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Abstract

This thesis concerns the origins, development and decline of the Class Meeting.
Section one contains an overview of religious and societal change from the
sixteenth century onwards. The heritage of John and Charles Wesley is studied
within this milieu, and the inheritance which John Wesley drew from that
examined. The consideration of the Unitary Societies and Fetter Lane is both
chronological and analytical, charting the methods adopted to accommodate a
desire for association, and reviewing the distinctive purposes of each societal
model. The study of English religious association has not been previously
brought together in the manner of this thesis, and is vital to a full understanding
of the following sections. The material collated for section two, the Class
Meeting as the crown of Methodism is original, and draws on testimony, diary
and journal records. Wesley's class was a successful conflation of disparate
doctrines, and modelled growth in grace and holiness, which promoted a vital

affective journey. An analysis of the primary aims of the class, which gave the

Methodist people their distinct characteristics, is followed by a study of the
social identity and group processes that occurred when prospective members
considered joining the Methodists. Section three considers the Class Meeting's
decline prior to Wesley’s death in 1791. Using the work of Weber (routinisation),
Durkheim (totemism) and Troeltsch (primary/secondary religion) as themes, the

section evaluates reasons why the class became a cross. Journal, diary and
testimonial material supports the Methodists’ declining interest in the class
which led to its irrelevance to a people seeking respectability. This thesis adds

to the body of knowledge in relation to the Class Meeting by investigating the
origins, rise and decline of the class in Wesley's lifetime, particularly through the
use of social sciences to examine reasons for success and decline of the class.

(299 words)
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Introduction

This thesis is concerned with the class meeting. In 1742, Captain Foy, a
member of the Bristol Methodist Society suggested that grouping members
together into classes and appointing a leader over them to collect one penny
per week would assist defraying the debt on the recently built Meeting House in
the Horsefair. The class quickly developed from a method of collecting money
house to house, into an opportunity for the class leader to enquire about the
spiritual condition of the society members in his or her class, and thereafter into
a weekly meeting for mutually accountable conversation, support and

fellowship.

The class meeting is considered by many, including exponents of Cell Church

theories' the high point of Wesley’s organisation. Some argue today that the

class would revitalise the Church if it could be ‘rediscovered’ and used within

churches as a point of entry. It has been romanticised and credited with the
force to convert millions. D. Michael Henderson makes this bold assertion when
he writes:

Wesley left nothing to chance. He made sure that those who were
serious about leading a new life were channelled into small groups
for growth in discipleship. These little meetings were later called
“classes” and formed the backbone of the Methodist reformation for
the next century. The “class meeting” turned out to be the primary
means of bringing millions of England’s most desperate people into
the liberating discipline of Christian faith.>

This rather sweeping statement requires contextualisation and evidence will be
adduced to show that the ‘millions of England’s most desperate people’

suggested by Henderson simply did not exist in the eighteenth, nor indeed the

nineteenth century. David Lowes Watson quite properly evinces the reality,

! For a definition of Cell Church see, S. Croft, J. Leach, & T. Bradley, ‘A Future for Housegroups’ in
Grove Pastoral Series 66 (ed. P. Simmonds; Cambridge: Grove Books Ltd. 1996) p. 5.

2 D.M. Henderson, John Wesley’s Class Meeting A Model for Making Disciples (Nappanee: Evangel
Publishing House. 1997) p. 28.
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Methodist membership seems ... to have comprised artisans or
tradespeople, persons who were in possession of at least a
rudimentary education and who, whilst living in the midst of social

unrest, were usually not among those hardest hit by the changes.’

Even pre-Wesleyan Societies reached the semi-skilled and skilled trades, rather

than the llliterate lowest classes. Portus, in Caritas Anglicana notes that

membership of the early Unitary (Anglican) Societies was generally confined to

skilled manual trades: occupations such as ‘Buttonseller, Milliner, Tailor,
Salesman, Perfumer, Goldsmith, Confectioner, Perukemaker®. Amongst the
founders of the Fetter Lane Band was a bookseller, a brazier, a barber, a

poulterer, a clog maker, a wine-cooper, a barber, a retired Attorney.®

In his 1932 MA dissertation, W.A. Goss evidenced the earliest Bristol
Methodists were primarily artisan; John Deschamps was a stuff maker, John

Alldin and James Kelson cordwainers, John Tripp was a gunsmith.® There was

one gentleman, John Dyer,” and one freeholder, Thomas Gough.®

Clive Field has shown in his comprehensive article, The Social Composition of
English Methodism to 1830: A Membership Analysis,’ the social, marital and

gender make up of Methodism in its earliest years using extant membership

* D.L. Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting (Nashville: Discipleship Resources. 1985) p. 131. See
also Appendix G on p207, which shows a list of the Society Members, divided into Classes of the Bingley
Society in 1763. The trades and status of the membership is recorded.

* G.V. Portus, Caritas Anglicana. Or An Historical Inquiry into those Religious Societies and
Philanthropical Societies that Flourished in England Between the Years 1678 and 1740 (London: A.R.
Mowbray & Co. Ltd. 1912) p.21. Portus is quoting from a manuscript Sunday Nights Society meeting att
Mr. Bradshaws in Denmarke Street against Tom’s Coffee House near Exeter Change in the Strand
(Rawl. MS. D. 1312, fo.2.) Portus also refers to a document in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, The Names,
Places of abode, Employmts., and Occupacions of the several Societys in and about the Cities of London
and Westminster Belonging to the Church of England, 1694 (Bodleian, MS. Rawl. D. 1312)

* W.M. Trousdale, ‘The Moravian Society. Fetter lane — London’, in Proceedings, Vol. XVII, part 11, p.
30.

° W.A. Goss, Early Methodism in Bristol, with Special Reference to John Wesley's Visits to the City,

1739-90, and Their Impression on the People, (Unpublished MA dissertation. 1932) p. 65. A copy of this
dissertation is held in the archive of The New Room, Bristol

"W.A. Goss, Early Methodism in Bristol, p. 54.
8 W.A. Goss, Early Methodism in Bristol, p. 65.
> C.D. Field, ‘The Social Composition of English Methodism to 1830: A Membership Analysis’ in The

Bulletin of the John Rylands Library. Volume 76 (ed. D. Clayton; Manchester: John Rylands University
of Manchester. 1994) pp. 153-169.
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records. His study of the occupations of the Methodists evidences that the

occupations of the male membership reflected the major ‘artisan’ economy of a
locality. In the article, Field notes an issue | highlight in the third section of the
thesis, that of rising social aspirations; ‘By the end of the eighteenth century
there was mounting concern amongst many of the leading Methodist preachers

about the growing respectability of the movement as evidenced by ‘the steady

rise of many of its members in the social scale’.'°

As to numbers, in 1742 the Membership of the London United Societies stood
at around eleven hundred.!' The returns of members for 1790, the year prior to

Wesley's death on the 2" March 1791, indicate that out of a population of
8,216,096 in England and Wales, only 1 percent identified themselves as

Methodist, making 53,691 Methodists.'? By 1901, the Wesleyan Methodists

stood at 454,982 members, just 1.2 percent of the population.'” None of these

figures allows for the ‘millions’ suggested by Henderson.

From the Cell Church perspective, Wesley is credited with having rediscovered
‘a New Testament pattern to the church of his day.’'* Howard Snyder, a Free
Methodist, is quoted thus by William Beckham: ‘(the) class meeting was the

cornerstone of the whole edifice. The classes were in effect house churches

' C.D. Field, ‘The Social Composition of English Methodism to 1830: A Membership Analysis’ in The
Bulletin of the John Rylands Library. Volume 76, p. 167.

'''J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 19 p. 250.

'* See D.L. Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting p. 131. See also J.M. Turner, Conflict and
Reconciliation Studies in Methodism and Ecumenism in England. 1740-1982 (London: Epworth Press.

1985) pp. 63-65. Although Turner dates Wesley’s death to 1792 (rather than the correct year of 1791) he
clearly shows the increase of population and membership from 1792 to the mid nineteenth century.

' H.D. Rack, ‘Wesleyan Methodism 1849-1902°, in A History of the Methodist Church in Great Britain.
Volume 3 (ed’s. R. Davies, A.R. George, & G. Rupp, London: Epworth Press. 1983) p. 123. The figures
quoted represent the population of Great Britain, excluding Ireland.

14 W.A. Beckham, The Second Reformation Reshaping the Church for the 21* Century (Houston: Touch
Publications. 1995) p. 119.
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(not classes for instruction, as the term might suggest), meeting in the various

neighborhoods where people lived'."

In one respect, Snyder's sweeping statement is true: the class was indeed the
‘cornerstone’ to Wesley’'s organisation from 1742; however, there iIs no

evidence to support the claim that the class was a ‘house church’.

This thesis will show that Wesley's ecclesiology relied on Methodism being held
in tension with the Anglican Church. This created a particular partial
ecclesiology of being church. By this | mean that every need of Christian life
could be met within the society, except the sacraments and the Occasional
Offices, (baptism, marriage and death).'® This was a discipline of belonging to

the Wesleyans, certainly in the earliest years, and was held to be important by

Wesley to his death.

A number of Church Methodists survived after Wesley's death. Kent holds that
those who did remain ‘melted back into the Establishment, because they
wanted to receive Holy Communion from an Anglican parson, not from the

itinerants’.!” This view is not shared by Goldhawk, who pointed out the number
of arrangements made for Methodists in relation to the administration of

Communion over a period of thirty years from the 1795 Plan of Pacification to

'> W.A. Beckham, The Second Reformation, p.119. (Word in brackets mine) the original quotation can be
found in H.A. Snyder, The Radical Wesley and Patterns for Church Renewal (Oregon: Wipf and Stock.

1980) p.54.
'$ 1t is correct to state that London was an exception to the sacramental rule, as the leasing of West Street

Chapel, and other episcopally blessed meeting houses, mean that the Wesley’s or their ordained assistants
could provide a sacramental ministry, away from the parish church.

'7 5. Kent, Wesley and the Wesleyans Religion in Eighteenth Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 2002) p. 203.
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support Itinerants, and Societies who desired the sacrament from Anglican,

rather than Methodist hands.!®

Baker' and Bowmer,®° in their discussions on Sacraments in Methodism
asserted that the issue of Church as against Society administration had been on
Conference and Circuit agendas for some years prior to Wesley's death. In
1773, Thomas Taylor discovered to his cost that suggesting the possibility of
Methodist administration in future years was unpopular; ‘The very intimation of
any such thing was as bad as high treason, and | soon found myself in hot
water.’”?’ Taylor noticed that many of his society did not attend the parish
Church or receive the sacrament. Taylor felt the Methodists of the society were
unaware of the dominical command.?* His comment however, foreshadowed a

later decision. Once Wesley died, the discussion continued as Methodism

sought its way without the leader who had held the argument in tension.

There was no period of respectful mourning for John Wesley before dispute
arose regarding separation from the Church of England, with the Hull
Declaration of the 4" May 1791 urging the Wesleyans to remain loyal to the
Church and her sacraments, followed by a strong rebuff from Wesleyans in
Birmingham and Hull. Conference did little to help resolve the matter, adopting

a decision by lot in 1792 not to administer the sacraments, nor ordain without

'* N.P. Goldhawk, ‘Early Victorian Age: Spirituality and Worship’, in A History of the Methodist Church
in Great Britain. Volume 2 (eds. R. Davies, A.R. George, & G. Rupp; London: Epworth Press. 1978) pp.
134-137.
' F. Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England (London: Epworth Press. 1970) pp. 288-303.
29 J.C. Bowmer, The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper in Early Methodism (London: Dacre Press. 1951)
p. 187-205.
i T. Taylor, ‘The Life of Thomas Taylor’, in Preachers, Vol. V, p. 62.
22 T, Taylor, ‘The Life of Thomas Taylor’, in Preachers, Vol. V, p. 62.
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permission of Conference. Prevarication continued until the Plan of

Pacification was agreed in 1795.8

From Wesley's death, pamphlets and books written by leading Methodists
urged Class Leaders and members to continue meeting in class, and offered
catechetical material for use within the class. Other publications added to the
debate surrounding continuing compulsory class attendance. A literature search
of the Methodist Archive at the John Rylands Library produced thirty-one

separate documents published from 1797 onwards.**

The word ‘organisation’ will be used to distinguish Wesleyanism post 1749,
when the circuit system was fully established as a contrast to the word
‘movement’ prior to 1749, when Wesleyanism was developing. It is accepted
that the ordination of preachers?” for the itinerant work took place after this date,

but to all intents and purposes Wesleyan Methodism had emerged by 1749.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘organisation’ as the ‘condition of being
organized; the mode in which something is organized; co-ordination of parts or
elements in an organic whole; systematic arrangement for a definite purpose.’®
This contrasts with ‘movement’ which can be properly used in the earliest years
of Wesleyanism, when structures were still being created. The fluidity of early

Wesleyanism can be seen from the definition of ‘movement’ as a ‘course or

 See G. Smith, History of Wesleyan Methodism. Voume 11, The Middle Age (London: Longman, Brown,
Green, Longmans and Roberts. 1858) pp. 12-34. See also J.M. Turner, Conflict and Reconciliation, pp.
66-78.

24 The earliest document at the John Rylands on this subject is An Address to the Heads of Families on the
Necessity of Family Religion: Also an Interesting Discourse on Weekly Class Meetings (Leeds: A.
Newsom. 1797) The author is simply described as ‘Author of the last Century’ MAW Pa 1797.3.

2> Wesley ordained Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey as Elders, and Thomas Coke (already an
Anglican Minister) as Superintendent for the work in America in 1784, he ordained John Pawson, Joseph
Taylor and Thomas Hanby for Scotland in 1785, and Alexander Mather as an elder for the English work

in 1788, following this in 1789 with Thomas Rankin and Henry Moore.
% Oxford English Dictionary, Volume X. p. 923. The definition quoted above is found at section 2b.
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series of actions and endeavours on the part of a body of persons, moving or

tending more or less continuously towards some special end.?

The thesis is separated into three sections. In section one | examine the
antecedents to the class meeting in the context of an associational age. The

changing religious context is set alongside social developments. In the main,

the religious milieu under examination is English. The development and
purpose of the Religious Society has not been considered in detail since Portus’
Caritas Anglicana and Bullock's Voluntary Religious Societies 1520 — 1799.
Most recently Clark primarily reviewed secular associations in Brtish Clubs and
Societies 1580 — 1800: The Origins of an Associational Age, but did not address
the development of the Unitary Societies. In The Moravian Church in England
1728 — 1760, Podmore deals specifically with the founding of the Fetter Lane
Society, and does not review the earlier associations from which the English

founders had come. The approach | have taken in reviewing the distinct
associations of the late seventeenth and eighteenth century encompasses
elements from all these authors, and draws a broad picture of the setting into

which John and Charles Wesley were born, educated and worked.

The distinctive aspects of Unitary and Fetter Lane’s communal life are drawn
out in this section. These distinctives illustrate how the priorities of societal life
developed from 1678. Each model of societal life added new distinctive features
from its own milieu into the larger societal ‘picture’. These were then subsumed
into the societal model which followed. This original approach enables section

two to show how the class drew upon these established patterns and

expectations and furthered them further in the early years of class life.

27 Oxford English Dictionary, Volume X, p. 35. The definition above is from section 6a of the definition
of ‘movement’ which begins on p. 34.



| will argue that the class meeting, as every aspect of Wesleyan organisation,
owes much to others. The Wesleyan movement owed everything of its life and
vigour, not to the originality of Wesley, but to his ability to assimilate the

doctrine, spirituality, teaching and structures of others into a single schema,

which became Wesleyanism.

The resulting model of Wesleyanism consisted of practical or social piety,
inherited from Halle and the Holy Club of Oxford; Tory Anglicanism in the
insistence of the place of the established Church in the life of the Christian: non-
juring Anglicanism through the emphasis of ancient or primitive Christianity;
Moravianism through the adoption of the Moravian model of religious
organisation; Puritanism with its teaching on degrees of faith, which led to the
rigorous keeping of spiritual journals, and later the inclusion of reason as a tool
to assist in the life of faith; Roman Catholicism, in the model of class adopted by
the Marquis de Renty, and the importance of perfection as a goal of the

Christian life (this goal was also found in the mystics and the Puritan tradition).

In the second section of the thesis, | will show how the class meeting was the
vital centre of early Methodism. The section is reliant on the preceding section.
An understanding of the eighteenth century social and religious milieu adds
depth to the sophistication of the class's purpose as a body of individuals
meeting for a mutual purpose. The originality of the approach | have used is
shown in the sub divisions of the chapter, highlighting specific elements of the
purpose of the class. Within the chapter, | refer back to section one to

emphasise how Wesley's previous experience, and his theology drew upon

antecedents which he had personally experienced, or had read of.
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Wesley scholars contend that the class was the primary sub division of the

Society. Henry Rack for example states:

Each society contained smaller groups. All full members were placead

in ‘classes’ of about a dozen members under a leader which met
weekly for spiritual conversation and guidance. Membership of the
Connexion was defined by membership of a class.?®

J.S. Simon asserted that Wesley, after meeting the leaders of the London
societies, agreed to ‘divide the Society into classes like those at Bristol, and
place them under the supervision of leaders in whom Wesley could most
confide.””® Heitzenrater also makes this distinction, ‘The whole Society was

divided into classes (from the Latin classis, or “division”), neighborhood

subdivisions of about twelve persons, each having an assigned leader.""

Earlier sub divisions were the band, the select band and the penitential band.

These were the means by which men, women and children experienced at first
hand the closest accountability of Wesleyan discipleship. The oldest subdivision
was the band, carried into Wesleyanism from the Fetter Lane Society.
Heitzenrater suggests that not every Wesleyan belonged to a Band prior to the
introduction of the class meeting, ‘one gap in the society structure was that
persons who were not in a band had no small group in which to seek

encouragement and guidance.” This may not be so. In Bristol from 1739,
Wesley, at the suggestion of George Whitefield* did place Society Members

into bands. The same process occurred in London from 1740.

** H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism (London: Epworth Press.
1989) pp. 238-239.

#J.S. Simon, John Wesley and the Methodist Societies (London: Epworth Press. 1923) p. 64.

% R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodist (Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1995), p. 118.
See also S.R. Howdle, ‘Class Meeting’, in 4 Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland (ed. J.A
Vickers, Peterborough: Epworth Press. 2000) pp. 69-70.

I R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodist, p. 118.

2 J. Wesley Works [BE,] Vol. 25, pp. 611-612. In a letter to John Wesley dated March 22" 1738/39,

Whitefield invited Wesley to continue his work in Bristol. In the letter he suggests that ‘many are ripe for
bands.’
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After 1742 the emphasis of the Band Meeting changed as Wesley used the

class as the entry point into the society. Previously, the period ‘on trial’ was
spent within the larger society, and Band membership was granted once an
individual was a member of the Society. Band membership was also predicated
on segregation by age, sex or marital status. The class meeting was not

segregated.

| will assert that the band, select band and penitential band were sub divisions

of the class meeting from 1742, but that the class meeting was not a subdivision
of the society, rather the classes were the society meeting in small groups, and
the society was the classes meeting together. Effectively an ‘organic’ union
existed between class meetings and society meetings. This can be seen from

the distinction between the preaching service, which was open to all, and the

society meeting, at which only class members were admitted.

The account of Thomas Olivers makes this distinction between class members
(by default society members) and hearers clear:

As to the people of God in this place (Bradford Upon Avon), | loved
them as dearly as those | had left in Bristol; and longed to be united
with them in Christian fellowship, but knew not how. When the public
preaching was over on a Sunday evening, and |, along with the
multitude, was shut out from the Society, | used to go into the field at
the back of the preaching-house, and listen while they sang the
praises of God. | would then weep bitterly at the thought, that God'’s
people were there, praising his name together, while |, a poor and
wretched fugitive, was not permitted to be among them.>

From 1742, the smaller group meetings, band, select band and penitential band
became subservient to the class meeting, as they were subdivisions of the class

rather than the society. Any class member might become a member of a more

intimate group, but it was not possible for a member of a smaller group to

33 T. Olivers, ‘The Life of Thomas Olivers’, in Arminian Magazine, Vol. 11, p. 85. (Words in brackets
mine)
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belong to the society without belonging first to a class. Thomas Rankin

describes a further small meeting, the body band, in his autobiography. This is
mentioned nowhere else as a Methodist group, but Rankin suggested this was

part of the Methodist pattern,

| now saw the whole economy of Methodism in the most favourable
light, - the class and band meetings, meeting of the society, body-
bands, lovefeasts &c.**
If, as Rack suggests, the ticket of membership was given to class members,
and this ticket admitted the individual to connexional membership,* the ticket
brought admission to membership of the local society too, and to gain entry to
the society meeting, the ticket had to be produced. When classes met as a

society, it was not that the small groups of the society were meeting, but that

the classes were meeting as the society. This contention will be expanded in

the thesis.

The reasons for holding this view of the close relationship of class to society
can be summed up briefly thus: One, the close accountability of the class
meeting offering a communal, deep, mutual trust and honesty was not possible
in the society meeting; two, every society after 1742 began life as a class, and
the growth of a society was as a group of classes; three, in the class it was
easlier to be aware of an individual's Christian life, and disciplinary issues might
be more easily dealt with (on the model of Matthew 18);*® four, the class

allowed Wesleyans living in a locality to recognise and know each other; five,

the class could also be used as a place for instruction and catechism.
Heitzenrater is therefore correct in his statement relating the class to

‘neighborhood’ meetings.

** T. Rankin, ‘The Life of Mr Thomas Rankin’, in Preachers, Vol V, p.159.

33 H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 239.

3 See Appendix 9, J. Wesley Works [BE], Vol. 9, p. 73. Rule 7 of the General Rules of the United
Societies appears to have as a base the warrant from Matthew 18 regarding private and public
admonishing of individuals. The discipline of Wesleyans was for salvific purposes.
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The success of the class meeting rested upon class members undergoing a
similar, if not identical process of awakening, justification and sanctification. The
process of conversion and discipleship, which these three separate elements
might be said to represent, required a highly experiential and sometimes

dramatic course. Fits and fainting, visions and dreams are frequently recounted

in personal testimonies.

A note of caution has to be inserted in relation to the extant records of class
(and band) meetings; there are very few surviving accounts of class
proceedings. Within Methodism today an archaic phrase ‘in band’ exists to
distinguish a discussion that is to be secret. This little used term highlights the
nature of band and class meetings; that any open conversation was held as a
confidence by fellow members to enable a spirit of openness and honesty to be
engendered. This confidential trust was vital to the initial success of the class.
Any records or references to both class and band conversation are therefore
rare. They provide lively and vital interest to the class both as the crown, and as

a cross to Methodism. The testimonial, diary and journal matenal 1 have

gathered in this thesis has not previously been brought together with the
purpose of illustrating how the class meeting functioned experientially, yet also

failed as the desire for experience waned.

In each class meeting there was pressure for each member to conform to a
stereotypical awakening/justifying experience. This occurred because
Wesleyans who had undergone that experience, recounted the same to newer
members, and having no other reference point for conversion per se they
believed that this was the mode for becoming a Christian in the Wesleyan

manner. This could then be recounted to the next generation of Wesleyans.
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However, the experience cannot be recreated. A single generation alone

feels the full experiential nature of the class and later Methodists did not identify

with this.

A brief examination of the place of Charles Wesley's spiritual poetry, frequently

turned into hymns, will also feature as one of the elements of success within the

class meeting. Testimonies will show how important the hymn was in
Weslyanism as a tool for awakening, justification and sanctification. Charles

Wesley's hymnody was a unique feature of Wesleyanism.

Within classes of around twelve people, the whole of Wesley’'s doctrine ana
teaching could be found. This small group, more than any other Methodist
meeting, embodied everything that Wesley had discovered during his lifetime
and allowed men and women (and children) to discover for themselves; a

distinctive amalgamation of disparate theologies and teachings.

In some respects the class was the very zenith of Methodist organisation, and
when placed into the context of the other Methodist meetings and eighteenth
century society, John Wesley discovered, perhaps by accident, the one meeting
which gave a coherent and achievable structure of discipline and discipleship

for previously un-churched or ‘church-disconnected’ people.

In the class, personal and spiritual life could be discussed, problems shared, sin
and temptation made plain to a sympathetic and understanding group, and

admonition or congratulation offered by the Class Leader. This took place

during the course of a meeting that prayed, sang, and shared open testimonial

conversation.
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However, much more than that was taking place within the class meeting.

Meeting in a class meant far more than living an introverted spirituality. As a
simple example, the Methodist people were called to live their lives amongst
their community and practise within it acts of piety, giving money for the poor or
visiting the sick. These same Methodists were encouraged to see their

adherence to the Methodist movement within the parish system, so the Parish

Church became a focus for sacramental life and worship.

Perhaps it is right to say that in the class system Wesley discovered the

Primitive Christianity he had left England to discover in 1735. In this small group
members spoke openly and experienced their faith together, learning and
growing In the Christian faith as the earliest Christians did. That which Wesley
had sought to rediscover or recreate in the New World amongst the settlers and

Native Americans was before him amongst the class members who sought to

join his movement.

In the third section, | use themes from the social sciences to examine reasons
for the class’s decline within a relatively short period of time. This approach is
original in that each strand of social science: totemism, routinisation and

mystical/sect model of church, when taken together adds weight to the

argument | pose that the decline of the class meeting was inexorable, and
beyond the control of Wesley, who as | will show, was concerned once he was

unable personally to oversee the local societies that class attendance was

maintained.

| use tofem as a theme In the same way as Emile Durkheim who coined this
word in his Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. Durkheim separated that

which is accorded a sacred status (the totem) from that which is profane, or
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worldly. Durkheim studied primitive Aboriginal Australian belief. Totemism,>’

or the use of symbol in Aboriginal society imbues the object, painted or crafted
with a sacred significance, separating it from the worldly. The totem ‘is sacred; it
cannot be approached, it is held in respect.”® But it is more than mere symbol
because it is recognised by the society and reflects ‘that group in the religion it

creates.”®

In some way then the class meeting has been instilled with a religious
significance that it was never originally intended to have, and amongst
Methodists and Cell Church teachers and writers, is afforded a reverence which
calcifies the class meeting in its eighteenth century context and yet suggests
that a rediscovery or reintroduction of the class meeting would act as a panacea
for all ills within the organised Church in terms of a point of entry into Church, a
means of personal regulation in a supportive community, and as a method, or

model for Church growth.

Another reason for the decline of the class as an effective element of Wesleyan
organisation is the place, purpose and role of the class itself once Wesleyanism

became carefully structured and organised. When organisation replaced

movement, routinisation of chanisma occurred as outlined and developed by
Max Weber. Weber was a leading early exponent of the sociology of religion

and with ‘his friends Ernst Troeltsch and Werner Sombart, actually created the

discipline of the sociology of religion.”

*7 For a discussion of the significance of totem see A. Giddens, Durkheim (London: Fontana. 1978) pp.
88-93.

** W.S.F. Pickering, Durkheim on Religion (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 1975) p. 178.

3 R. Bierstedt, Emile Durkheim (London: Weidenfield & Nicolson. 1966) p. 201.

‘0 The above quotation is from the translator’s preface to M. Weber, The Sociology of Religion (London:
Methuen & Co Ltd. 19635) p. x.
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The nature of Wesleyanism changed after Wesley admitted itinerant

Preachers and created circuits. Increasingly, towards the end of John Wesley's
life, the leaders of Wesleyanism wrangled fiercely over whether or not to
separate from the Church of England entirely, an act which in many respects
had taken place de facto, with ordination, and assistants baptising and
administering the sacraments. Wesleyanism had changed from the revivalist
group that emerged from Fetter Lane and was spreading its ecclesiastical wings

as a fledgling Church.

The class meeting lost its organic association with the society which was vital to
its effectiveness as Preaching Houses were registered as Dissenting places of
worship, and Wesleyan Societies came to be seen as ‘churches’ in their own
right. The collegial, pastoral and disciplinary roles that class members held in

common were subsumed into the itinerant Preacher’s role. | will show how the
tacit removal of collegial responsibility, (not only pastoral and disciplinary
responsibility, but also the collegial sacramental responsibility of attendance at
the parish church) to the itinerant Preacher, meant the class meeting’s primary

functions were removed.

| will also discuss the class meeting’s life as ‘one generational’. By this | mean
that the class had a short effective life in the manner which Wesley envisaged it;
a small group for close mutual accountability, sacramental observance and
discipline. Second or later generations of class members desired respectability,
routine and the opportunities of leadership rather than the experiential and

accountable fellowship of the class’s early period.

In summary this thesis traces the developments in religious understanding that

gave rise to the class meeting. Whilst these are primarily studied from an
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English background, continental Pietism is considered. | will show the desire

to associate in religious meetings that grew out of a pietist understanding of

faith and life, and how this, together with other influences on Wesley, led to the

creation of the class meeting.

The thesis will also indicate that the class was a unique development of itself,
moving the nature of pietist association to an experiential, mutually accountable,
disciplinary and discipling meeting. This second section, which considers the
class as the ‘crown’ of Methodism has detailed original material brought

together for this purpose.

Through the writings of three social scientists, | will show that the class meeting
became a ‘cross’ to the Methodist people. | contend that the class declined

during Wesley's lifetime, as the Wesleyan organisation moved towards an
independent existence away from the Church of England and the Wesleyan
class became routinised, ‘totemised’, and a one generational meeting. In the
conclusion the class meeting will be evaluated and its value and purpose

appraised.
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Section One

Introductory Comments

In this section, the antecedents of the Methodist class meeting are examined.
The Unitary Societies of the Anglican Church and the Fetter Lane Society are

both models of association that pre-dated Wesley’s movement.

Prior to the chronological and analytical studies of these society types, | will
outline the developments in religion; both continental and English, and society
from the late sixteenth century. This outline is contained in chapter one. It is
included to assist in the full understanding of the foundation of the Unitary

Societies, which began to meet a desire for piety and association which

developed after the Restoration.

Chapter two, which details the Wesleyan heritage, offers a comprehensive
scrutiny of the Wesley family. This chapter highlights the mportant
developments in John Wesley's self understanding, and his model of
appropriation of doctrine. Chapter one is vital to the consideration of Wesley's

dogma, which will be seen to be a hybrid of theological models.

The following chapters; three and four, chart the rise of the Unitary Societies,
and Fetter Lane, and analyse the model of faith development which each type
of meeting offered a seeking populace. The chronological study of each society
type, followed by analysis is an original approach to the background of Wesley's

Methodism. In Section Two, | will follow the same pattern when discussing the

Methodist Class meeting as the ‘crown’ of Methodism.
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Chapter 1: Religion and Society at the turn of the Eighteenth Centu

John Wesley's ‘turn to seriousness’ of 1725 marked the beginning of a spiritual
journey that would reach a climax on the May 24" 1738. From 1725, Wesley
sought a vital and engaging faith. This chapter will trace the background to
Wesley's schema of faith and spirituality. |1 will examine Pietist and Puritan
developments, together with the social developments in England and Europe,

all of which came to affect Wesley's life, practice and understanding, and
ultimately the Methodists themselves. Wesley's mind was ever receptive to

other Christian traditions, and he synthesised the elements he found useful into

the Methodist movement. No one tradition could claim Wesley for its own, least

of all the Church of England.

Context

Pietism and later 17" century religious developments grew in a milieu of
paradigm shifts; that is that a new way of thinking superseded that which
previously held sway. This milieu is evidenced by David Bosch,' for whom the
work of Spener marks a new mode within the paradigm:

Published in 1693, Philipp Jakob Spener broke radically with the
melancholic view of history that had characterised late orthodoxy...In
the words of H. Frick (quoted in Gensichen 1961:16): for orthodoxy
the proclamations of the gospel to all nations was , at best only a
Wunschziel ("desired aim”); for Pietism it became a Willensziel (“aim
of the will"). The new movement combined the joy of a personal
experience of salvation with an eagerness to proclaim the gospel of
redemption to all.’

This mode resulted in a desire to convert others, the need for inward struggle;

an understanding that individuals rather than communities come to faith and the

development of ecclesiola in ecclesia.

' D.J. Bosch, Transforming Mission; Paradigm Shifis in the Theology of Mission (New York: Orbis.
1994) |

2 D.J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 252.
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The enlightenment, the paradigm shift in which pietism developed, allowed a

world-view to develop offering individuals expression for the first time. Of this
paradigm shift, Bosch wrote that ‘the church was gradually eliminated as a
factor for validating the structure of society.” This enlightened view allowed

philosophy and science to be taken seriously as offering a reasonable rationale

for the way the world was.

Progress was possible beyond the church and her structures, and individuals
were considered autonomous beings. Again, Bosch provides a forceful critique
of the church’s position in respect of the enlightenment, ‘even though the
Christian faith continued to be practised after the Enlightenment, it had lost its
quiet self-evidence; it became strained and tended to overemphasise itself, for it
felt itself to be operating in an alien and hostile world’.* This meant that men

and women not only looked to themselves, or science, rather than the
institutional church for answers, but if they were people of faith, such faith was a
private issue. It will be noticed from the religious developments in Europe and
England outlined below that the enlightenment gave impetus to the

personalised religious experience characterised by Pietism and Puritanism.

Continental Pietism

‘The Pietist movement was a call to action; a call to vigorous Christian
experience out-feeling the passive acceptance of creed and conformity’.” Lewis’
statement somewhat oversimplifies the growth of religious movements in the
17" and 18" centuries, pietism was as much a throwing off of ‘old Catholicism’
in former Catholic States as it was a reaction against the formalised Lutheran

theology and Christian practice in Protestant European nations. Lewis does

3 D.1. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 263.

* D.J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 268. See also the remainder of the second major paragraph.
> A.J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer (London: SCM. 1962) p. 22.
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capture a sense of the urgency that Pietism spread across Europe and into

England.

It is generally recognised that Philip Jakob Spener was ‘the man chiefly
responsible for the rise of piet3ism’.° Whilst Ted Campbell agrees with this view,

stating that through Spener ‘Arndtian spirituality was combined with reformed

pietism’,” W.R Ward contests Spener’s importance, and pietism's origins:

Pietism has constituted one of the most relentlessly contested
battlefields of modern historiography, disagreement about when it
began being so well balanced by its obscurity as a concept, and the
whole so confused by the application of often arbitra?/ theological
preferences or varying degrees of national self-isolation.

Spener, a Lutheran, wanted to improve clergy training, and recover preaching.

His Pia Desideria was primarily a reprinting of the Lutheran sermons of Johann
Arndt, to which he added an introduction. The heart of Spener’s teaching was

the New Birth, which was ‘a Pietist party badge not because it was peculiar to

them, but because of the prominence they gave it.”

Ward suggests that Luther's Preface to Romans, as a sign of conversion was
as significant as the New Birth. ‘He (Spener) absorbed the message of Luther’s
Preface to Romans, which became almost obligatory for approved conversion in

the later Pietist movement.'® John Wesley’s 1738 experience was ‘triggered’ by

a reading from that volume. !’

® G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, 1648-1789 (Middlesex: Penguin. 1960) p. 101.

"T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart A Study of European Religious Life in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries (Eugene: Wipf & Stock. 2000) p. 82.

* W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 57.

> W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 57.

' W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, 1648 — 1789 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 1999) p. 74.

' See J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, pp. 249-250.
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Spener sought to relate the doctrine of the Priesthood of all Believers to

experience, and he did this in the Collegia Pietatis. In these meetings, members
would ‘teach, warn, convert and edify each other; in a word, they should

practise the general (or spiritual) priesthood.'?

This meeting was an attempt to move away from formality, and towards a more
experiential faith;
They (Spener and Francke) reacted against the official stress on
formal theological correctness and merely conventional churchgoing
and what they felt to be the impoverished state of spiritual life.
Instead, they wished to create a more personalized and inward type
of piety and stressed the importance of good works. '
Spener did not seek to divide the Church, separating those who sought
‘experience’ from those who held to ‘form’. Wesley would later stand firm to

Spener’s principle, indicating Methodism was an ecclesiola in ecclesia. Watson

states that Wesley drew on Spener’s thinking; ‘This concept is usually attributed

to the collegia pietatis of Philipp Jakob Spener.'*

Spener's Collegium'® were intended to renew Lutheranism. Ward writes; ‘If
every Christian exercised his spiritual obligation to warn and comfort his fellow
believers instead of leaving everything to the clergy, church renewal would

begin in earnest.’’®

Spener's Frankfurt'’ meeting was elitist, but ‘it was soon joined by artisans and

servants of both sexes who surprised him with their knowledge.''® Johann

' W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 57.

" H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 162.

““D.L. Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting, p. 154. See note 22.

13 See W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, p. 75. According to Ward these groups became
Bible Classes by 1674

' W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, p. 75.

'7 Spener was a Lutheran pastor in Frankfurt

'* W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 57.



23
Schutz took Spener’s idea to an extreme, separated from him and moved to

Penn’s Quaker group in the American colonies.

Johann Benedict Carpzov argued that pietism replaced faith for Spener and his
friends, and he led the groundswell of criticism against Spener. However
Carpzov encouraged the formation of ‘Bible Colleges’ (Collegia Philobiblica) in
1686 to assist poor students in their Bible knowledge. The colleges comprised
groups of students under the leadership of a senior student. The success of
these colleges was far greater than anyone thought possible. Ward states:

Students without any degrees began their own collegia to study Paul,
and, worse again, citizens of the very unchurched city of Leipzig,
where two parish churches had to suffice for a population of 20,000,
joined the student exercises, and even opened conventicles. The
spreading of the general priesthood to lay people was happening
much faster than Spener intended or authority was prepared to
tolerate.™

Spener became court chaplain to the Elector of Saxony in 1686, and in 1691 he
came under the protection of Frederick Il Elector of Brandenburg (Frederick | of
Prussia from 1715). In 1694 the University of Halle was founded. August
Herman Franke,? Spener's successor, staffed the Theology Faculty. Halle’s
importance to pietism cannot be overestimated and ‘At the height of its fame,

1,200 students passed through its theological faculty each year.'21

The university’'s work was not purely academic; there was an orphanage, Bible
school, and secular schools; each an integral part of the Halle Pietist

movement, which ‘stood for a theology less sunk in apathy and less

contaminated in worldliness, a Christian fellowship more deeply conversant with

' W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Regime, p. 77.

20 For brief biography of Franke, and of his achievements at Halle see T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the

Heart, pp. 87-88.
2! G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, p. 102,
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the Bible and more actively participating in every kind of philanthropic

enterprise’.*?

Spener's patronage gave an unrivalled position from which to spread pietism.
Ward suggests the University was the right place to draw those sympathetic to
Spener to teach Pietist doctrine. ‘Halle became the beacon on the hill for the

pietists of the next generation.”*

The teaching of Spener and Franke, and their ideal for scriptural and practical

24

religion, was not unique. Jean de Labadie, a French ‘nobleman’,“” raised a

group around himself, who sought to achieve the pure church. This elitist group
fared badly, refusing to heed advice from local people where the ‘Labadists’
moved to form their settlement. By the time of the Wesleyan revival, the

Labadists had died out.

Ward described Labadie as a ‘rather unsympathetic character.’®® In short,
Labadie touched among the social elite a desire to escape from the orthodoxy
offered by the church, yet he had no solution to offer. Labadie affected
preaching in the Rhineland and Netherlands, with emphasis between the
‘converted and unconverted, between the regenerate and unregenerate.”® This

difference was clearly part of the Wesleyan revival some 60 years later, and is

an emphasis within any theology of Christian perfection.

Labadism gave rise to a revival under the name of Resurrectio (a Jansenist

name). These less elitist settlements were more successful than Labadie’s.

22 G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, p. 102,

2 W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, p. 78.

* See W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, p. 83. It was thought that Labadie was an
illegitimate child of Henry IV of France

2> W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 205.

2 W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 122.
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They too used class meetings, or conventicles. Zinzendorf and the Moravians

were influenced by the resurrectio settlements.

A study of pietism is incomplete without reference to the Moravians whose
history is bound up with Zinzendorf, an aristocrat, who owned the Hernhutt
estate on which a religious community was founded, offering a safe haven
during religious turmoil in Europe. The Moravians, or Renewed Unity of the
Brethren, grew from the union of Protestant groups from Bohemia and Moravia.
The earliest members of the Unifas Fratrum had roots in the followers of John
Hus, who was executed as a heretic in 1415. Hus united diverse Protestant
groups within Bohemia, which fragmented after his death. The Unitas Fratrum

held their first synod in 1467, and continued to grow despite persecution.

The Renewed Brethren coupled the Protestantism developed from the
teachings of Hus with the German pietism of Lutherans like Spener. The
Brethren who settled at Herrnhut readily accepted Spener's small groups and

other social aspects of pietism.

As a ‘persecuted group’, they attracted other disenfranchised Christians from

continental Europe. However, the Moravians were not popular. According to
Ward, they were the subjects of a great deal of polemical writing by the 1740's,
because the nature of Moravianism as a community and ecclesiastical body,
was not easily definable;

There being some solid evidence for all the views of a movement of
heterogeneous origin: for the view of some, though not all, of its
original adherents that it was a rebirth of the old Unity of the
Brethren, a body which had succumbed to the violent pressure of the
Counter-Reformation in its old heartlands of Bohemia and Moravia;
for the views of its Orthodox opponents that it was either a new sect
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with no right to toleration in the empire, or indifferent, i.e. denylng the

ultimate importance of confessional loyalty on the way to salvation.?
Although Zinzendorf is best remembered for his leadership of the Moravians,
Christian David was responsible for their settling at Herrnhut. David, born in
1690 in Moravia to Catholic parents, later recalled; ‘his heart burned like a stove
with religious devotion.’® David was influenced by a Pietist evangelical
carpentry apprentice master, and after his conversion in 1717, he became a lay

preacher, meeting persecuted Christians. In 1722 David met Zinzendorf, after

which David directed persecuted Christians to Herrnhut.

Zinzendorf, born in 1700, was fatherless after less than two months. After his
mother remarried he was raised by his pietist grandmother. At 10, he went to
Halle and was influenced by Franke. At Halle, Zinzendorf began his first
movement, the ‘Order of the Grain of Mustard Seed’. The group’s purpose was
‘a Christian fraternity committed to loving “the whole human family” and to
spreading the gospel.’®® Zinzendorf was reluctant to enter Court service
preferring to serve the Christian Church. After purchasing from his grandmother

t30

the Berthelsdorf estate, which he renamed Herrnhut,”™ he opened his estate to

Christian refugees.

Herrnhut's population grew rapidly, but the diversity of the new tenants caused
problems. Zinzendorf moved to Herrnhut to control them, imposing a religious
and village constitution. The latter included the formation of bands for the

sharing of religious experience, and the creation of the office of elder.

*’ W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 119.

28 R A. Tucker, From Jerusalem to Irian Jaya (Academie: Grand Rapids. 1983) p. 74.
® R.A. Tucker, From Jerusalem to Irian Jaya, p. 70.

% Herrnhut means ‘The Lord’s Watch’



27
In 1727, a major religious revival occurred. In the early part of the year,

Herrnhut was regulated as a civic and spiritual community, establishing
Moravian and Lutheran communities.’' The rule of the community was mutual
fellowship as shown by the bands organised in July 1727.%% Whilst Zinzendorf
was in Silesia, he read Comenius’ Ratio Disciplinae. Returning with these rules
to Herrnhut, a relationship between the recently agreed Herrnhut rules and the
‘ancient Discipline™ was noticed, leading to an expectation of God's grace
being poured out. On the 13" August, following the experience of eleven-year-
old Susanne Kiihnel** whose mother had died, the expectation was fulfilled.
After three days and nights of prayer, Susanne and two other girls were
converted. Fervour spread throughout the settlement and at a Confirmation and

Communion service the community sensed its own Pentecostal experience:

Several brethren prayed with great power and fervour. They prayed
not only for themselves, but for their brethren still living under
persecution; they prayed for those who taking the name of Christian
were yet separated from one another.

As a result doctrinal differences were set aside to concentrate upon unity and
dependence upon God. Mission was the practical outworking of the experience,

and Christian David became the first Moravian missionary.

As news of this night spread across Silesia, Herrnhut grew. In 1727, Herrnhut
had 300 residents; by 1734 this had risen to 600. Conversation began to centre
on the signs of ‘old time’ revival: Christian David began a men’s Bible class,
prayer meetings lasted all night, and there was a spirit of prayer amongst the

community’s children.

1 A.J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer, p. 54. Lewis states that the 12 elders were all from the
artisan classes

*2 A.J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer, p. 55.

3 A.J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer, p.56.

* W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime, p.115.

> A.J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer, p. 58.
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Zinzendorf's correspondence reflects this new unity; ‘Little as | desire that

born Lutherans should go over to other sects, | cannot conceive that Catholics,

Reformed and separatists who have united with us in love must become

Lutheran.”*®

Credit must be given to Zinzendorf for holding the community together in the

summer of 1727, when he afforded the Moravians the status of ecclesiolae in
ecclesia. At this time, the community members who so wished could join an
inner fellowship or ‘Gemeine’. It was here that the Class System was formed.

David Lowes Watson describes them

The members were divided into groups, or classes, according to age,
sex and marital status, each with a director chosen by the members
themselves. Within these classes there was a mutual oversight for
the furtherance of spiritual growth, each member being visited
daily......cceene.... Spiritual growth was to be assessed, and members
identified as ‘dead’, ‘awaked’, ‘ignorant’, ‘willing disciples’ or ‘disciples
that have made a progress.’ Similar language appears on early
Methodist class papers.”

The classes were termed ‘choirs’ and sub divided into ‘bands’.*® The bands
were small, numbering perhaps three people who shared a spiritual affinity.
Every band was accountable to Zinzendorf personally, and he believed they
were important to community life. ‘I believe without such an institution, the
church would never have become what it is now.”® This close religious

experience and accountability seems to have enabled the community with all its

tensions to live together.

Difficulties however, could not be permanently overcome, especially as Watson

recounts, the bands became ‘compulsory’ and the community adopted the

3% W.R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening, p. 122.

7 D.L. Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting, p. 7.

3% Bands first began in 1727. They were small, and members met to talk about their spiritual state openly.
See A.). Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer, p. 55.

¥ D.L. Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting, p. 78. Watson is citing from C.W. Towlson, Moravian and
Methodist.
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Lutheran parish system. Many of those who became Elders were aristocrats

like Zinzendorf, who were over-represented amongst the community. The
Moravians separated in 1735 when David Nitschmann was ordained bishop.
Zinzendorf was ordained bishop in 1737. The Wesleys encountered the

Moravians under David Nitschmann'’s leadership on board the Simmonds*® en

route for Georgia in 1735. This meeting had a lasting effect for two reasons:

piety (especially in times of crisis) and church order.

Pietism spread through a Europe free from Papal authority in a weakened Holy
Roman Empire. As monarchs sought religious self-determination, Christian
leaders began to seek out fresh ways in which to exercise faith. Piety was one
means to combine an understanding of belief with a practical application

towards the poor, the sick and the uneducated.

English Puritanism and Piety

Stoeffler comments that no reformation church was free of the experiential

nature that pietism embodies, and because of this:

Whether it occurs in England, in Scotland, in Wales, in the
Netherlands, in Germany, in Switzerland, in Denmark, Norway,
Sweden, Russia or North America, whether it is linked with a
Calvinistic, Lutheran, or Arminian theology its main features are
always the same.*’
The English pietist tradition developed through the Puritans who aspired to
remove the remnants of Catholic practice from the Church in the mid sixteenth

century. This widened to include every aspect of church discipline and

ultimately forced a retrenchment from established religion. Beginning during the

reign of Elizabeth 1** the Puritans developed a tradition of personal

0 See J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, pp. 312-313.
‘I F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism (Leiden: E.J. Brill. 1971) p. 7.
‘2 See T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, p. 45.
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‘preciseness’, away from quasi-political debate surrounding the nature of

Puritanism itself.**

Stoeffler's statement above is partially explained by the exile of Puritans under
the reign of Mary (1553-1558). The Puritans who left England travelled to

Switzerland and Germany and were influenced by continental reformed

teaching, returning on the accession of Elizabeth |, bringing the influence of

their continental teachers, and aiming to remodel the church along continental

Protestant lines.

Some Puritans were aware of continental piety before any ‘mainstream’ exile
occurred. John Hooper spent many years in Paris, Strasbourg and Zurich,
writing about Puritanism. He returned to England during the reign of Edward VI,
and became Bishop of Gloucester and Worcester. He was executed in 1555.
Whilst in prison, Hooper wrote on predestination to the Kentish conventiclers, in
an attempt to persuade them of that doctrine. Though not perhaps strictly in the
later Puritan tradition, Hooper took the need for conversion, repentance and

pietistic living from his continental influences.

Moving into the period of Mary Tudor, John Bradford stood as a ‘link between
the continental Reformation and Pietistic Puritanism.”** Bradford held to the
authority of the Word, justification by grace through faith and the doctrine of
double predestination.*®* Piety figured in Bradford’s writing, although as with

Hooper this was a personal, rather than ‘societal’ piety.

“ F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, pp. 27-28. Stoeffler has a brief but informative
introduction to Puritan development.

“* F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, pp. 42-43.

* See M. Watts, The Dissenters From the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon
Press. 1978) p. 11. The Kentish conventiclers rejected the doctrines of original sin and predestination. See
also P. Marshall, & A. Ryrie, The Beginnings of English Protestantism (Cambridge: Cambridge
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Calvinism was assimilated into Puritan piety through the return of exiles.
Calvin’s Institutes were translated into English in 1561 and his catechism was
imposed by law upon the universities in 1587. William Perkins drew upon
Calvin’s Institutes and set the theory into practice in the form of piety. Again,
there was emphasis upon repentance, which for Perkins meant ‘the whole
process through which the individual proceeds from the natural state to the
state of grace.”™ Such a reliance upon process emerged through his
dependence on covenant theology, the covenant which humankind had to
maintain. Perkins however also held that doubt was a requirement for the elect.
Indeed, he believed that without perpetual doubts, an individual was damned.*’
William Ames, a student of Perkins, developed his teachers thinking, and
worked during the period that Jakob Harmenson, or Arminius, wrote against the

election theology of Calvinism.*°

Perkins and Ames stressed the degrees of faith; effectively the order of
salvation itself. These emphases encouraged men and women rigorously to
maintain journals and diaries outlining personal journeys of faith, detailing, from
conversion onwards, the Christian struggle. This affective*® passage ‘served as

a means of making clear the affections experienced by particular women and
men as they traversed the order of salvation.”® The ultimate degree was that of

assurance.’! Wesley turned the Puritan emphasis on assurance as the final

degree on its head. For him assurance was a first step in Christian experience.

University Press. 2002) pp. 134-137. Bradford also wrote defending predestination against his opponents
‘the freewillers’, many of whom were also in prison

*® F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 56.

‘TM. Watts, The Dissenters, pp. 173-174. See also pp. 177-178. Others taught and led their congregations
to follow this understanding of the Christian life, but for a pastor it posed significant problems.

® See T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Hearst, p. 46.

*> Campbell defines ‘affective’ as ‘heartfelt’. See T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, pp 2-3.
0T A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, p. 48.

TT.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, p. 47. See also M. Watts, The Dissenters, p. 432.
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At this time, a reliance on law began to surface, which led to:

An ethical code ...which purported to delineate through careful

exposition of Scripture and logical deduction God'’s sovereign will for
every conceivable condition of the Christian’s life.5?

Alongside law, reason became a tool for the Puritans. The ensuing piety
became known as ‘godliness’, offering a life regulated by habit and practice.
Richard Rogers systematised this lifestyle in his Seven Treatises, offering a
closely organised arrangement of personal living, which would surface in a
communal form through the Anglican Societies of Horneck and Woodward at
the end of the seventeenth century. These Societies will be considered iIn

chapter two.

A piety based on law and reason drove writers like Richard Sibbes and William

Ames to use reason, logic and analysis in sermons and books.>> The
Cambridge Platonists developed the use and place of reason in the experience
of the Christian, and sought religious toleration, a hope that was in part
enshrined in the Act of Toleration of 1689. Campbell asserts. “Puritanism,” as
the hope of “purifying” the national church, was dead; but the spiritual impetus
of Puritan piety was carried on by both Anglicans and Dissenters in the ensuing

decades.”™

The reliance of godliness on daily exercises for spiritual growth led to an
increased observance of the Sabbath. For Richard Greenham, the fourth
commandment required adherence so that personal works of piety might have

priority over personal recreation or wastefulness. Greenham emphasised the

*2 F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 58.

* P, Miller, & T.H. Johnson, The Puritans (New York: American Book Company. 1938) p. 66.
*4 T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, p. 65.
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need for assurance based not on personal feeling, but on the work of God.

Using the analogy of a swimmer he wrote:
Though you swim in deep seas of dangerous temptation, yet are you
sure and secure because Christ Jesus your head is still above all

your troubles; and therefore able to draw you (Shis members) to the
shoare of salvation without all peril of perishing.®

Greenham’s piety would be adopted into the Holy Club’s pattern. Whilst usually

linked with the piety of Halle, it can be seen there was also an English tradition

for active engagement in social effort.>

Puritan piety developed further with the pursuit of holiness as the goal of the
Christian life. This meant that whereas godliness required the Christian fo do,
holiness required the Christian to be. In essence a change of state was
envisaged by becoming holy. This moved from a piety ‘centered in law to a piety
centered in an immediate relationship to God.”’ Prayer, meditation and the

means of grace were important in this process, and over time, these were

incorporated as holy exercises, and stood alongside the practice of piety itself.

Holiness brought the Puritan Pietist into a search for an inward awareness of
God’'s love, Monk states, ‘The love of God permeating all the interests,

affections, and “tempers” of the person iIs regarded as inward holiness.”®

Richard Sibbes and Joseph Alleine’s writing on holiness urged readers to seek

the image or nature of Christ within.

Because the pursuit of holiness was primarily subjective, mysticism crept into
Puritan understanding. Paul Baynes and Richard Sibbes led this development,

moving Puritanism towards devotion to the love of God, leading to inner peace

% G.S. Wakefield, Puritan Devotion (London: Epworth Press. 1957) p. 125.

*® F E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 64.

*7 F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 79.

8 R.C. Monk, John Wesley His Puritan Heritage (Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1966) p. 154.
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and union with God. Ultimately for Sibbes the ‘end of a Christian’s striving

was communion with God, the means was prayer, the result was fervent
affection for God and man.”® R.H. Coats offers a flowery but appropriate

summation: ‘Mysticism as a form of piety, is the passion and hunger of the soul

for immediacy of access to the Father, and the all-satisfying vision of his eternal

glory.”®

The bedrock of English Puritan mysticism lay in the study of earlier mystical

traditions.®’ Joseph Hall®® referred to Origen, St. Augustine and Gerson

63

(amongst others). Francis Rous™ looked towards the Eastern mystics;

Dionysius the Areopagite and Clement of Alexandria, as well as mystics of the
later middle ages, among them~Thomas & Kempis.®* Gordon Wakefield
asserted that there was ‘a school of English mysticism derived from Jacob

Boehme.”®> However, Boehme’s mysticism was drawn from a German, Lutheran
milieu, rather than the medieval English mystics. Boehme was rejected by the

Lutherans for his views. Among the Puritans, John Pordage was best known for

his study of Boehme.®*°

%% F.E. Stoeftler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 83.

60 R.H. Coats, Types of English Piety (Edinburgh: T&T Clark. 1912) p. 156.

§1 1.C. Brauer, ‘Puritan Mysticism and the Development of Liberalism, in Church History, Volume 19,
Part 5, (eds. W.S Hudson, M. Spinka, R.C. Petry, et al, Chicago: American Society of Church History.
1950) pp. 152. See also G. Mursell, English Spirituality from the Earliest Times to 1700 (London: SPCK.
2001) pp. 356-380. Mursell, in his helpful discussion of Puritan Spirituality does not refer to the English
mystics.

%2 See R.A. McCabe, ‘Joseph Hall’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Volume 24, Grigg-
Hanboys (eds. H.C.G. Matthew, & B. Harrison; Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2004) pp. 633-637.
Hall (1574-1656) was Bishop of Exeter and Norwich. He was a Calvinist, but sought an ‘ideal mean
between radical Non-Conformity and Roman Catholicism.’ p. 635.

%3 See J.M. Rigg, ‘Francis Rous’, The Dictionary of National Biography. Volume XVII, Robinson-
Sheares (eds. L. Stephen, & S. Lee; Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1917). Rigg was an M.P. and also
Provost of Eton. He was interested in a subjective piety, and wrote ‘Mystical Marriage’, describing the
marriage of the soul to Christ. See also J.C. Brauer, ‘Puritan Mysticism and the Development of
Liberalism, in Church History, Vol. 19, Part 5, Brauer asserted that Rous was the ‘first Puritan mystic’, p.
152.

® See F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, pp. 84-86.

% G.S. Wakefield, Puritan Devotion (London: Epworth Press. 1957) p. 102. See also F.L. Cross & E.A.
Livingstone, ‘Boehme, Jakob’ in The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (eds. F.L. Cross & E.A.
Livingstone, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1974) pp. 182-183.

° See. M. Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54’,
in English Historical Review, Vol. cxix, part 484 (eds. G.W. Bernard, M. Conway and A. Borg; Oxford:
Oxford University Press. 2004) p. 1231.
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Surprisingly, the Puritans who accepted mysticism did not look back to the
English mystics, such as Margery Kempe,®” Richard Rolle,®® Julian of

Norwich,®”® Walter Hilton™® and The Cloud of Unknowing.”' In email

correspondence’® Professor Diarmaid MacCulloch™ suggested that this may
have been because their work was not available to be read. Equally, mysticism

was viewed with suspicion, as Boehme discovered through his own mystical

174

writings, with the term ‘Behemist’” being applied to those who sought to follow

a similar path of mysticism.

As | shall show later in this thesis, Wesley drew on the Puritans whilst creating
his own schema of belief. Wesley’'s reading and publications may offer further
insight into the absence of English mysticism from the Puritans of a previous

generation, and suggests that Dr MacCulloch’'s comment is correct. V.H.H.
Green's appendix to The Young Mr Wesley™ lists Wesley's reading between
1725 and 1734. In his reading of classics, plays, general reading and religion,
there are no English mystics noted. Bullock recorded In Evangelical Conversion
in Great Britain 1516-1695, that the Christian Library which Wesley began

publishing in 1749 contained a wide range of spiritual biographies, and abridged

°’ See F. Riddy, ‘Kempe [nee Brunham], Margery’, in Dictionary of National Biography, Vol. 31, pp.
188-189. Kempe’s autobiography, her Book is the earliest surving autobiography in English. She was
born in Kings Lynn, Norfolk in around 1373 and died in or after 1438.

°® See J. Hughes, ‘Rolle, Richard’, in Dictionary of National Biography, Vol. 47, pp. 619-622. Rolle was
a hermit, whose main work was Super Canticum Canticorum. He was born in Thornton Dale, Yorkshire
in 1305-10 and died in 1349.

° See. S. Bhattacharji, ‘Julian of Norwich’, in Dictionary of National Biography, Vol. 30, pp. 819-820.
Julian may have taken her name from the parish church of St. Julian at Conisford, where she had her cell.
She is known for Revelations of Divine Love, written after 16 visions of the crucified Christ. Julian was
visited by Margery Kempe in 1413. She was barn in 1342, and died around 1416.

" See J.P.H. Clark, ‘Hilton, Walter’, in Dictionary of National Biography, Vol. 27, pp. 250-251. Hilton is
best known for Scale of Perfection, and he joined a Priory of Augustinian Canons in Thurgarton,
Nottinghamshire in around 1386. He was born in 1343, and died in 1396.

I See N. Russell, ‘Cloud of Unknowing, The’, in A Dictionary of Christian Spirituality (ed. G.
Wakefield, London: SCM Press Ltd. 1983) pp. 89-91.

2 Email correspondence between the writer and Professor Diarmid MacCulloch, 1 1" December 2006.

3 professor Diarmaid MacCulloch is Professor of the History of the Church at St. Cross College, Oxford.
" F.L. Cross & E.A. Livingstone, ‘Boehme, Jakob’, in The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, p.
183. The Behemists later amalgamated with the Quakers.

3 V.H.H. Green, The Young Mr Wesley (London: Edward Armold (Publishing) Ltd. 1961) pp. 305-319.
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writings. Among the authors published for a Methodist readership were

conversion accounts of ‘Bilney, Frith, Latimer, Hamilton, Straiton, Welsh,
Blackerby, Bolton, Winter, Mather, Hale and Fraser.” Wesley's abridgements
contained works by ‘Baxter, Bolton, Goodwin, Ambrose and Alleine, also by
John Ardnt, Blaise Pascal, Hugh Binning, Henry More, Bishop Edward
Reynolds and Jonathan Edwards.'”” Wakefield notes the omissions in Fire of
Love. ‘The omissions are important: no medieval mystics, no Carmelites, no
great reformers, no St Anthony, St Augustine, St Anselm, St Bernard, St

Thomas (except indirectly through the Puritans); no one indeed whom the

Catholic Church has canonised.’’®

Wesley’s later pattern offers an insight, but not conclusive evidence as to why

the English mystics may have been overlooked by the Puritans. If their Catholic

heritage meant that these mystics were anathema to the Puritans, then Wesley,
drawing on their reading was following a pattern set by his religious forebears.
Wakefield suggested that Wesley’s omission was due to ‘the prejudices of the
age’.”® If this was so, then he was doing nothing more than the Puritans had

largely done before him. Equally, if their work was not available, it is not merely

an omission because of religious background, but an understandable omission,

as their writings were little known.

In contrast to his contemporaries, Richard Baxter though a Puritan and Pietist

maintained a broadly Arminian theology.*® He sought to unite the various

strands of piety. Baxter wanted to ensure that the reliance on law, i.e. God's

¢ £.W.B. Bullock, Evangelical Conversion, pp. 110-111.
T F . W.B. Bullock, Evangelical Conversion, p. 111.
8 G.S. Wakefield, Fire of Love the Spirituality of John Wesley (London: Darton, Longman & Todd.

1976) p. 20.
? G.S. Wakefield, Fire of Love, pp. 20-21.
%0 Baxter did not accept universal salvation (Arminianism), but equally would not allow the harshness of

Calvin’s election theory. He therefore mellowed both doctrines. See T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the
Heart, pp. 65-67.
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sovereign will, stood alongside the gospel, i.e. God's grace. Here he sought

to bring together an understanding of God's glory, with the happiness of
humankind. Baxter was at the forefront of the creation of a ‘reasonable and

tolerant piety.’®"

Baxter began two small weekly groups, one to discuss the previous Sunday'’s
sermon, pray and occasionally to sing a psalm, and another of younger people
to pray. A third group met on a Saturday, to discuss the previous week'’s
sermon and prepare themselves for the following day. Overtones of the later
Unitary Societies are apparent, but Baxter allowed extempore and a freer style,
which was forbidden in these Societies. Baxter and his assistant also met

families for catechising and discussion.®?

Many groups or sects sprang up Iin the the seventeenth century. Most were
short-lived, and relied on the prophetic visions of the leader. Muggletonians,
Levellers and Soul Sleepers added a new dimension to Puritan piety. In the
main, these groups were ‘enthusiasts’ who in following their teacher often relied
only marginally on the authority of Scripture and more on the teaching of their
leader, with little time for the structures of church or state. It is unsurprising that

the term ‘enthusiast’ should be so negative when applied to the Methodists in
the eighteenth century. John Wesley was swift to distance himself from any

charge of enthusiasm and from people he thought to be enthusiasts.®®

8! T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, p. 69.
*2 F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, pp. 89-90.

* For example see J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol 19, p. 31. The men he ‘charges’ with enthusiasm are Mr
Hollis and William Seward
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Jeremy Taylor, (who stands outside Puritan Pietism) deserves reference. His

two major works, The Rule and Exercises for Holy Living®® and The Rule and
Exercises for Holy Dying,®® synthesised the traditional teachings of Puritan
Pietists outlined above with the Arminian teaching of Lancelot Andrewes, a High

Church Anglican. There was a year's gap between publications.®®

Taylor's understanding of the Christian life was ‘sweetness, reasonableness,
and implicit trust in a good God of whom all creation speaks to the devout
spirit.”®” Holiness, motivated by the love of God shown through practical piety
was the way towards God. Alongside this journey was the necessity of proper
preparation, and in the High Church tradition, he believed the means of grace
necessary to the life of the Christian. Taylor also believed the monarch’s role in
the order of state to be sacrosanct, acknowledging Charles Il as King, by divine
right during the Commonwealth. Wesley’s reading of Holy Living and Holy Dying
influenced his spiritual practice, as much as the teaching of more traditional

Puritans.

Taylor wrote during the Commonwealth, when the Anglican Church had
seemingly lost its place in English life and the need to write Holy Living and

Holy Dying was urgent. His writing, according to Askey, was ‘not a supplement

to a church-goer’s devotional literature, but ...the whole of Christian life for the

8% J. Taylor, The Rule and Exercises for Holy Living in which are described The Meanes and Instruments
of obtaining every Vertue; and the Remedies against every Vice, and Considerations serving the resisting
all temptations. Together with Prayers containing the whole duty of Christians, and the parts of Devotion
fitted to all occasions and furnish'd for all Neccessities (London: R. Royston. 1650)

% J. Taylor, The Rules and Exercises of Holy Dying, in which are described The Means and Instruments
of preparing ourselves, and others respectively for a blessed death: and the remedies against the evils
and temptations proper to the state of sicknesse. Together with Prayers and acts of Vertue to be used by
sick and dying persons, or by others standing in their attendance. To which are added Rules for the

visitiation of the sick, and offices proper for that Ministry (London: R. Royston. 1651)
8 C.). Stranks, The Life and Writings of Jeremy Taylor (London: SPCK. 1952) p. 104.
87 F.E. Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism, p. 107.
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unchurched English parishioner in the middle of the seventeenth century.”®

Holy Living then is intended to assist daily devotional life in the absence of
Anglican clergy to support the process. Living a holy life was important; Taylor
had no place for deathbed conversions. The whole of life was bound up with
living for God, and denial of that through life was not overcome at death.®

Wesley's own early repugnance for deathbed conversions® was similar to

Taylor's.

Holy Dying®' was equally devotional, intended to aid the Christian through the
process of death. As the holy life, so the holy death was found in the practice of

the individual during life. If there was no priest to visit and perform an office for

the dying, the book was to fill that place:

Holy Dying is not a handbook for the clergy. It is a self-help manual
for those especially in the dismantled Church who have no priest. It is
for those who need instructing about the danger they are in ...What
Holy Dying aimed at was to convince the reader, in the absence of
the Church of England and its ministry, of the divine mercy in
pardoning sinners, and not to despair.*

Holy Dying was not to be read by the dying: it is a book for those who live; yet
wish to die a ‘good death’. It is intended to assist the process of death when it

comes, not comfort those who are in a final iliness.>

Piety was a constantly developing spirituality both in continental Europe and

England throughout the sixteenth and into the seventeenth century. Developed

as a means of expressing faith through life, and ranging from the completion of

* R. Askey, Muskets and Altars: Jeremy Taylor and the Last of the Anglicans (London: Mowbray. 1997)

. 2.
Eg C.J. Stranks, The Life and Writings of Jeremy Taylor, p. 106.
% J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, P. 228. See the entry for the 6" March 1738. Bohler had invited
Wesley to speak with a condemned prisoner called Clifford on several occasions. Wesley wrote ‘I could
not prevail on myself so to do, being still (as I had been many years) a zealous asserter of the
impossibility of a death.bed repentance.’
’! The Rule and Exercises for Holy Dying was written following the death of his wife, Phoebe. See R.
Askey, Muskets and Altars, pp. 144-145.
72 R. Askey, Muskets and Altars, p. 147.
> See C.J. Stranks, The Life and Writings of Jeremy Taylor, p. 114.
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spiritual exercises to the introverted journeying of the mystics, to the

communal life of the Herrnhutters or the small groups of Richard Baxter, pietism
in all its forms sought to move the individual through life towards an
understanding and experience of faith that was not cold, or intellectual, but

affective® to the emotions and experience.

In Wesley both Continental and English piety can be discerned through his
lifestyle, reading and organisation, and | will evidence this in later chapters.
Wesleyan piety was a distillation of Pietist and Puritan attitudes and practices
with which John Wesley could agree, or more importantly could say were
experientially true. Chapter two’s discussion of the Wesleyan inheritance will

show further influences on Wesley.

Social Developments

A.M. Allchin asserts that the ‘seventeenth century both in Britain and in Europe
had been a period of great religious fervour and theological creativity.”®> This
fervour and creativity followed the emancipation of European Catholic states,
and an England gradually emerging from her own religious change. Such

change was paralleled by social and political changes.

With the emergence of enlightened thought, philosophy began to view the
nature of being human differently from that previously taught within the Roman
Catholic Church. ‘Reason’ became the byword for philosophers. Science also
began to surface as a means of understanding how the world functioned.

Gerald Cragg writes:

*T.A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart, pp. 2-3.

» A.M. Allchin, Participation in God: A Forgotten Strand in Anglican Tradition (London: Darton,
Longman & Todd. 1988) p. 25.
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Bacon had pointed to the scientific method which would rule the future,
and Descartes had unfolded The Principles of thought which

inaugurated the new age in philosophy. Men’'s minds would no longer
be governed by assumptions which were an inheritance from

medieval and classical times.*®
This placed philosophy on a collision course with the entrenched views of
Catholicism. That is not to say that philosophy had no place for religion, rather it
viewed the world from an alternative perspective. Cragg also asserts that travel
was broadening the horizon beyond Europe and opening enquiring minds to
other philosophies.’” Travel led to a greater awareness of alternative thinking,
behaving and understanding. Allied to the associational age which will be

considered later, the flowing exchange of ideas gave rise to an age of enquiry.

Maximin Piette holds a starker view, stating that the dawn of the Age of Reason
occurred with the breakdown of the authority of religion through nationalism. In
the new age, reason sought to influence every area of life and each country
‘made its own philosophy and followed its own masters. France looked to
Descartes, England to Hobbes, Locke, Berkley and Hume. Germany went to
school to Leibnitz and his follower Wolff.””® As Allchin states:

The eighteenth century emerged as an age of rationalism, moralism

and scepticism, an age which saw the beginning of the modern

rejection of the classical Christian tradition.*
In England Deism emerged, shunning revelation, and the surety of a knowledge

of God. Deists denied original sin and praised humankind’s innate goodness,

doing away with any need for atonement.'® Deism also influenced continental

Europe.'®! N

IVERg;
e " imerrED
% G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, p. 37. RAR Y

’? G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, p. 46.
°> M. Piette, John Wesley in the Evolution of Protestantism (London: Sheed & Ward 1937) p. 98.
” A.M. Allchin, Participation in God, p. 25.

'% See H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, pp. 30-31. Rack helpfully sets out the basic viewpoint of deist
thought.

%! See M. Piette, John Wesley, pp. 99-100.
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In 1648 at the end of the Thirty Years War, nation states began to emerge
across Europe from a weakened Holy Roman Empire previously gripped by the
Hapsburg dynasty.'® Small Electoral states, which elected the Holy Roman
Emperor, had always owed allegiance to Rome. Once the power of the Holy

Roman Emperor diminished as a unifying force for Rome, rulers were swayed

by the force of other dogma creating confessional states. That did not mean that

the new Protestant states were havens for all, but neither were the ‘old’ states.

Catholic France enacted the Edit of Nantes in 1598, granting religious toleration
to Protestant Huguenots. In 1685, after whittling at the heart of the Edict,'®
Louis XIV revoked it. This sanctioned the persecution of Huguenot ministers

and people and led to an exodus to England, Europe and the new American

colonies, taking not only skilled artisan trades, but Huguenot piety beyond its

traditional boundaries.

The Treaty of Westphalia altered the nature of nationhood forever. Europe Iin
1648 was defined outside the Holy Roman Empire. P.K. Monod is clear that the

negotiators of the Treaty of Westphalia believed that they could rationally create

borders and nations; ‘they defined the autonomy of new states, and confirmed
the sovereignty of old ones, by recognizing the balance of military power. Their
work was supposed to provide a permanent territorial settlement for the

Empire.’'® This treaty enshrined religious toleration.

In England, a similar situation brought about by the break from Rome under

Henry VI, and the subsequent turbulence around the faith of the monarch was

'2 The Hapsburg’s were Kings of Spain and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Their Catholic faith ensured
European allegiance to Rome through their political power.
' G.R. Cragg, The Church & the Age of Reason, pp. 18-21. Cragg usefully sums up the manner in which

Louis XIV gradually whittled the toleration granted under the Edict until it was revoked.
'™ P.K. Monod, The Power of Kings Monarchy and Religion in Europe, 1589 — 1715 (Michigan: Yale. 1999)
p. 155.
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finally put to rest with the Act of Settlement in 1701. The English and

Scottish'® crowns were abolished in 1649 with the execution of Charles | and
were only restored after Richard Cromwell, Lord Protector in succession to

Oliver Cromwell, resigned in 1660. Charles |l ascended the throne and reigned

until 1685.

James |l, Charles’ brother, was deposed in the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688.
This led to the invitation to William of Orange (William 1ll) and Queen Mary |l to
ascend to the throne. From the accession of Charles | onwards the monarch
had been Catholic. At the restoration in 1660, Charles |l distanced himself from
the advancement of the Catholic cause. James Il however intended to return
England (and Scotland) to Rome. Both William and Mary were Protestants, and

with their accession, Parliament made the choice not only of monarch, but also

of ‘state religion’.

The Act of Settlement linked the crown to the Established Church and forbade

the monarch, or heir to the throne from marrying a Catholic:

every person and persons that then were, or afterwards should be
reconciled to, or shall hold communion with the see or Church of
Rome, or should profess the popish religion, or marry a papist,
should be excluded, and are by that Act made for ever incapable to
inherit, possess, or enjoy the Crown and %overnment of this realm,
and Ireland, and the dominions thereunto.’

Parliament enacted the Protestant succession to allow ‘for the happiness of the

nation, and the security of our religion; and it being absolutely necessary for the

safety, peace, and quiet of this realm’.'”’

105 The thrones of England and Scotland were brought under one monarch with James I, although they
remained distinct nations.

19 The Act of Settlement, 1701.

197 The Act of Settlement, 1701.
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In England (Britain after the Act of Union of 1701), the monarchy was

considerably weaker than in any European country. After the death of Queen
Anne in 1714, the throne was passed to the Hanoverians. George | spoke no
English and showed little interest in Britain; Parliament’s ascendancy was
assured. Under Charles |, the Covenanters in Scotland and the ‘Root and

Branch' petitioners of England had been concerned to restore national fortunes
by a decisive swing away from Catholicism. The king was considered

‘uncounselled’ in Scotland, because he relied on bishops (among others) for

advice.

P K. Monod comments that Charles’ coronation in Scotland in 1633 with its

»108

‘perceived attachment to “popish” ceremony’™ caused criticism. In England,

the Presbyterian signatories to the ‘Root and Branch' petition sought the

removal of episcopacy as bishops were thought to be the cause of unrest.

Monod makes plain that the movement was not merely a religious reformation,
with the desire to impose a presbytery. The movement literally sought ‘root and
branch’ to reform English society. Monod writes:

It delineated the outlines of a “government according to God'’s word,”
a godly English polity incorporating public moral regeneration along
with personal discipline and just commercial values. It called for
reform of everything....In the new Enqlish Israel, the holy was to be
completely separated from the unholy.'®

The Covenanters and ‘Root and Branch’ petitioners were not seeking the
removal of the King. Indeed, as monarch he embodied the mystical nature of
the state. They wanted the nation to amend its ways, both socially and
spiritually, and many Presbyterians in parliament were looking for the King to
share power with them. However, the English Civil War countenanced the

unthinkable, that the King had no place in government. The Levellers who were

19 p K. Monod, The Power of Kings, p. 155.
199 p K. Monod, The Power of Kings, p. 157.
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at the forefront of this thinking, were represented in the army and looked

away from Presbyterian and Anglican teaching to ‘sectarian’ Independent
preachers, often regimental preachers. The Levellers were offered hearings by
Cromwell and other generals; hearings that more moderate Presbyterians were
not offered. Monod is clear these conversations were by no means the only

reason for the trial and execution of the King.

These were Dissenters, and Parliament’s later ascendancy ensured that only
Anglicans held positions of authority, and Dissenters were disadvantaged. The

"9 which placed the Prayer Book as the single volume for

Act of Uniformity,
public worship, stood beside the Test Act of 1673 which excluded non-juring
priests from pulpits and laymen from holding office. The invitation to William and

Mary in 1689 ushered in an age of religious toleration. Whilst disadvantage

remained, the earlier hunt for Catholics ended.

At the same time, the agrarian revolution changed the settled way of life for
many in a rural society. The Enclosure Acts had ended generations of tenant
farming. The agrarian revolution, which would fuel by labour, the industrial
revolution, meant that crops and livestock were now farmed to feed a growing
population which had no dependence upon the land. The small holders who had
lost their land through enclosures became waged labourers and some of them
would become the personnel who would move into the developing towns, and

into artisan trades. Clark asserts that amongst those joining the earliest Unitary

Societies, were young male apprentices, displaced from rural communities and

living in the emerging towns and cities.'"

"' The Act of Uniformity 1559. I Elizabeth, Cap 2
""'P. Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 55.
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By 1719, the population of Europe stood at around one hundred and eighteen

million. In England there were around ‘5.1 million in 1701, 5.8 million in 1751
and 8.7 million in 1801'.'"* Population growth increased the pressure on
outdated agricultural methods, and in England the new farming methods of the
agrarian revolution provided sufficient food, although many were no longer

working the land.

In the period to the rise of the Evangelical Revival, the religious leaders
discussed earlier in this chapter were known by later generations through
spiritual autobiography, and their writings on divinity. These set out Puritan
Pietistic models for the conversion experience, and in the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, were read, according to Hindmarsh, by Dissenters and
early evangelicals alike. Perkins work particularly affected later writers and

readers, ‘the theology of conversion expounded by Perkins in the late sixteenth

century had by the late seventeenth century spawned a whole literature, which

was widely read by English Nonconformists well into the eighteenth century.’*
The resulting desire amongst the people was for the same or similar
experience. This thesis will show that from the rise of the Anglican Unitary
Society, into the period of Fetter Lane and Methodism, Anglicans, Dissenters

and the ‘un-churched’ sought out spiritual purpose to their lives.

It is therefore important to note that the rising ‘artisan’ classes, those who were
moving into the new towns, forming part of the societal change in early modern
England, were not without religious or spiritual longings. The desire for
seriousness, awakened by reading, was not fed by the parish system which was

failing to meet growing communities, or which was unable to answer the

"2 H.D. Rack. Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 1.

' D B. Hindmarsh, The Evangelical Conversion Narrative. Spiritual Autobiography in Early Modern
England (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2005) p. 50.
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questions raised by such reading. Hindmarsh evidences the desire for

individual and communal spirituality in a study of the earliest Methodist
testimonies.!' This desire formed the bedrock on which Methodism grew.
Added to the individuality which Methodism offered, was the new sense of
community that membership of a society brought. ‘For many of the Methodists

who were dislocated through employment or domestic troubles, Methodism

offered the family that they missed or never had. Notwithstanding the intensely

individual language in these narratives, conversion was not experienced iIn

isolation.'"®

| have shown in this chapter how the creation of small groups as vehicles for
faith development and ecclesiastical renewal spread across Europe and into
Britain in the 17" Century. Bullock traced religious societies in England to

around 1678. Writing of the development of religious societies from Luther

onwards, Bullock states of the English scene:

This expectation (to find religious societies) is amply fulfilled from
1678 onwards, but before that date there is not much expression In
England of the idea of an inner circle, loyal to the main body, but
trying also to stimulate it to fresh life and quickened enthusiasm.'"°

The emergence of religious societies was perhaps a response to the growing

number of secular societies. Clark indicates that in 1661 clubs and societies,
met in both alehouses and coffee houses.''” Their rise was encouraged as
Commonwealth censorship had ceased, and society had pluralised. For Clark,
theﬁbeginning of the 18" Century saw a marked change in societal behaviour,
which had previously focussed on the home. As an instance he cites the

emergence of Mothering Sunday, which began as a family meal on ‘mid Lent

14 D.B. Hindmarsh, The Evangelical Conversion Narrative, pp. 142-156.
''>D.B. Hindmarsh, The Evanglical Conversion Narrative, p. 151.
16 £ W.B. Bullock, Voluntary Religious Societies 1520-1799 (St Leonard’s on Sea: Budd & Gillatt. 1963)

P. 109. (Words in brackets mine)
'7p, Clark, British Clubs and Societies 1580-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 2000) p. 26.
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Sunday’ and in the seventeenth century developed into Mothering Sunday.'®

Bullock contends that there was no single catalyst for the religious societies

which will be discussed in detalil in the next chapter, but suggests that ‘the root

cause was the general decay of religion and the corruption of morals.’''°

Clark challenges Bullock's assumption suggesting that the rise of Catholicism,

and Protestant Dissent in Britain set in process the rise of Anglican societies.

Clark accepts their primary function was religious, but indicates that there was
also an element of personal advancement attached to membership:

Most of those joining were young men and apprentices for whom the
attraction of the meetings was not just spiritual: according to the Scot
Robert Kirk, discussions included ‘advice for advancing [in] trade,
getting a maintenance, [and] helping the sick of their society.'*

Young men, recently out of apprenticeship may have looked to a society such

as that at the Savoy Chapel to advance their careers.'”’

In an interview the Rev Dr Henry Rack described the 18" Century as a period of
‘clubability’.’®® Peter Clark offers a detailed critique of the many clubs and
societies formed between 1580 and 1800. The new ‘associational’'*® nature of
society arose from individualisation, and the emergence of clubs and societies
was intended to counter this, and offer a form of religion which was not as dry

as organised religion, and offered more than familial piety.

"8 p, Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 28.

' £ W.B. Bullock, Voluntary Religious Societies, p. 127.

120 p_ Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 55.

121 See Appendix 1: Rule 14

122 Interview with the Rev Dr Henry Rack on the 15" June 2000

123 p, Clark, British Clubs and Societies. Clark’s subtitle for the book is “The Origins of an Associational
World”.
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According to Clark, associations expanded because ‘living standards

improved among the upper and middling groups of society’.'® Bullock clearly
indicates that there were a large number of organisations seeking to meet felt
religious needs. There were also secular clubs and coffee houses. Some clubs
began to pursue political aims; the mug-house clubs,'®® to which Whigs brought
their own mugs out of which loyal toasts were drunk, and The Cocoa Tree
Coffee House'®® for Tories. Clubs were not always founded for political,

127

educational or religious aims, members of the ‘Ugly Face Clubs''“’ prided

themselves on an ability to drink heavily and have facial oddness!

Chapter Summary

In a rapidly changing social, political and economic scene which had been
tested by revolution and the emergence of nation states, renewal in religion,
represented by the religious leaders discussed in this chapter, was a far cry
from the old order existing prior to the Treaty of Westphalia of 1648, or to the
death of Charles I. As theological consideration enabled religious development,
men and women, liberated to think and practise religion beyond Catholicism,

sought out those leaders who could assist their growth in faith.

This overview was necessary to place John and Charles Wesley into their
religious, cultural and social milieu, and their background and heritage will be
reviewed in the following chapter. In the subsequent chapters of this section the

emergence of Unitary Societies and Fetter Lane will be charted against the

backdrop of this chapter.

124 p. Clark, British Clubs and Societies, pp. 75-76.
\23 p_ Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 13.
126 p_ Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 73.
127 p, Clark, British Clubs and Societies, p. 71.
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In the Evangelical Revolution of the eighteenth century, the associational

desires of men and women were met by those religious leaders influenced by
the developments of the past, who looked away from the Catholic Church
towards the warm hearted, socially engaging religion of Protestantism. The
Wesleyan mission evolved from this milieu, and met the needs of those who

were seeking an associational life beyond their home, work and social life.

i
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Chapter 2: The Heritage of John and Charles Wesley

Context

This chapter will review the life of John, and less extensively Charles Wesley, to
May 1738, evaluating their inheritance within the broader framework outlined in

chapter one and offering insight into the Wesleys’ life detailed in the following

chapters.

As might be expected John Wesley's family were affected by religious
fractiousness in the 17" century. At Oxford University, John Wesley turned
towards living a serious life. In his 1738 retrospective, Wesley accounts of the
period from 1725,
| executed a resolution which | was before convinced was of the
utmost importance, shaking off at once all my trifling acquaintance. |
began to see more and more the value of time. | applied myself

closer to study. | watched more carefully against actual sins; |

advised others to be religious, according to that scheme of religion by
which | modelled my own life.!

Wesley's personal life was marked by exactitude, his reading centred on
authors with whom he could only partially agree, and who did not bring him a
sense of peace. The more he read and searched, the more he longed for the
unattainable: Primitive Christianity. In part, this search took him to America, yet
was to prove futile. Primitive Christianity was not found among the settlers of
Georgia, or among the Native Americans. Finally, returning home a fugitive, he
searched out Peter Bdhler, became active in the fledgling Fetter Lane Society,
and preached in several Unitary Societies. On the 24™ May 1738 in the heated
surroundings of Aldersgate Street, Wesley received a sense of assurance,

whilst listening to Luther’'s Preface to Romans, which W.R. Ward asserts

! J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 244.
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‘became almost obligatory for approved conversion in the later Pietist

movement.'?

In what sense this was Wesley ‘coming home' from a long journey of 18 years

cannot be assessed without an understanding of the journey to 1738.

The Family Home Life

Samuel and Susanna Wesley, in their adult lives Anglican high Tories, came
from Dissenting families. Samuel's father, the Reverend John Westley® had
been ejected from his living in 1662 as he refused to accept the Act of
Uniformity. He died in 1670 whilst minister ‘of a “gathered church” in Poole’.*
Susanna’s father, Samuel Annesley was a Presbyterian minister in Spitalfields
London until his death in 1696. Robert Monk states Dr Annesley was, ‘one of

the most eminent of the later Puritan Nonconformists.’

Samuel Wesley was educated in two Dissenting Academies, although he later
wrote a scathing attack on them in his Letter from a Country Divine in 1703. He

received the living of Epworth (a Crown living) through the offices of his patron,
the Marquis of Normanby, later the Duke of Buckingham. This patronage would

exist until his death in 1735 as the Dowager Duchess of Buckingham appointed
Samuel her chaplain in 1721.° This previously unknown appointment was

discovered at the Lambeth Palace Archives. For Samuel Wesley patronage did

2 W.R. Ward, Christianity under the Ancien Régime 1648-1789, p. 74

3 See S. Lee, (ed.), ‘John Westley’, in Dictionary of National Biography, Volume LX, Watson-Whewell
(London: Smith, Elder & Co. 1899) pp. 314-317.

* R.C. Monk, John Wesley: His Puritan Inheritance, p. 20.

> R.C. Monk, John Wesley: His Puritan Inheritance, p. 20. For a fuller account of Dr Annesley’s life and

ministry see pp20-21. See also L. Stephen, (ed.), ‘Samuel Annesley’ in Dictionary of National Biography,
Volume 11, Annesley-Baird (London: Smith, Elder & Co. 1885) pp. 7-9.

® Lambeth Palace Library. Noblemen’s Chaplain’s. Catharine, Dowager Duchess was the third wife of the
Duke who died in 1721.
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not bring further advancement,” neither did it prevent near penury in the

Wesley Rectory.®

This Puritan heritage offered to these converts to high Tory Anglicanism a
background of pietist teaching and influence. Monk and Ward, whilst cautious of
this influence, accept that to be educated within a Dissenting Academy, or to be
raised in a Puritan household, will leave certain ‘marks’. Rack cites that
Susanna’s piety in particular was significant for the upbringing of her children,
and that Samuel Wesley’s dying words as to the ‘inward withess’ are signs of

that heritage breaking through.

Samuel and Susanna raised between seventeen and nineteen children, of
whom Samuel jr, was the eldest (10" February 1690) John was the second
(17" June 1703),° and Charles (18" December 1707)"° the third surviving
sons.'! It is almost folklore that John Wesley was born as the result of a reunion
between Samuel and Susanna Wesley following the death of William |l and
accession of Queen Anne.'? The cause of the Wesleys' separation was the
refusal of Susanna to say ‘amen’ after the prayer for the King, William lll of the

House of Orange.

7 He had been suggested to the Archbishop of Canterbury for an Irish bishopric in 1694, but this was not

furthered.
® Samuel Wesley was jailed for debt in 1705 See H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 46. See also p. 49.

9

Old style
'9 01d style. See F. Baker, ‘The Birth of Charles Wesley’, in Proceedings, Vol. XXXI, pp. 25-26. Baker’s
article put to rest any question about the date of Charles’ birth. However, Charles’ birth continues to be
reported as a mystery: See F.C. Gill, Charles Wesley The First Methodist, (London: Lutterworth Press.

1964) p. 17. See also F.L. Wiseman, Charles Wesley Evangelist and Poet, (London: Epworth Press. 1933)

. 17.
f See S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley. The Complete Writings (ed. C. Wallace Jr; New York: Oxford
University Press. 1997) p. 8. Wallace reproduces a table of the Wesley family completed by Frank Baker.
12 See H.D.Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, pp. 48-49.
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Susanna took responsibity for the family’s education, and her thoughts upon

raising children are contained in a letter written to John in 1732. Charles
Wallace comments:
Dealing with the household regimen and the early education of her

ten children who survived infancy, it has become something of a
classic statement of evangelical child-rearing practices. "

Wallace notes that Susanna, like many Puritan and Anglican parents educated
her children. What are perhaps extraordinary are the clear references and
‘resonances’™ through her writings to the works of the philosopher John
Locke.” Wallace concludes that this mixture of ideas and ideals led to ‘the
remarkable children of the Epworth rectory and that illustrates the zeal with
which Susanna Wesley pursued an educational vocation within the bounds of
contemporary social constraints.”’® The hallmarks of Susanna’s educational
style might be summed up as: fearing the rod and crying softly; regular and
disciplined hours; conquering the will; learning the Lord’'s Prayer and other

catechisms; learning to read from five years; beatings only when required.’’

Three major events stood out in the Wesleys' upbringing, the Epworth religious
society discussed in the next chapter; the fire in the rectory in 1709, and the

Evening Prayers Controversy.

Susanna Wesley's account of the Epworth fire states that the reason for it was
unknown, although John Wesley attributed the cause to wicked parishioners.

Samuel escaped the fire through the front of the rectory, Susanna through the

back. John was in the house in an upstairs bedroom. As fire swept through the

' S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 367. Introductory comments to ‘On Educating my Family’.
4 S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 368. Introductory comments to ‘On Educating my Family’.
1> Locke wrote Essay Concerning Human Understanding and Some Thoughts Concerning Education
' S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 368. Introductory comments to ‘On Educating my Family’.

'7S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, pp. 369-373. Susanna sets out what might be termed a rigorous, yet
comprehensive education system for all her children.
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house, Samuel began to pray, as there seemed no escape for his son.

Villagers rescued John from the window just before the roof fell in.'® The family

lost all their possessions.'®

John's parents considered his rescue providential, and Susanna noted she
would be ‘more particularly careful of the soul of this child that thou hast so
mercifully provided for, than | have ever been, that | may do my endeavours to

instil into his mind the disciplines of thy religion and virtue'.%°

Rack®' and Heitzenrater®? assert that around 1737 Wesley took for himself the
term ‘a brand plucked from the burning’, resonant of the providence of God in
his life. He certainly used phrases reminiscent of this term, if not exact in
wording.”> The exact phrase was used by Wesley in his epitaph, published

following an illness in 1753.%* Others used this same term of their salvation, as |
will show in other parts of this study.®> Henry Rack believes this was used to

effect by John Wesley in his Journal and other writings:

Like many evangelicals he could see the finger of God acting in
apparent accidents to preserve them to the day of conversion,
thougzlg this is not the same as a sense of calling to a particular
work.

'* S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, pp. 65-66. Susanna recounted the events of the night to Samuel, her eldest
son at school in Westminster. Letter dated 14™ February 1708/09. See also the letter to the Reverend
Joseph Hoole, vicar of Haxey pp. 66-68. Letter dated 24™ August 1709.

> S. Wallace, Susanna Wesley, pp. 11-12. See Charles Wallace’s ‘Introduction’ to the volume.

% H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 57. Rack is quoting an entry from a meditation written by

Susanna Wesleyin 1711

21 See H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 57.

22 R.P. Heitzenrater, The Elusive Mr. Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1993) p. 44.

23 See J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 482. ‘So I was once more “snatched as a brand out of the fire”.’
(Entry for 7 March 1737). See also J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol 18, p. 213. ‘May I praise him who hath
snatched me out of this fire likewise, by warning all others that is set on fire of hell.” (Entry for Jan 25"
1738).

% See J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 20, p. 482. ‘Here lieth the Body of John Wesley. A Brand Plucked out
of the burning’. (Entry for 26™ November 1753).

25 Margaret Austin, in Early Methodist Volume, 19" May 1740, p. 1. Catherine Gilbert, in Early
Methodist Volume, 1740, p. 6. See also T. Olivers, ‘The Life of Thomas Olivers’, in Preachers, Vol. 11,
pp. 55-56. Olivers was converted after hearing George Whitefield preach on the text ‘Is this not a brand
plucked out of the fire?” p. 55. See also J. Valton, ‘The Life of John Valton, in Preachers, Vol. VI, p. 30.

This entry dated the 1* January 1765 is a review of his spiritual life over the previous twelve months.
2 H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 57.
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 Richard Heitzenrater has a stronger opinion of the effect of the fire on John

Wesley. In The Elusive Mr. Wesley, Heitzenrater reproduces a 1742 engraving

of Wesley containing a vignette drawing of the Epworth fire. The notes to the
engraving are telling, "'The embellishments on this 1742 engraving ...include a

vignette ...an image that became fixed in Wesley’s self-consciousness.'?’

During Samuel Wesley's absence at Convocation in London, in the winter of
1711-1712, Susanna began a Sunday meeting, immortalised as ‘The Evening
Prayers Controversy’. Whilst Samuel was away, a curate, the Rev Mr Inman
was employed to take the parish services. Inman was unpopular, evidenced by
poor Church attendance. Susanna wrote to Samuel, We used not to have
above twenty or twenty five at evening service’.?° Susanna’s meeting attracted

substantially more, ‘we have between two and three hundred, which is more

than ever came to hear Inman in the morning.'®’

The reading of family prayers on Sunday evenings, supplemented the time
Susanna spent with each of her children during the week. Wallace comments,
‘Such a practice, which involved reading prayers and a sermon and discussing
devotional topics, would not have been exceptional had it remained within the

130

family.”® When these evening prayers became popular amongst Epworth

residents, Inman wrote to Samuel Wesley, and Samuel to Susanna.

Initially Susanna deals with Samuel’s concerns that she is creating a ‘particular
group, that she is a woman, and that she is leading prayers not only with her

children, but also with neighbours. Her response to the charge that she was a

27 R.P. Heitzenrater, The Elusive Mr. Wesley: John Wesley His Own Biographer. Volume I (Nashville:
Abingdon Press. 1984) p. 41.

8 . Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 82. Letter to Samuel Wesley Sr, 25™ February 1711/12.

'S, Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 82. Letter to Samuel Wesley Sr, 25™ February 1711/12.

'S, Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 78. Charles Wallace’s introductory comments to ‘The Evening Prayers
Controversy’.
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woman is unique. Rack, writes: ‘Though she had some qualms about leading,

being a mere woman, she really did not care if people thought it scandalous, for
‘'l have long since shook hands with the world’.’®' Susanna took her role

seriously,

With those few neighbours who then came to me | discoursed more
freely and affectionately than before. | chose the best and most
awakening sermons we had and | spent more time with them in such

exercises. Since this our company has increased every night, for |
dare deny none that asks admittance. Last Sunday | believe we had

above two hundred.*?

Susanna was accused of creating a Conventicle. Her response is determined, a

foretaste of her son’s later defiance:

Do you think that what they say is sufficient reason for forbearing a
thing that hath already done much, and by God’s blessing may do
more good?......... 'tis plain fact that this one thing has brought more
people to church than ever anything did in so short a time.>*

Susanna refused to dissolve the meeting without Samuel’s instruction: ‘Send
me your positive command in such full express terms as may absolve me from

all guilt and punishment for neglecting the opportunity to doing good to souls.”*

Rack comments that Susanna, like John, later experimented with a structure
beyond the accepted norm and continued with it if people were positively
influenced; ‘Societary experiments identified a class of pious people not

touched by the ordinary church routine, and Susanna, like her son later, showed

that she had few inhibitions about formal restrictions if she thought souls were

at stake.”™>

‘' H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 54.
325, Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 80. Letter to Samuel Wesley Sr, 6™ February 1711/12.
3 S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 82. Letter to Samuel Wesley Sr, 25" February 1711/12.

** S. Wesley, Susanna Wesley, p. 82. Letter to Samuel Wesley Sr, 25™ February 1711/12.
3% H.R Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 54.
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From the family home to Oxford

John attended Charterhouse school from 1714 and went up to Christ Church,
Oxford in 1720. He received his Bachelor of Arts degree in 1724 and in 1725

began studying for the priesthood, the point at which he was drawn towards
expressing his faith in practical piety,

Wesley's search during this period (University) for a meaningful
understanding of the demands of Christian living eventually led him
to tie together the perfectionism of the Pietists, the moralism of the
Puntans, and the emotionalism of the mystics, which he felt could
operate within the structure and doctrine of the Church of England.®

Holy living was not easy for John Wesley. Reminiscing in his Journal on the 24"

May 1738, he reflected that even though he was from a devout family, he had

no personal sense of faith:

Being removed to the University for five years, | still said my prayers,
both Iin public and in private, and read, with the Scriptures, several

other books of religion, especially comments on the New Testament
Yet | had not all this while so much as a notion of inward holiness.>’

As Wesley began formal ordination studies, his personal practice began to
change. He was encouraged in 1725 to read Thomas a Kempis' Christian

Pattern by Sally Kirkham known in correspondence as Varanese. Whilst Wesley

138

considered a Kempis ‘too strict™™ he understood religion was a state of being,

as well as an exercise of living. Wesley wrote to his mother; ‘| think he must
have been a person of great piety and devotion, but it is my misfortune to differ
from him in some of his main points.”*® Wesley began to change his lifestyle:

| began to alter the whole form of my conversation, and to set in
earnest upon a new life. | set apart an hour or two a day for religious
retirement. | communicated every week. | watched against all sin,
whether in word or deed. | began to aim at, and pray for, inward
holiness. So that now doing SO, much and hvmg a good life’ | doubted
not but | was a good Christian.*

*S R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 31. (Word in italics mine)
37 J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 243.

* J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 243.

1. Wesley, Letters [SE], Vol. 1, p. 16.

10 3. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 244.
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- According to Bob Tuttle’s*’ ‘quasi autobiography’ of Wesley, Sally Kirkham

} also suggested Bishop Jeremy Taylor's Holy Living and Holy Dying, 'l have

heard one | take to be a person of good judgement say that she would advise
no one very young to read Dr Taylor Of Living and Dying: She added that he
almost put her out of her senses when she was fifteen or sixteen year old."*?
Taylor led Wesley to begin a spiritual Diary, a practice from the Puritan exercise
of godliness:
It was Iin pursuance of an advice given by Bp. Taylor, in his Rules for
Holy Living and Dying, that about fifteen years ago, | began to take a

more exact account that | had done before, of the manner wherein |
spent my time, writing down how | had employed every hour.*’

Writing to John Newton in 1765 on the issue of perfection Wesley said, “In
1725, | met with Bishop Taylor's Rules of Holy Living and Dying. | was struck
particularly with the chapter upon intention, and felt a fixed intention ‘to give
myself up to God." In this | was much confirmed soon after by the Christian
Pattern (& Kempis), and longed to give God all my heart.**" He also refers to
William Law whose Christian Perfection and A Serious Call to a Devout and
Holy Life he read in 1727. As a result he decided to be, “more explicitly resolved
to be all devoted to God, in body, soul, and spirit.”*> Bebbington suggests that
the foundations which Taylor laid for Wesley were anything but secure:
‘Sincerity, good works and the contempt of the world remained the rather sandy
foundations for his hope of salvation.”*® This is insightful, as Wesley remained

constantly unsure of his salvation prior to May 1738.

‘' R.G. Tuttle Jr, John Wesley His Life and Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan. 1978)

42 J. Wesley, Letters [SE], Vol. 1, p. 19.

Y3 J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 18, p. 121.

* J. Wesley, Letters [SE], Vol. 1V, pp. 298-299. (Name italicised in brackets mine)

¥ J. Wesley, Letters [SE], Vol. 1V, p. 299.

‘ D.W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain. A history from the 1730’s to the 1980’s (London:
Routledge. 1989) p. 49.
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In A Plain Account of Chnstian Perfection of 1766, Wesley suggests that he

was reading William Law before 1730; “A year or two after (1726), Mr Law’s
Christian Perfection and Serious Call were put into my hands”,*’ but Rack urges
caution in accepting Wesley's recollection;
The reading of William Law came after these (Taylor and & Kempis),
and much later than Wesley implied in his later accounts. He
probably began reading the Serious Call at the end of 1730 and
Christian Perfection after meeting Law himself in 1732.48
From his father, John Wesley was aware of the Catholic mystic Marquis de
Renty, whose biography had been written by Saint-Jure. Wesley began to
abridge de Renty's ‘Life’ on the journey home from Georgia in 1738. Orcibal

comments that Wesley refers to no other person with such regularity: “His

letters are constantly filled with allusions to the noble simplicity of his actions

and the extraordinary intimacy of the union with God which this layman

enjoyed.”

Wesley's reading opened to him a ‘pietist mysticism’ which encouraged him to
lead a serious life by recording his every action and feeling. His regard for
mystical teaching was expressed in his quest for spiritual experience and
perfection. In this, Wesley was reaching back into the experience of the

Puritans discussed in chapter one, who in search of holiness, came to an

inward, even introverted, spiritual journey.

Wesley scholars have placed great emphasis on Wesley's formative reading,
but Rack believes Wesley assimilated the detail which affected him, and in his

own abridgements left out that with which he disagreed: “His selection was

‘71. Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, (London: Epworth. 1952 edition) p. 6. (Date in
italics mine)

“® H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 13.

7. Orcibal, “The Theological Originality of John Wesley and Continental Spirituality’, in A History of
the Methodist Church, Vol. 1, p. 90.
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conditioned and his interpretations coloured by his own needs and

experiences and those of his followers. They become part of his own synthesis

of piety and are very much eighteenth—century documents.”*°

Wesley's assimilation is seen in a letter to his mother: “Two things in Bishop

Taylor | have been often thinking of since | writ last; one of which | like

exceedingly, and the other not.”’

Wesley expurgated from his reading any
theology, doctrine or comment with which he did not agree. Wesley's behaviour
was reminiscent of Pietists and Puritans of the seventeenth century. Like them,
he was creating his own synthesised doctrine, suitable to his temperament and

spiritual journey.

In A Plain Account Wesley refers to his 1733 sermon, the Circumcision of the
Heart as the place where his understanding of Christian living was first
published. In the sermon, he gave an account of the circumcision thus:

It is that habitual disposition of soul, which in the sacred writings is

termed holiness, and which directly implies the being cleansed from

sin; from all filthiness both of flesh and spirit; and, by consequence,

the being endued with those virtues which were in Christ Jesus; the

being so “renewed in the image of our mind” as to be “perfect as our

Father in heaven is perfect”.>

Once again, Rack urges caution, “If this is a true account of Wesley's ideals at
the time..... contemporary evidence shows considerable uncertainties about the
means of achieving it.”>> Heitzenrater believes the sermon ‘was a pivotal
document in the development of the Wesleyan movement.”* He writes that the

sermon outlines the basis upon which Wesley was attempting to create a

Christian lifestyle. It is interesting that Heitzenrater writes:

* H.D Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 97-98.

1 J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 25, p. 244.

32 J. Wesley, 4 Plain Account, p. 7.

3 H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 96.

*4 R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 47.
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Contrary to the impression carried by many of his contemporaries and
perpetuated by subsequent analysts, Wesley's life style.... was
neither circumscribed by negative injunctions nor impelled primarily
by a set of prescriptive rules. Lists of questions for self-examination
guided their actions.>
Neither Rack nor Heitzenrater is wholly correct. Rack cites Wesley's use of

increasingly complex lists and scales to assist his argument that Wesley was
not privy to the state of perfection about which he preached: “His private

discipline gradually became more complex, intense and obsessive.”®

Heitzenrater notes that the Christian perfection explained in the sermon would
become “the distinctive halimark of Methodist theology in the eighteenth

century, but also act as a compass for his own lifelong spiritual pilgrimage.™’

Wesley was at best uncertain of his salvation, and the means to work it out.
Written with hindsight, it is much easier to express memories positively. Both
opinions, taken together, offer a fuller picture. Wesley had not, in 1733, fully
worked through the ‘Methodist’ interpretation of perfection, but he was seeking
perfection for himself. He was racked with self-doubt about his own state, yet
nonetheless preached perfection. By 1733 he had come to understand a
doctrine of Christian perfection that was to remain with him through his life, and
which was to influence the classes and bands. In 1746, when the sermon was
first published, Wesley inserted a paragraph relating the vitality of the
relationship between the Christian and Christ, brought about by the Holy Spirit
in the process of conversion. This addition, inserted after Wesley's 1738 heart
warming moment, details theologically a relationship Wesley could by then write

about from personal experience.” It was this relationship that was the driving

force behind the quest for perfection that Wesley had preached about in 1733.

*> R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 47.

°® H.D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, p. 95.

°" R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 48.

** See J. Wesley, Forty-Four Sermons (London: The Epworth Press. 1944) p 155.
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From 1732 Wesley was influenced by the mystics, introduced to him by John

Clayton®® and William Law. The mystics stressed the need for an inward
communion with God. Already aware of de Renty, Wesley was introduced to
Tauler, Molinos, the Theologia Gemmanica, Madame Guyon, Antoinette
Bourignon and Fenelon. Wesley immersed himself in their writings and shared

their “concern for holy living”.®°

The result of this reading was an even more exact Diary that detailed every
moment of the day. Reviewing the Diary served to wipe away the little
assurance that Wesley had. He later charged the mystics with almost causing
him to lose his faith.°® Bob Tuttle, in his paraphrase of Wesley’'s Journal
suggests that mysticism affected the young Methodists: “Our entire ‘company’
developed an interest in the ascetical aloofness of mysticism.”®* Tuttle refers to
Wesley’s letter to Mary Bishop of 1774 to assist his assertion. In the letter
Wesley wrote. ‘Most of our little flock at Oxford were tried with this, my brother
and | in particular.’®® The combination of mysticism, which urged separation
from the world, and practical piety that engaged with those in need, must have
caused confusion in Wesley's mind, life and practice. However, the Holy Club,
with the variety of personalities and Christian understanding that it contained

may well have prevented Wesley from complete introversion.

Although Rack urges caution in accepting Wesley’s recollection, there is no

doubt that this period was significant to Wesley's spiritual development.

* John Clayton was an ordained Anglican and non-juror. See J.A. Vickers, (ed.), ‘Clayton, Rev. John’, in
A Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland, p. 70.

®® R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 52.

*1 J. Wesley, Works [BE], Vol. 25, p. 487. In a letter to his elder brother Wesley wrote, ‘I think the rock
on which I had the nearest made shipwreck of the faith was in the writings of the mystics’.

52 R.G. Tuttle Jr, John Wesley, p. 122.

*J. Wesley, Letters [SE], p. 128.
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Maldwyn Edwards comments; “All these writers created a want they could not

satisfy. Strongly as Maximin Piette may speak of Wesley's moral conversion in
1725, 1t could not and did not supply the dynamic which came through his
evangelical conversion of 1738.”°* Similarly, Orcibal notes the change. “Until
1725 he was only lukewarm, but then he realized the impossibility of being *half

a Christian’ and the necessity — in the world just as much as in the monastery —

of consecrating ‘one’s whole heart and one’s whole life’ to God."°

Both Edwards and Orcibal refer to 1725 as Wesley's ‘first conversion’, and
whilst this did not lead him to the fields to preach, it did bring sharply into focus
his need for a change of lifestyle. The authors he read, and his reflection on
them, provided him with the first stages of the theology and practice he was to
hold and teach after his conversion. From 1725 pietism, perfection and personal
experience marked a succession of changes in Wesley's religious life and
understanding. Heitzenrater notes that during this period of Wesley's life ‘the
demands of Christian living eventually led him to tie together the perfectionism
of the pietists, the moralism of the Puritans, and the devotionalism of the

mystics in a pragmatic approach that he felt he could operate within the

structure and doctrine of the Church of England."66

The first ‘Methodist’ group was formed in Oxford, but it was Charles, who had
gone up to Oxford in 1726, who began the Holy Club. By that time, John,
ordained deacon and Master of Arts and Fellow of Lincoln College, had become

curate to his father at Wroot near Epworth.

* M. Edwards, ‘John Wesley’, in 4 History of the Methodist Church in Great Britain. Vol. 1, p. 43.

® J. Orcibal, ‘The Theological Originality of John Wesley and Continental Spirituality’, in 4 History of
the Methodist Church, Vol. 1, p. 89.

° R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, p. 31.
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In 1729 Charles asked his brother how he might be serious in religion; ‘If you

would direct me to the same, or a like method with your own, | would gladly

follow it.”®’

Charles Wesley was already meeting with a colleague for study and
weekly church attendance when John returned to Oxford. From the middle of
June 1729, Charles met with John, William Morgan and occasionally Robert
Kirkham. Heitzenrater comments, “The little band of friends, encouraged by the

presence of John, occasionally met together for study, prayer, and religious

conversation, attended the sacrament regularly, and kept track of their lives by

daily notations in a Diary.”®

In reality, whilst the group first met in the summer of 1729, it was not until the
winter, when John took up his fellowship at Lincoln College as tutor to eleven

paying students that the Holy Club met regularly. John's Diary records the

rooms in which the group met through the week, and study included classics on
weekdays and divinity on Sundays. The group observed the fasts of the early
Church, confession, penance and mortification, and attended to the means of
grace: prayer, Bible study, Communion and fellowship. Wesley received

Communion at every opportunity;

He communed every week if possible (a rarity in his day), and often
communed daily in the octave of Easter and the twelve festival days
of Christmas. As a result he averaged communing about once every
five days through his adult life.”®

During the early part of 1730 this small group was merely one of a number of
groups 