Encyclopaedia Entry 
This encyclopaedia entry will outline the life of John Wesley with specific reference to his involvement in the formation of the Methodist Movement and what led him to establish it. His leadership and organisation of the movement will also be focused on. Finally, there will be an analysis of his importance both religiously and to British society in general.
John Wesley 
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John Wesley was the founder and organiser of a revival movement within the Church of England called Methodism. The Methodist societies which he founded and the message which he preached brought new spiritual growth to many thousands of people.[footnoteRef:2] His influence and organisation continues to be highly important to Methodism today. His prestige was such that in a poll of the 100 Greatest Britons of all time he was voted at number fifty.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Stephen Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography (Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2003), 219-220.]  [3:  Geni, ‘100 Greatest Britons (BBC Poll, 2002)’, (2019) <https://www.geni.com/projects/100-Greatest-Britons-BBC-Poll-2002/15375> [accessed 25 March 2019].] 
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Early Life
John Benjamin Wesley was born in Epworth on June 17 1703 to Susanna Wesley and Rev. Samuel Wesley. Wesley grew up in a strict religious environment. Each evening Susanna assigned sessions of individual moral teaching for each of her children. John’s session took place every Thursday.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  David Malcolm Bennett, John Wesley: The man, his mission, and his message (Australia: Rhiza Press, 2015), 6.] 

The fire at his house on the night of February 9 1709 also heavily influenced him religiously. That night, Wesley awoke to find himself trapped in his burning house. Just as his family knelt down in prayer to commend his soul to God, he was rescued from a window by the means of a man standing on the shoulders of another. This event was seen by both John Wesley and his parents as evidence of divine intervention.[footnoteRef:5] John Wesley came to view himself as ‘a brand plucked from the burning’; a phrase taken from Zechariah 3:2. This phrase became a metaphor for both his physical saving from the fire and his offering people salvation from the fires of Hell during the Methodist revival.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Stanley Ayling, John Wesley (Glasgow: William Collins Sons and Co, 1979), 19-20.]  [6:  Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists (Nashville: Abington Press, 2013), 29.] 



Oxford and the Holy Club
In June 1720, at the age of seventeen, Wesley went to Christ Church College at Oxford.[footnoteRef:7] He graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 1724 but stayed there to study for a master’s. Wesley was elected as a Fellow of Lincoln College in March 1726, which finally resulted in financial security. His role involved lecturing in Greek and philosophy and looking after the pastoral care of some students.[footnoteRef:8] Wesley became a Master of Arts in February 1727. He was then ordained a priest in September 1728.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Stanley Ayling, John Wesley, 28.]  [8:  Stephen Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 27.]  [9:  Ayling, John Wesley, 41.] 

When Charles Wesley arrived at Christ Church in 1727 he formed the ‘Holy Club’. It was formed as a means for those involved to meet together regularly for prayer and discussion.[footnoteRef:10] John Wesley was summoned by the university authorities back to Oxford on October 21 1729 (after spending time in Epworth assisting his father). This was due to their concerns about the student’s moral laxity. He then assumed leadership of the Holy Club. This marked an expansion in both its numbers and activities. They began awakening by five in the morning; each morning was marked by a prayer, and they all prayed at regular three hour intervals; they partook of Communion at least once a week; and fasted two days a week. They also began visiting prisons and the city’s destitute.[footnoteRef:11] This minute group of students was beginning to portray some of the aspects which would go on to be present in the Wesleyan Methodist Movement.[footnoteRef:12] It was also during this period that the term ‘Methodists’ became synonymous with John Wesley and his fellow club members. The name was given to them due to the strictness which they applied to their lives. At first, it was used as a derogatory term but it eventually became widely recognised as the name for the Wesleyan Movement at Oxford and was eventually adopted by John Wesley.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Ayling, John Wesley, 44-45.]  [11:  Ayling, John Wesley, 46-48.]  [12:  Richard P. Heizenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 46.]  [13:  Heizenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 51.] 

Loss of Faith and the ‘Aldersgate Experience’
On October 14 1735 John Wesley, along with his brother Charles, set sail on the Simmonds for Savannah, Georgia, to become a minister for Britain’s colony there.[footnoteRef:14] According to John Wesley, their reasoning for going to Georgia was ‘to save our souls’.[footnoteRef:15] At this time, he believed that the route to salvation was through good works, but experiences in America and on his return to Britain would turn this on its head and cause him to doubt his faith. His first major life-changing experience occurred on the journey to Georgia. A bout of rough weather caused the English, including John Wesley, to be afraid; but the Moravians (a German Christian group) were not fazed by it and calmly continued singing a psalm. One of the Moravians explained to Wesley that they were not afraid to die because of their complete faith in God. This caused him to realise that he did not have a strong faith in God.[footnoteRef:16] Wesley lodged with the Moravians for a while in Georgia. This group were to significantly challenge his understanding of Christianity and help to shape the beginnings of the Methodist Movement.  [14:  Ayling, John Wesley, 61.]  [15:  John Wesley, cited in, David Malcolm Bennett, John Wesley: The man, his mission, and his message, 16.]  [16:  Roy Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning (London: Abacus, 2002), 104.] 

 (
Figure 2 –
 Plaque marking
 the
 place of the
 Aldersgate Experience
)[image: John Wesley - Aldersgate Street]Wesley arrived back in England on February 1 1738. His journey back from America was miserable and produced his most famous written outburst: ‘I went to America to convert the Indians; but oh! who shall convert me?’[footnoteRef:17] On February 7 he met a Moravian group led by Peter Böhler. It was at a Moravian meeting at Aldersgate Street on Wednesday May 24 that his faith was renewed. At this meeting, Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans was being read. Whilst the reader was explaining the shift which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, Wesley felt that he did ‘trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation’.[footnoteRef:18] This experience resulted in a dramatic inward change for Wesley. His newfound belief in justification by faith and his assurance of God’s love and forgiveness lived out in his life and went on to influence millions of people through his preaching.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  John Wesley, cited in, Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 56-57.]  [18:  John Wesley, cited in The Methodist Church, ‘The Conversions’, (2013) <https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/history/the-conversions/> [accessed 25 March 2019].]  [19:  The Methodist Church, ‘The Conversions’, (2013) <https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/history/the-conversions/> [accessed 25 March 2019].] 

The Beginnings of the Methodist Movement
In May 1738 a religious society was founded in Fetter Lane, London, which is regarded as the first Methodist group. Their activities were spoken of by Wesley in November 1738 as ‘The Great Awakening’.[footnoteRef:20] For the next few months, John Wesley, and others, split their time between London and Oxford preaching their newfound faith and message to the masses. They preached in churches but also in workhouses and prisons ensuring that many people could hear their message.[footnoteRef:21] This proved successful, with many claiming to be miraculously changed by divine power, and charismatic phenomena, such as people wailing, occurring at Wesley’s sermons. However, this only served to cause worry amongst Anglican authorities who saw the Methodists as ‘enthusiasts’.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Roy Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand from the Burning, 143.]  [21:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 63.]  [22:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 65-66.] 

An early development of Methodism came in March 1739 when George Whitfield asked Wesley to come and take over the preaching and organisation of Methodists in Bristol. Wesley arrived in Bristol on Saturday March 31 1739, and on Sunday morning was astounded to see that Whitfield was preaching outdoors on a bowling green. Although reluctant at first, on Monday 2nd April Wesley performed his first outdoor preaching event in a brickyard. Before long, he found himself ministering to crowds of up to five-thousand people on a regular basis.[footnoteRef:23] Field preaching became a key feature of the Methodist Revival and of Wesley’s preaching tours right up to his death. Many working class people often felt excluded from churches; preaching in the open enabled the message to be spread to those who would otherwise not become involved in religious life.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 68-70.]  [24:  The Methodist Church, ‘Preaching’, <https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/history/preaching/> [accessed 25 March 2019].  ] 

John Wesley’s Organisation of Methodism
Meeting Houses and Headquarters
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)[image: https://www.wesleyschapel.org.uk/os/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/IMGP3759_1-1184x600.jpg]After being in Bristol for just a month, Wesley built the first purpose built Methodist meeting hall, which was called the ‘New Room’.[footnoteRef:25] The following year, Methodism took its first significant step to becoming an autonomous church, through the formation of its own headquarters. This was located at the Foundery, a rundown factory in the Upper Moorfields. The move from the Fetter Lane Society occurred due to disputes with the Moravians, and so signalled a break of Methodism from the influence of the Moravians.[footnoteRef:26] By the 1770s the Foundery was falling into ruin and a new chapel and headquarters was built at London’s City Road. On Sunday November 1 1778, the new chapel was opened. This chapel is still a place of significance and pilgrimage for Methodists today.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 75.]  [26:  Hattersley: John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning, 170.]  [27:  Bennett, John Wesley: The man, his mission, and his message, 148.] 


Wesley’s Preaching and the Expansion of Methodism
In May 1742, Wesley extended his mission north to Newcastle. On Sunday 30th May, with John Taylor at his side, he preached on a street in Sandgate, which was the poorest part of the town, to a crowd of hundreds of people. That night he preached a second sermon. The crowd which gathered here was bigger than any crowd he had known before.[footnoteRef:28] Newcastle became the centre of Methodism in the north and when Wesley returned a year later he purchased land for a meeting house.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning, 186.]  [29:  John Pudney, John Wesley and His World (Norwich: Jarrold and Sons, 1978) 81.] 

Throughout his life Wesley also undertook many preaching tours. He spent April-July 1749 in Ireland and over time established societies there. In 1752, he travelled to Scotland and went on to the Isle of Wight. He returned to these places regularly throughout his life, and undertook tours to societies across England and Wales. He performed preaching tours right up to his death. Wesley was a gifted preacher; his sermons reached people’s hearts and minds, and appealed to those who felt alienated from the Church.[footnoteRef:30] He was instrumental to the spread of Methodism and its increase in members. By 1790 there were 134,549 members of his Methodist movement.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  The Methodist Church, ‘Preaching’, <https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/history/preaching/> [accessed 25 March 2019].]  [31:  John Pudney, John Wesley and His World, 113.] 

During the 1760s a number of Methodists emigrated to America. At the 1769 Conference, Wesley appointed two volunteer preachers, Richard Boardman and Joseph Pilmoor, to go to America and preach Wesleyan Methodism there.[footnoteRef:32] Methodism grew quickly in America, and the 1780 Conference counted 10,139 members.[footnoteRef:33] As a result, Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey were ordained by Wesley as priests for America on September 2 1784 and Thomas Coke was ordained Bishop of America.[footnoteRef:34] This aided with the expansion of Methodism in America as by 1790 membership was six times what it was at the start of the previous decade.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 169.]  [33:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 176.]  [34:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 185. ]  [35:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 190.] 

Wesley’s Organisation of Methodism
Wesley’s first major organisational step which was necessary to ensure the survival and further spread of this new movement was the approval of lay preachers in 1739. Due to the expansion of the movement, Wesley realised there was no way that he and other ordained Methodist leaders could be the sole preachers for their growing movement. Therefore, he approved the participation of lay preachers in meetings.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 81-82.] 

In February 1742, Wesley devised a new organisational idea and organised each society into different classes of up to twelve people. This would prove to be vital for the success of his movement in the long term. Wesley was finding it difficult to keep tabs on his followers due to growing membership; as a result, there was often dissent and trouble in some societies. Wesley appointed people as leaders of each class who would question and advise the members, to ensure that they felt supported, and regularly report back to Wesley.[footnoteRef:37] In June 1744, John Wesley held the first Methodist Conference in the Foundery. This Conference soon became an annual event to discuss doctrine and policy. With this, a major new development in the history of Methodism began. Wesley, decided that he would place more focus on other societies, rather than just his own, who were keen to benefit from his skills of preaching and organisation. In return for this, he demanded their conformity to Wesleyan Methodist rules. All societies would be integrated into a network, known as the ‘Connexion’. Wesley could, therefore, ensure that all members and leaders were doctrinally and organisationally stable.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 130.]  [38:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 115. ] 

Death and Significance
John Wesley died in the morning of March 2 1791.[footnoteRef:39] The funeral took place the following Wednesday. Large crowds had began to gather by the Tuesday night.[footnoteRef:40] He influence was such that by the time of his death he was admired by many. Wesley combined a passion for preaching with a tremendous ability for organisation and an absolute faith and conviction in God, and this enabled him to lead a successful ‘Second Reformation’.[footnoteRef:41] His organisational genius transformed what began as a casual movement into a structured organisation.[footnoteRef:42] What Wesley created and organised was stable enough to survive his death, and the current number of Methodists in the world is around 60 million; however, there are now many different denominations.[footnoteRef:43]   [39:  Bennett, John Wesley: The man, his mission and his message, 168.]  [40:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 194.]  [41:  Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning, 3-4.]  [42:  The Methodist Church, ‘The Conversions’.]  [43:  The Methodist Church, ‘Membership’, <https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/membership/> [accessed 26 March 2019].] 

Wesley is also significant because he did more than anyone in the 18th century to reintroduce religion to the heart of society, and he did so successfully.[footnoteRef:44] He also brought religion to the lives of ordinary people and met the spiritual needs of the poor who had been neglected by the Anglican Church.[footnoteRef:45] He ensured that religion could impact on the everyday lives of ordinary people.[footnoteRef:46] His incorporation of field preaching and his message that all people can receive the love of God, as well as his desire to help the poor through education opportunities, made Methodism crucially influential among the poor and encouraged them to be ambitious and industrious; this in turn contributed to making them the backbone of industrial England in subsequent years.[footnoteRef:47] [44:  Tomkins, John Wesley: A Biography, 196.]  [45:  Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning, 203.]  [46:  Richard P. Heitzenrater, ‘John and Charles Wesley: Life, Ministry and Legacy’, in T&T Clark Companion to Methodism’, ed. by Charles Yrigoyen (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 3.]  [47:  Hattersley, John Wesley: A Brand From the Burning, 410.] 
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