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[bookmark: _Hlk508635353][bookmark: _GoBack]John Wesley and the Methodist Revival:
Introduction
The following encyclopaedia entry shall firstly establish the context of Methodism as a movement within Christianity examining the main features and history whilst further analysing some of the contributions that one of its founders John Wesley, in particular, made to the movement. This encyclopaedia entry would appear in a general encyclopaedia such as Encyclopaedia Britannica.
Methodism was a religious movement in the 18th century founded by John Wesley alongside influential founders and leaders Charles Wesley and George Whitefield. The aim of the movement was to reform the Church of England from within with no initial intentions of forming a separate church which was later the case. [image: ]Figure 1: John Wesley (1703-1791).

John Wesley was born in 1703, Epworth, Lincoln and was the fifteenth child to his parents Samuel and Susanna Wesley. His father Samuel Wesley was a clergyman of the Church of England and was a prominent figure during John Wesley’s early life leading John Wesley himself to become a clergyman. By 1720, a young Wesley eventually ‘…followed the family profession of ministry to ordination and a Fellowship of an Oxford College…’[footnoteRef:1] It was here that he gathered with a group of friends from Oxford, forming a group they called the Holy Club to engage in works of charity and share spiritual insight, it was due to their ordered lifestyle and commitment to the reading of the bible, seen as overly strict in nature that they were assigned the initial mocking title of ‘Methodists’.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Diarmaid. MacCulloch, A History of Christianity (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2010), p. 749.]  [2:  Philip. Kennedy, Christianity: An Introduction (London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 20011), p. 213.] 

North America/Georgia
In 1735, both John and his brother Charles Wesley sailed to North America where John began missionary work whilst Charles worked as a secretary to a general. This was an extremely important missionary voyage, not only for John’s own spirituality but for the later establishment of the movement; the journey to Georgia signalled the start of Wesley’s Journal (1735-1790) which detailed the story of his mission, trials and triumphs which were published over the years in 21 instalments.[footnoteRef:3] Wesley’s journal provides an invaluable record of details surrounding Wesley’s life and work giving an unparalleled insight from the man at the centre of the establishment of Methodism. It is commonly accepted that John Wesley’s main motive for going to Georgia was his own spirituality as Georgia presented a project which could be the solution to his disillusionment with progress and his frustrations at Oxford ‘In an idealized wilderness he would revert to a spiritual state of nature and start primitive Christianity all over again.’[footnoteRef:4] [3:  See Stephen. Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography (Oxford: Lion Publishing plc, 2003), p. 46.]  [4:  Henry. D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism (London: Epworth Press, 1989), p. 111.] 

During his time in North America establishing groups centred on devotion, preaching and partaking in missionary work, crucially, John Wesley met Moravian Christian missionaries in America (a protestant denomination established in Germany) who influenced him greatly. They practised great piety in prayer and placed importance on personal conversion to the Gospel alongside what Wesley perceived as their emphasis on salvation through works (that faith can be perfected through good works).[footnoteRef:5] Finally, a further influence of the Moravians was the use of hymns which were not accepted as part of Anglican worship at that time rather psalms/poems were preferred. The Moravians introduced Wesley to various resources including German hymns and their own music, and is perhaps ‘…their most powerful permanent legacy to Methodism along with the concept of personal conversion’.[footnoteRef:6] As will become clear, although Wesley’s experiences in America proved unsuccessful in terms of maintaining a genuine Christian faith and the success of missionary work, the use of music and other influences became important within the established set up of Methodism. [5:  Henry. D. Rack, 1989, p. 122.]  [6:  Henry. D. Rack, 1989, p. 123.] 

Conversion Experience 1738:  
Upon returning to London, John Wesley, influenced by his experiences of Moravians both in London and Georgia, underwent a conversion experience. In 1738 having attended a service at St Paul’s Cathedral in London, Wesley attended a Moravian prayer meeting where whilst listening to a reading he had a conversion experience and the reformation took real purpose for Wesley who saw that his work should be mission centred and not be simply about personal holiness.[footnoteRef:7] ‘I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation’.[footnoteRef:8] It was this conversion which fuelled Wesley’s faith once more in God, it is this faith which became at the very centre of the Methodist movement in the years that followed, as he stated that belief inspired by the holy spirit was sensible. [7:  See Diarmaid. MacCulloch, 2010, p. 750 for further discussion of John Wesley’s conversion.]  [8:  Frederick. Dreyer, ‘Faith and Experience in the Thought of John Wesley’, The American Historical Review, Vol. 88, No. 1. 1983, p. 15 (pp. 12-30). [Online]. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/1869343 [Accessed: 16 March 2019].] 

[image: ]The organisation of Methodism:Figure 2: The Chapel at 'The New Room' in Bristol built in 1739.

Wesley’s conversion led him to establish groups of evangelical Christians who secured their own buildings where they would hold weekly meetings for those interested in their cause. It is during this revival that a shift led by the likes of the Methodists resulted in hymns and sermons becoming the central focus of worship and a means of expressing one's faith in God, doctrine and obedience. Due to the irregular activity of the Methodists they faced much hostility with Wesley forced to continue with open-air services before setting up headquarters in London and Bristol in 1739 and other societies following suit establishing chapels or meetings houses all over the country; furthering the growth and stability of the movement despite increased opposition including from the established church.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  See Diarmaid. MacCulloch, 2010, p. 751.] 

By the 1740s, Methodism was becoming more prominent in terms of its structure as an organisation and began to draw up rules for various Methodist societies, however, the movement was clearly within the Church of England at this point with John and Charles still recognised members. The basic structure of the movement consisted of a number of societies grouped into larger clusters of societies which were appointed spiritual leaders who would travel between societies preaching. Following this, each year a conference was held where John Wesley would teach on doctrinal practices for the whole movement. 
[image: ]The other Founders: Figure 3: George Whitefield (1714-1770).

George Whitefield was a Church of England evangelist who played a key leadership role in the early Methodist movement following a conversion experience similar to his friend John Wesley. George Whitefield invited John Wesley to Bristol in 1739 to preach to those living in Kingswood Chase where Whitefield had been preaching. Wesley was seemingly reluctant to go to Bristol, eventually, he went and much to his dislike participated in open air preaching. The preaching of Whitefield and Wesley working together at this time before later separating due to differences in doctrine marked the beginning of the Methodist Revival however at this time Whitefield and not Wesley was seen by the public as the leader of the Methodist movement.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Henry. D. Rack, 1989, p. 191.] 

[image: ]Figure 4: Charles Wesley (1707-1788)

Charles Wesley was another significant leader figure for the Methodist movement and is widely regarded as one of the most prominent and prolific hymn writers in Christian history. Totalling over 4,500 hymns including 200 hymns in the Methodist Hymn Book again symbolises the increased significance of hymnody in the Methodist tradition. Examples of some of Charles Wesley’s hymns include ‘Love divine, all loves excelling’, ‘and can it be’ and ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’. It is through the singing and writing of these hymns that doctrine and religiosity are expressed for example ‘And Can it be’ expresses the love of God through Jesus’ death and the transformation which can be bought about by forgiveness and through following Jesus culminated in the words of the hymn ‘Amazing love… that Thou, my God shouldst die for me!’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Douglas J. Davies and Clare. Drury, Themes and Issues in Christianity (London: Cassell, 1997), p. 158 (cf. pp. 156-60 for more discussion on Charles Wesley’s hymn writing).] 

[image: ]Death of the FounderFigure 5: The exterior of Wesley's Chapel in London

On March 2nd 1791, the founder of Methodism John Wesley died aged 87 at his home in London uttering some of his final words ‘The best of all is God is with us’ following his last diary entry on 24th February and the final battle with his health which had marred much of his later life.[footnoteRef:12] He was buried in a vault in the burial ground found behind Wesley’s chapel in London. [12:  Henry. D. Rack, 1989, p. 532.] 

It was only after the death of John Wesley that Methodist societies began to view themselves as a separate Christian denomination, contrary to what Wesley himself wanted during his reign as founder and spiritual leader of the Methodists. In fact, Wesley often denied that Methodism constituted a new church stating that his intentions were not to form a church or a particular sect but belongs to the Church of England.[footnoteRef:13] Wesley was extremely careful in his unwavering commitment to the Church of England which is deeply interesting given that the movement he founded became in later years one of the more successful oppositions to the church of England. Wesley warned against using the word church or ministers to describe their society or preachers which suggests further that Wesley was intent upon staying connected to the Church of England.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Frederick. Dreyer, ‘A “Religious Society under Heaven”: John Wesley and the Identity of Methodism’, The Journal of British Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1. 1986, p. 65 (pp. 62-83). [Online]. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175611, [Accessed: 16 March 2019].]  [14:  Frederick. Dreyer, 1986, p. 71.] 

Split from the Church of England
Following increased pressure from Methodist societies to distance themselves from the established church, finally, in 1788, John Wesley was persuaded to license for the protection of the preachers and meetings houses, this was ultimately a concession that meant legally (at least), Methodism existed outside the realms of the Church of England.[footnoteRef:15] Some accepted their newly found status as separate whilst others including Wesley himself continued to cling to the established church, it was however seen as a matter of time before Methodism announced its official break from the Church. 1795 signalled the decisive break from the Church of England when ‘disputes about the status of the travelling preachers and the administration of the sacraments were resolved by the Plan of Pacification’.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Roy. Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From The Burning (London: Abacus, 2004), p. 391.]  [16:  The Methodist Church, ‘Separation from the Church of England’, https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/history/separation-from-the-church-of-england/, [Accessed: 29 March 2019].] 

The contribution of John Wesley
There is some debate as to the eloquence and contribution of John Wesley’s thought however it is commonly accepted that part of the success of the movement is due to the design of John Wesley’s thought and engagement with people of all backgrounds and social class. In light of this John Wesley said ‘I design plain truth for plain people:… of set purpose, I abstain from all nice and philosophical speculations; from all perplexed and intricate reasonings; and as far as possible, from even the show of learning’.[footnoteRef:17] This seems to suggest that Wesley was not intent on identifying distinctive doctrine separate from the Church of England nor was he interested in developing a deeply philosophical or theological viewpoint but rather on personal conversion and denominational revival. Moreover, Albert Outler, an American Methodist scholar deemed that Wesley should be regarded as a major theologian, namely a ‘folk theologian’ due to his ability to ‘simplify, synthesize, and communicate the essential teachings of the Christian gospel to laity’.[footnoteRef:18] Other contributions of Wesleyan thought include justification by grace and belief in some of the central dogmas of Christian faith, for example, the Trinity and doctrines of Christ, atonement among others. [17:  Frederick. Dreyer, 1983, p. 13.]  [18:  R. I. Maddox, Responsible Grace (Nashville: Kingswood, 1994), p. 16, cited in Thomas. A. Noble, ‘John Wesley as a theologian: an introduction’, Evangelical Quarterly, Vol. 82, No. 3. 2010, p. 240 (pp. 238-57). [Online]. Available at https://bit.ly/2uELD9X, [Accessed: 16 March 2019].] 

One of the more distinctive aspects associated with the Methodists is the role of the individual in the pursuit of salvation, an emphasis on human responsibility in working out one's own salvation, the perfection of salvation through works of faith one which is rejected with most other Christian traditions. It is due to the subsequent split between the Church of England and Methodism that much of Wesley’s work and theological/philosophical comments became to be seen as being specific doctrinal material for the movement which largely explains the contradiction between Wesley stating his allegiance to the Church of England and his disinterest in forming theological or philosophical doctrines.  
Methodism Today
The formation of the World Methodist Council in 1881 where around 400 delegates gathered in London from around the world for a conference has had a major impact in maintaining the status of Methodism as a global force within Christianity. Today, the World Methodist Council has a membership of around 80 Methodist, Wesleyan and related churches which represent over 80 million members in 138 countries and meet over 5-year intervals for Ecumenical Councils.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  World Methodist Council, ‘Who We Are’, http://worldmethodistcouncil.org/about/. Accessed: 29 March 2019.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be seen that John Wesley is one of the most influential and charismatic leaders of the Methodist revival movement which took place from the 18th century and arguably one of the great figures in Christian history. His early life, establishing the Holy Club at Oxford and following in his father’s footsteps as a clergyman all laid the foundations for the searching of his personal religious path and subsequent ministry through the Methodist cause. Whilst the North American influences namely the Moravians and his conversion experience stirred his heart to be called by God for the purpose of spreading the Gospel. The contribution of other founding members can be seen to have an impact on the movement as a whole with the leadership of Whitefield and musical contribution of his brother Charles leaving a legacy for generations of Methodists to come. Whilst the split from the Church of England would have been regrettable to John Wesley, it can be seen as an inevitable step for the movement given the traction in which it was gaining and the attention from converts following the preaching from Wesley. 
Whether Wesley can be called a great theologian is debatable, however, it is clear that Wesley was an outstanding individual of Christian faith notable for his organisation of the eighteenth-century revival through the Methodist societies which he established. His publications, journal (documenting much of the rise of Methodism), his Christian teaching, example and leadership resulted in the immense popularity of the Methodist movement and the establishment of a global network of churches standing in the Wesleyan tradition today.  
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