been "so tenaci ous of every point
relating to decency and order, that | should have thought the saving
of souls alnost a sinif it had not been done in a church.”

Nevert hel ess, on April 2, 1739, he began the work. In words
to beconme imortal he said, "At four in the afternoon | submtted to
be nore vile, and proclainmed in the highways the glad tidings of
sal vation, speaking froma little em nence in a ground adjoining to
the city to about three thousand people ..." Hs life's work had
begun.

He preached in the open air all over England. At Gaennap Pit
in Cornwall he preached to a throng estimated at thirty thousand. One
of the nost fanous episodes of his career was his sernon fromhis
father's tonb at Epworth when he had been refused the pul pit and
denounced by the curate.

HS WDE CIRCU T

Wesl ey becane "the soul that over England flamed." For fifty
years he rode over alnost every road in the British Isles and
preached in every conceivable place. Twenty tines he toured Scotl and,
twenty-four tines he was in Wales, twenty-one tines in Irel and.
Readi ng and witing as he rode along, he travelled a quarter of a
mllion mles and preached nore than forty thousand tines. Only
Francis Asbury in America surpassed himas an itinerant.

PERSECUTI ON

Wesl ey and his preachers encountered persecution and physica
vi ol ence of the nost bitter kind. The attacks came mainly fromthose
in the Church of England, chiefly squires and parsons, who strongly
di sapproved of the practice of preaching in the open air and thus
di sregardi ng the parish boundaries. They were repelled and di sgusted
by sone of the enptional excesses which characterized the Revival in
t he opening years. The fact that only a few peopl e becane hysterica
and that the Wesleys did not countenance such behavi or could not
allay the suspicions of the enem es.

The opposition was strengthened by the fact that when Charl es
Stuart tried to gain the throne of England, the Methodists by their
cl asses and "nocturnal neetings" seened possible Papists and
Jacobites in disguise, and therefore traitors. On numerous occasi ons
rabbl es egged on by parson and squire set upon Methodists and
mal treated them Even John and Charles Wsley, as well as sonme of



their assistant Preachers, were in danger of their lives. The
brothers rode the stormtriunphantly because they showed no fear
they never turned their backs to the rioters and they al ways went
unhesitatingly to the | eader of the nob. The decade of rioting ended
with the frightful excesses in Cork where priest took the place of
par son.

LI TERARY ATTACKS

The fighting was done with pens as well as fists. WIIliam
War burton, Bishop of d oucester, wote his "Ofice and Operations of
the Holy Spirit,"” and Wesley replied in a devastating "letter"” which
effectively scotched his accusations. A nore inportant literary
opponent was Ceorge Lavington, Bishop of Exeter, who published a work
in three parts entitled "Enthusiasmof Methodists and Papists
Conmpared.” He argued that John Wesley was a Papist in disguise. He
reached this conclusion by conparing certain sayings from Roman
Catholics with extracts fromthe Journals and witings of Wsley and
VWhitefield. Wesley not only refuted the charge, but convicted the
Bi shop of woeful ignorance, and, in places, of downright dishonesty.

Al these attacks gave the Wesleys nation- w de publicity and
synmpathy fromthe general public, while stinulating the |oyalty and
devotion of their followers. The novenent spread rapidly and groups
were forned everywhere.

THE FI RST CHAPELS

In 1739 Wesley erected the first chapel for his societies. It
was a small building at Bristol and was known as the New Roomin the
Horsefair. It had a preaching place, living quarters, a conference
roomon the second floor, and a stable for the preachers' horses. It
is still in existence, the ol dest Methodist shrine in the world.

In the same year, 1739, Wesley acquired a ruined cannon
factory in London which he repaired and renodel ed. This was the
famous Foundry, the second Met hodi st neeting house in the world, and
was London headquarters of the Methodi st nmovenent for forty years. It
was a chapel, residence, publishing house, and center for a wde
variety of social activities.

The third center was at Newcastl| e-on-Tyne, where Wesl ey
establ i shed his noted Orphan House in 1742. It al so housed nany
activities and was headquarters in the north of England, but the
original intention of devel oping a honme for orphans was never
realized.

It has been said that Methodismbuilt a school before it
built a church. As a matter of fact the New Room at Bristol was at
first called the New School house in the Horsefair, and it had a
school with four masters and a mistress. The sane was true of the
Foundry at London, where sixty children were taught. But the first
great educational venture of the Methodists, also in 1739, was a
school for mner's children at Kingswood, the cornerstone of which
was laid by George Wiitefield. In 1748 Wesl ey established at
Ki ngswood a "New School ," al ongside the "Ad School ;" this was mainly
for the sons of the preachers. It was officially adopted by the



Conference in 1756. In 1851 it was renoved to Bath and is today one
of the finest public Schools in England.

LAY PREACHI NG

Al most coincident with the building of the first chapels, lay
preachi ng began. This was to becone one of the npbst potent
instruments for the spread of Methodism not only in England, but
also in Anerica and other parts of the world.

The first lay preachers were Thonas Maxfield and John
Cenni ck. Maxfield was a convert who was enpl oyed by Wesley at the
Foundry "to pray and expound the Scriptures, but not to preach.”
However, in 1740 or 1741 he began to preach in earnest. This outraged
Wesl ey, who rushed to London to bring an end to such irregularity.
But his nother cautioned himto hear the young man before passing
judgnment; this Wesley did and i nmedi ately gave Maxfield perm ssion to
preach. He was | ater ordained as an Anglican cl ergyman and separ at ed
from Wesl ey on points of doctrine.

John Cenni ck was converted in 1737 and soon began preachi ng.
It was said that "there can be no doubt that he was one of Wsley's
| ay preachers before Maxfield was." He becane master of Ki ngswood
School but he enbraced Cal vi ni smand was di sowned by Wesl ey and
joined Witefield and the Calvinistic Methodists, but left themfor
t he Moravi ans.

ORGANI ZATI ONS

By the 1740's the Methodi st novenment had become so strong
that some kind of organization was needed. Thus emerged the d ass
Meeting, the first of which was at Bristol in 1742. In due course a
threefold pl an was adopted. The Society consisted of all the nenbers
who nmet and worshi ped together. The O ass was a dozen or nore
persons, under a |eader, who made financial contributions and net
weekly for testinony and discipline; later tickets were required for
adm ssion, and these quarterly tickets were proof of good standi ng.
The Band was a snmaller group of the sanme sex and marital status; the
Band soon di sappeared but the C ass neeting continued and is stil
found in many pl aces.

About this tine "Religious Societies" were springing up in
many pl aces, often under Mbravian auspices. One of these was in
Fetter Lane in London. For a tine Wesley attended its neetings but he
becane al arnmed at disregard of the outward nmeans of grace -- and in
1740 he led his followers out of the Fetter Lane group and forned his
own Society at the Foundry.

Then the nost inportant of all Methodi st organi zati ons, the
Conf erence, appeared. The first was held at the Foundry in London on
June 25-30, 1744. In addition to the two Wesley brothers there were
four clergynen of the Church of England. There were also four of
Wesl ey's |lay preachers, including Thomas Maxfield, but these were not
admtted to all the sessions; of these only one, John Downes,
continued to the end as a Met hodi st preacher

The subjects discussed were three: Wat to teach, howto



teach, and what to do. The discussions were called "conversations”

and to this day the procedure in British Methodi smboth in Congress
and Synod is the asking and answering of questions. The m nutes of

this first Conference are preserved. It was stated that all the

Met hodi sts regarded thensel ves as nmenbers of the Church of England

and that it was to be defended in preaching and life.

Thi s conference published no statistics, which were slow in
appearing. In 1746 the circuits were divided into seven areas, with
thirty sub- areas. In 1748 there were nine divisions and sixty seven
circuits, and the nunbers continued to increase year by year. In 1766
the first tabul ati on of nenbership was included; it showed
ni nety- seven preachers, not including the Wsleys thensel ves,
appointed to forty circuits with 19,761 nenbers, with sone om ssions.
There was a conplete report in 1767, when 25,911 nmenbers were |listed

THE CALVI NI STI C CONTROVERSY

In the Seventies the Calvinistic Controversy reached its
hei ght. George Witefield, the Countess of Huntingdon, Sir Richard
and Rowl and Hi Il and others were strongly biased toward the theol ogy
of Calvinism the predestinarian aspect of which the Wsleys and nost
of their followers opposed. Wen the Conference net at Bristol in
1771 a rival conference was held of Calvinistic synpathizers, and
Wesl ey was asked to receive a deputation representing them They held
a two-hour discussion and retired thoroughly disconfited, their
| eader acknow edgi ng publicly that he had been m st aken

Nevertheless it was a pyrrhic victory, because the offended
Lady Huntingdon proceeded to regroup her forces. The attack cane in
two waves.

First was the witten slanders of such bitter
controversalists as Augustus Toplady and the Hills, mainly in the
col ums of the GOSPEL MAGAZI NE but al so in panmphlets. Second, the
Cal vinistic preachers were sent to evangelize where Met hodi sm was
strong, in attenpts to disrupt the Societies. There were troubled
days for Wesley but his victory was conplete and, in spite of the
attacks, Methodi smcontinued steadily to increase.

Lady Huntingdon built her own chapels in nmany places. She
founded Trevecca Col |l ege as a training school for preachers. The main
field of Calvinistic Methodist operations was in Wales, and there are
today nore than one hundred thousand nenbers in the Wl sh
Presbyterian Church, as the group i s now known.

A SEPARATE CHURCH

Anot her inportant devel opnent was the virtual energence of
Met hodi sm as a separate Church, although it did not becone definite
until after the death of Wesley. On March 28, 1784, \Wesley signed the
historically significant Deed of Declaration, naking the annua
Conference through the "Legal Hundred" preachers the heir of Wsley
and establishing the principle of itinerancy. Wsley, by the hard
| ogic of facts, was providing for a Church which would continue after
his death, distinct in formand ethos, fromthe Anglican Church which



gave it birth.
WESLEY' S ORDI NATI ONS

Perhaps of still greater inportance was Wesley's ordinations
in 1784. The Deed of Decl arati on made possible a British Church, but
the ordinations led to a world Church. The action was taken after his
fruitless attenpt to persuade Bishops to ordain nen for America
followi ng the cl ose of the War of Anerican |Independence. The
Met hodi sts in Anerica were demandi ng the ordi nances at the hands of
their own preachers, and on one occasion a group seceded and ordai ned
each ot her.

Wesl ey had becone convinced by readi ng King's book on the
PRI M Tl VE CHURCH t hat presbyters and bi shops were of the sane order
Therefore, in Septenber, 1784, at Bristol, he ordained Dr. Thomas
Coke as "superintendent"” for Anerica and sent himto the New Wrl d.
There was convened the fanous Christnmas Conference at Baltinore at
whi ch Francis Asbury was el ected and consecrated superintendent and
t he Met hodi st Epi scopal Church was organi zed. Wesley's ordinations
continued, in spite of vigorous protests fromhis brother Charles; he
ordained a total of eighteen persons.

THE WORLD PARI SH

It is a remarkabl e instance of Wesley's invincible
yout hful ness that at the end of a long life he was still | ooking upon
the whole world as his parish. Already the work in the West Indies
was spreading, since its inception by Nathaniel Glbert in 1760, and
when violent stornms drove Dr. Thomas Coke and three young
m ssionaries nearly 2000 miles off their course to Antigua in 1786,
the | abor of the I ocal preacher, John Baxter, there found powerful
re-enforcenent. Other islands were visited and evangelized. Before he
died Wesley could see a fulfillment of his brother's lines:

VWhen he first the work begun
Smal | and feeble was H s day;
Now the world doth swiftly run
Now it wins its w dening way.

THE SPREAD OF METHCDI SM

VWhen John Wesley died in 1791, Methodi sm had spread all over
the United Kingdom and had nearly 75,000 "nunbers in the Society"” in
115 circuits. It did not greatly influence either the upper classes
or the agricultural Iaborers. Success was chiefly in the Northeast,
the West country, and Cornwal | . Wesley's greatest trophies were the
m ners of Kingswood, Cornwall, and Newcastle. The novenent al so found
ready |l odging with artisans, small tradesnen, and the workers
flooding into the new industrial areas of Lancashire and Yorkshire.

There were reasons for the astoni shing spread of the Revival.
In the early days the England that he travell ed on horseback was
mai nly pastoral and agricultural, and the woolen industry was in the
Cot swol ds rat her than Yorkshire. There were faint indication of the
com ng industrialism but the progress was not strongly nmarked unti
the later years of George_|Il. Wsley dealt with a popul ation



consi derably | ess than nodern London, and the absence of densely
crowded towns, together with the open nature of the country, enabled
himto address huge crowds in the open air in every part of England.

To evangelize industrial England would have been too great a
task for any evangelist, but it was within the conpass of a devoted
and growi ng arny of preachers and people, and by the end of the
century the work could safely be entrusted to Wesley's spiritua
chil dren.

Met hodi st success was also largely due to the parochial and
conservative habits, outl ook, and machinery of the Church of Engl and.
Its strength lay in the south and it was unable to adapt itself to
new conditions. In the eighteenth century the parochial system was
still the same as at the Reformation. There was not a single Bishop
in Lancashire or the West Riding of Yorkshire until 1826, when the
Bi shop of Ri pon was appoi nted. Manchester did not have its Bishop
until 1847. Leeds, which early becane an inportant Methodist center,
was one parish of 150,000 people until the mddle of the century.
Because Met hodi smwas nore nobile, adaptable, and freer from custom
and prejudice, it was able to seize an opportunity which the Church
of Engl and | ost.

Deeper than these i medi ate reasons for the growth of the
Revi val was the man and his nessage. Wesley was a natural |eader of
men who excited their lively respect, obedience, and affection. The
experi ence of John Nel son who on Moorfields Commons heard Wesley for
the first time nmust have been simlar to that of many. "My heart beat
i ke the pendul um of a clock and when he spoke | thought his whole
di scourse was ainmed at ne." Wen he tal ked with Wsl ey he decl ared
that it had been a "blessed Conference." "Wen we parted, he took
hold of my hand, and | ooking me full in the face, bade nme take care
did not quench the spirit.” All who nmet Wesley knew his effortless
mastery of men and recogni zed that he was the undisputed father of
hi s peopl e.

Wth the man went the nmessage. Wesley declared a Gospel which
was an invitation to a nore abundant life. He taught men they could
accept it by faith, they could enjoy it, and they could possess it to
the full. In an age when nationalismhad cast a blight upon religion
when ent husi asm was frowned upon, and probability was the guide to
life, it was small wonder that the sheep who had not been fed noved
qui ckly to these lush pastures. The Christian faith was invested with
color and gaiety because it acquired a new neani ng.

In distinction from Charles, who had a quick and fiery
tenmper, John Wesl ey retained remarkabl e conposure and sel f-control
even under the npbst serious provocation. Hs wife was a ternmagant who
could rise to ungovernable fury, but there is no instance of him
losing his tenper and retorting to her in kind. This evenness of
di sposition was allied to a magnanimty which prevented himfrom
usi ng the sane weapons as his traducers. It was said of his
generosity that it knew no bounds except an enpty pocket. When his
own sinple wants were provi ded he gave away all that he had.

The final inpression of the man is the conpl eteness of his
dedi cation to God and the work God gave himto do. He was as fruga



and abstem ous in habit, as he was neat and sinple in appearance. As
VWit ehead said, "a narrow pleated stock, a coat with a small upright
collar, no buckles at his knees, no silk or velvet in any part of his
apparel, and a head as white as snow, gave an idea of sonething
primtive and apostolic.” He rose early each norning and devoted nany
hours daily to praying and reading. In no life was the bal ance
between the culture of the soul and the service of the people so
exqui sitely maintained.

END OF THE JOURNEY

In the final decade of the century Wesley had little nore
than one full year to live, but to the end he made his anbitious
itineraries, and he died striving to maintain his prom se to serve
t he Met hodi st people in Leatherhead. It was fitting that the text of
his |l ast sernon should be, "Seek ye the Lord while He nmay be found,
call ye upon Hmwhile He is near”

The next day, feverish and ill, he stayed at Bal ham and
fought off his sickness sufficiently to wite to WIlliamWI berforce
the best known of his letters: "CGo on in the name of God and in the
power of His might, till even Anerican slavery (The vilest that ever
saw t he sun) shall vanish away before it."

He returned to the City Road chapel in London in grow ng
bodi | y weakness. Like all the Wesleys he knew how to die well. At
first he tried to sing Isaac Watts' hymm, "1'll praise ny Maker while
|'ve breath", and |ater, when singing had becone inpossible, he nmade
a suprene effort and cried, "The best of all is God is with us."

Thus died John Wesley, on March 2, 1791. Hs |ife spanned
practically the whole of the century.

The funeral took place a week later, and although it was at
the very early hour of five o'clock in the nmorning it was attended by
t housands. Wen Dr. Wi tehead, his physician and officiating
mnister, in the prayer of committal, substituted for "brother" the
word "father", the effect was i medi ate and overwhel mi ng. A | ow wave
of sobbing swept the crowd, because they realized that under God
their father had been taken fromthem It was a | ast spontaneous
tribute.

He rests in the graveyard of Wesley's Chapel on City Road in
London, which he had formally opened in 1778. Across the street in
t he Nonconform st cenmetery of Bunhill Fields, is the tonmb of his
not her, Susanna Wesley. Both of these sacred spots for nearly two
centuries have been visited by Methodists fromall parts of the
wor | d.
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