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Introduction


  John Wesley’s relationship with evangelical clergymen of the eighteenth-century Church of England is a historical topic that has been too little studied in its fuller context. This work is an attempt to understand that relationship and the gradual divide that took place between Wesley and fellow evangelicals within the Church of England. The standard line has been that Wesley’s Arminianism clashed with the dominant Calvinism of eighteenth-century evangelical Anglicans and caused a rift in the Evangelical Revival in England. In this book I will attempt to provide a counterargument, formulating a more coherent description of the larger picture and of the events and issues that led some evangelical clergy to disassociate with Wesley and Wesleyan Methodism.1 My approach in this book is that social, political and ecclesiastical issues have not been given proper weight in the discussion. When considered in isolation, the theological questions raised by the participants in this slow divide simply do not provide the necessary rationale for a division of English evangelicalism.


  Because there are various ways that scholars use the term Evangelical/evangelical it is essential at the beginning to define the term. Henry Rack argues for the use of the capitalized form to distinguish “Evangelicals” within the Church of England from evangelical dissenters, those who found objection with the established Church, primarily among Presbyterian, Baptist and independent congregations.2 David Bebbington uses the capitalized form to designate “any aspect of the movement beginning in the 1730s.”3 D. Bruce Hindmarsh argues that the use of capitalization to differentiate churchman from dissenter encourages an all-too-clean demarcation that was not easily discernable in the early period.4 With a nod to both Bebbington and Hindmarsh, I have chosen to follow Rack’s usage as a means of providing clarity to a picture that is undoubtedly murky, yet still capable of cautious categorization. When referring to the broader movement inside and outside the Church, I use the lowercase form.


  The Evangelical Revival—which included early Methodism, roughly beginning in the mid-1730s and ending with the deaths of its last first-generation leaders, Wesley and Lady Huntingdon, in 1791—was varied and should be understood in terms of broader movements or a conglomeration of movements together responding to larger societal realities.5 Early Methodism was not an organizational structure tightly knit to the wish and whim of John Wesley. Ironically, given its name, early Methodism often lacked formal structure. Methodism included but was not limited to those clergy, lay preachers and laity in association or relationship with John Wesley, but as a revivalistic movement early Methodism continuously rejected Wesley’s attempts to control it. There were Methodists in England in this early period with no connection to Wesley whatsoever. Despite the establishment of the Methodist Conference in 1744, Methodism would remain a fluid association throughout most of the century.6


  Rack has described the Methodist movement in the eighteenth century as composed of various revivals with different wings, some under Wesley’s direct influence and others not.7 This broad revival included Arminians and Calvinists, Anglicans and dissenters, enthusiasts and rationalists. At the same time, given its relational character, the movement was often ascribed to George Whitefield or the Wesleys by association.8 Wesley’s relationship to Evangelical clergy in the Church was often marred by the experience of itinerant preachers trudging through Church parishes, whether they had been appointed to do this by Wesley or not. The Methodist preacher in Lincolnshire, due to the socially disruptive nature of his itinerant preaching, may have left an impression in the local parish that would affect the parish priest’s impression of the broader movement. The term Methodist was often attached to those with no association to the movement’s leaders; instead it was used as a term of derision for those with evangelical or irregular tendencies, actions bathed in volatile political and social meaning.9 The varied nature of the Methodist movement makes any attempt to describe a break between one portion of the movement with another a topic to be approached with due caution.10


  The Church of England in the eighteenth century was a church free of the parties that would come to dominate it subsequent to the Tractarian movement of the next century. The Evangelical clergy in the eighteenth century as a group were a small, nascent conglomeration of friends and acquaintances, or even, as I describe them later in this work, an Evangelical fraternity.11 There was no official party line, as was also the case for Methodists under Wesley’s conference system. None of the clergy could speak for the group. What primarily distinguishes these Evangelicals from the majority of those within Wesleyan Methodism was their determination to remain within the “regular” ministry of the Church of England. (Regular and irregular were general terms used to distinguish religious work. A regular ministry, such as that preferred by the Evangelicals as the century progressed, was a ministry performed within the established norms of the state church, while irregularity generally signified innovative measures such as extemporaneous prayer or field preaching.) Polity and method would play a large role in Evangelical arguments with Wesley, especially for Samuel Walker and Thomas Adam, and to a certain extent William Grimshaw, one of Wesley’s most ardent Evangelical supporters. These issues alone, however, do not explain the gradual shift that took place as Methodism and Evangelical Anglicanism diverged.


  The varied historical picture forces the historian to look at broader cultural movements and issues and to simultaneously emphasize the importance of personal relationships. Group pronouncements do not suffice to describe diverse movements. Neither should ideological arguments be allowed to trump political and social considerations when discussing group dynamics. Thus the insights of the social historian looking at seemingly impersonal forces must be brought into conversation with the intimacy of the historical biographer in order to capture the insights provided by both. The repercussion of Bishop Lavington’s claims that Wesley was a cheap, beer-guzzling seducer of barmaids cannot be overlooked when discussing Wesley’s relationship with evangelical clergy in Cornwall. Likewise, the effects of ecclesiastical strictures on Evangelicals beginning as early as the 1740s should not be ignored. Episcopal pressure on an Evangelical cleric with sympathies for irregular Methodism was often swift, impersonal and unsympathetic, yet the repercussions were often personal, as they placed deeply held theological considerations in conflict with the practical needs of family and employment.


  As a result of movements in the 1760s to alter ecclesiastical admission standards at Oxford and Cambridge, the rise of conservative politics under an ascendant Toryism, and the reaction of the establishment to those who continued to challenge Anglican hegemony, the relationship between Wesley and the Evangelicals became increasingly strained. By the end of the decade, it was hard to see either group working in tandem with the other. Although John Wesley, and specifically Charles, remained in contact with a number of Evangelicals in the Church and even employed a few of them in London, the differing trajectories of Evangelical Anglicanism and Wesleyan Methodism became distinctly apparent.12


  This book is divided into nine chapters, arranged thematically. The issues that divided the Evangelicals and Wesley, taken together, paint a picture in which the division of the two is almost inevitable. I encourage the reader to see the issues thematically and to move away from a timeline that ends with the Calvinist controversies of the 1770s. By the 1770s the controversies over predestination appear to be fought between opposing groups that had already taken divergent paths.13


  The first chapter, “Identity and Challenge,” delves into the characteristics of early English Evangelicalism and its place in the larger Evangelical Revival. The chapter serves to define the parameters of the book while highlighting the theology, social status, geography and principal characters of the movement. I designate Evangelicals within the Church as an “Evangelical fraternity” in an attempt to show the loose but organic connection that grew up among them as experience and opposition served to solidify group identity.


  Chapter two examines John Wesley himself to show how he fit within the larger picture of English Evangelicalism. One primary goal of the chapter is to outline the tension inherent in Wesley’s own evolving ecclesiological understanding as an Anglican and as an Evangelical. Despite his firm commitment to core evangelical doctrines, he also embraced a lingering high churchmanship that often left him at odds with other Evangelical Anglicans. In the chapter I place his conversion experience at Aldersgate, where his heart was “strangely warmed,” within the larger international revival, a sweeping movement that the revival’s participants would never fully understand.


  The third chapter, “Propaganda and Power,” looks at public tracts, whether produced by the Wesley brothers or by their opponents, which were printed regularly during the early period of the revival in England and served to form public impression of the broader evangelical movement. This propaganda served to complicate the relationship between John Wesley and the regular Evangelical clergy. Public pressure on Evangelicals was great, and they struggled to remain within the structures of the Church as an already marginalized group.


  “Politics and Polity,” the fourth chapter, examines the political ramifications of Methodist irregularity in post-Restoration England with its long historical memory. Methodism often raised suspicion of rebellion much akin to the Cromwellian revolution that overthrew Church and Crown in the previous century. Methodists, particularly those connected to Wesley, were thought to be setting up “conventicles” throughout England that would undermine the regular clergy and perhaps the Crown. Methodist practices, and especially those promulgated by Wesleyan Methodists such as lay preaching and society and class meetings, were controversial and affected the relationship between Wesley and his Evangelical colleagues.


  Chapter five explores Evangelical enclaves and Methodist incursions. Many of the complaints lodged against Wesley by the Evangelical clergy center on Wesley’s use of lay preachers and their work within parishes with an already established Evangelical Anglican presence. Anglican Evangelicals were an embattled minority group, and one with established regional centers or strongholds, and so the influx of Wesleyan Methodist lay preachers into these enclaves served to place embattled minority against embattled minority, although with different stakes for each group.


  In chapter six, “Eucharist and Ethos,” I explore the collision of the continued suspicion of schism and the attempt on the part of many of Wesley’s lay preachers to administer communion, or the Lord’s Supper. Many within the Evangelical “party” saw lay administration of communion as the end of their association with Methodism. William Grimshaw, Wesley’s close associate and head of the Methodist work in the north of England, warned Wesley that any attempt on the part of lay preachers to administer the sacraments would drive him from Methodism. Eucharistic practice, a theological issue as much as an issue of church polity and authority, was seen by many to determine the true trajectory of Wesleyan Methodism’s place in the Church. The debate also highlights Charles Wesley’s high churchmanship, a theme that runs through many of the chapters but is most obvious in chapters five and six. Charles Wesley was instrumental in maintaining his brother’s connections to the Evangelicals. Without Charles’s incessant cry against schism, Wesley would have been left bereft of one of his most ardently conservative voices. Both Samuel Walker and John Fletcher, two leaders of the Evangelicals, corresponded with Charles in order to curtail John’s maverick interpretation and use of Church polity. Charles is essential to understanding Wesley’s relationship to the Evangelical clergy.


  The seventh chapter, “Hegemony and Casualties,” describes the repercussions of changing political tides in the 1760s under George III and the influence of a changing political environment on evangelicalism. In 1768 six students were expelled from Oxford for “methodistical practices” as a part of a larger attempt within the university to curtail the activities of evangelicals. Outside the university there was pressure to allow admission without subscription to the Church of England’s Thirty-Nine Articles. The reaction in the university was a call for stricter adherence in the face of these challenges. Evangelicals became targets and soon found themselves further marginalized.


  Evangelicals as a group had difficulty attaining holy orders and livings, and the expulsions from Oxford denied Evangelicals access to one of the two universities in England and thus in a certain sense to the prospects of ordination. Evangelicals were faced with the repercussions of close association with Methodism in stark terms if their movement was to work within the regular systems of the Church of England. These expulsions can be seen as a watershed moment in Methodist/­Evangelical relations and as a prime example or source of Methodist/Evangelical tensions.


  “Vision and Divergence,” the eighth chapter, attempts to create an entirely new historiographical paradigm in which to place Wesley and the Evangelical clergy. Looking for the principles with which each defined their ministry, the chapter describes Wesley the high churchman, influenced by the nonjurors and the Caroline divines and their emphasis on the early church fathers, in stark contrast to his Evangelical colleagues, influenced by the revival of the “Old Divinity” of the Puritans and the English Reformers. This theological map provides a key to the theological debates that flared up between these groups throughout the revival.


  Finally, in “Constrained to Deviate,” I discuss Wesley’s last efforts at union with the Evangelicals. In the 1760s Wesley attempted for the last time to form an Evangelical union based on shared theological principles. His efforts met with little success and seem to have been his last attempt to create a lasting link with his Evangelical colleagues. This concluding section describes these attempts on Wesley’s part and identifies the reasons why such an attempt had little or no chance of bearing fruit given the overall trajectory outlined in the preceding chapters. By 1770 there was a discernible, although amiable, divide between the two groups that will remain throughout the rest of Wesley’s lifetime.


  1


  
Identity and Challenge


  Defining Early English Evangelicalism


  In 1799 John Newton wrote a biography of his late friend and colleague William Grimshaw, one of the great Evangelical leaders in Yorkshire, in the form of six letters to Henry Foster. In these letters Newton captures much of Grimshaw’s passion and eccentricity. In one he describes a visit by George Whitefield. The scene, perhaps unique in its bluntness, was characteristic of the passion behind the Evangelical Revival in England. Whitefield had been invited by Grimshaw to preach in his church and began his sermon, as G. R. Balleine recounts, “in his suave and conciliatory way,” with kind words to the congregation.1 This, as Newton records, “roused Mr. Grimshaw’s spirit, and, notwithstanding his great regard for the preacher, he stood up and interrupted him, saying with a loud voice, ‘Oh, sir, for God’s sake do not speak so. I pray you do not flatter them: I fear the greater part of them are going to hell with their eyes open.’”2


  All these men—Newton, Grimshaw, Foster and Whitefield—were clergy in the Church of England and participants in the eighteenth-century Evangelical Revival. Grimshaw’s behavior would have been distinct among the Evangelicals in the Church—he was known for his unique methods—but his desire to promote a message of conversion, or New Birth, would not have set him apart from his fellow Evangelicals.3 Like them, he was convinced that the experience of the New Birth lay at the heart of authentic Christianity, and he used any number of means to convey that message, even interrupting visiting preachers. That uniformity of intention, however, could not mask the complexities of the larger revival, which was anything but uniform. At the same time, as Carla Gardina Pestana has noted, “the revivals created a sudden and intense sense of linkages” across numerous divides.4 Unity and diversity met within the revival, however, with varied results. The Evangelical Revival, trans-Atlantic in scope, was a volatile world composed of localized revivals, old and new practices sometimes embraced for their efficiency and other times opposed as zealotry, and leaders from across the theological spectrum.


  This diversity of practice and theological persuasion, despite core convictions about the need for conversion, marked the earliest period of the Evangelical Revival in England and was one of the primary contexts in which Wesley and his Methodists engaged Evangelicals in the Church. The context often defies characterization. The term Methodist, for example, could be applied to those connected to Wesley or even those who had no connection to him at all.5 Although the term Methodist is now thought to be synonymous with Wesleyanism, at the beginning of the Evangelical Revival in England it was an elusive term.6 The title was often used as a derogatory term to slander anyone who espoused aspects of an evangelical theology or who participated in “methodistical” activities such as field preaching or attendance at evangelical society meetings.7 In his Force of Truth: An Authentic Narrative (1778) Thomas Scott writes, “Methodist, as a stigma of reproach, was first applied to Mr. Wesley, Mr. Whitefield, and their followers; and to those who, professing an attachment to our Established Church, and disclaiming the name of Dissenters, were not conformists in point of parochial order, but had separate seasons, places, and assemblies of worship.”8 The designation Methodist, however, was regularly applied outside Scott’s parameters not only to the followers of John and Charles Wesley or Whitefield but also to evangelicals both Arminian and Reformed, regular and irregular, Anglican and dissenting.


  The elastic nature of the term Methodist, for those in England’s evangelical uprising, is fitting to describe not only a movement whose parameters are often muddled and whose adherents included a unique breadth of classes, professions and religious backgrounds, but also whose leaders spanned a spectrum from the mentally unstable enthusiast to members of the aristocracy.9 The Evangelical Revival in England included leaders as divergent at the establishmentarian Thomas Adam and the self-made prophet Thomas Maxwell. The revival included recognizable figures such as the Wesleys and Whitefield but also the little-known but influential headmaster of the Truro Grammar School, George Conon.10


  In this chapter I will attempt to describe the Evangelical clergy within the Church of England in order to begin to understand their relationship to John Wesley. The historiographical difficulty of categorizing persons and movements in this period complicates the picture but also highlights the reality that singular causes are not sufficient to describe the complex relationship between Wesley and his Evangelical Anglican colleagues within the Church.11 Peter Nockles writes that in the eighteenth-century Church “neat categorizations and labels ought to be curbed, if not avoided.”12 There were distinctions in the ­eighteenth-century Church between those evangelical leaders who were ordained and those who were not, those who worked within the parish structures of the Church, the “regular” clergy, and those who chose to work via “irregular” means. A “regular” could become “irregular” or vice versa. He could dabble in a mixture of regular and irregular methods, but the distinction between an ordained priest in the established Church and an ordained minister of one of the dissenting bodies is easily identifiable. Likewise this is generally true of laypersons, although scholars have shown that attending Church services did not always preclude attendance at chapel meetings, and some, such as the early Wesleyans, were categorized subjectively based on differing perceptions of churchmanship.


  From the beginning evangelicals could often be identified by their vocabulary. The experience of evangelical conversion, and particularly descriptions of those experiences, provided a common experiential framework or language that united the various arms of the revival both within and outside the established Church. An “evangelical language” arose to describe the experience of conversion. But even this common language did not overcome issues of polity and politics entrenched in England’s ecclesiastical soil. After centuries of often bloody ecclesiastical and political dispute, shared experience alone was not sufficient to conquer entrenched patterns of social life.


  The English Civil War of the previous century had not been forgotten. Memories of the war were connected with ecclesiastical and political issues common to English life since the Reformation. Presbyterian George Lawson rightly captured the intertwined nature of secular and religious interests when he wrote that “Poltiks both civil and Ecclesiastical belong unto Theologie, and are but a brand of the same.”13 John Locke captured the sentiments of the period, writing that “all those flames that have made such havoc and desolation in Europe, and have not been quenched but with the blood of so many millions, have been at first kindled with coals from the altar.”14 The preface of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer makes reference to the “late unhappy confusions” and connects the Interregnum’s disruption of English ecclesiastical and political life and the zealotry that ensued to the need for liturgical uniformity accompanied by the restoration of the monarchy.15 As ­Evangelical initiatives gained popular notice in the 1730s, many saw the movement as another form of the same religious enthusiasm that threw the nation into disarray under the banner of Puritanism and brought on those “unhappy confusions.”16 Whether this particular form of religious enthusiasm came from the altar, the pulpit or in small, secretive meetings was of little importance.


  The Eighteenth-Century Context


  The eighteenth century has been judged for many years in light of ­nineteenth-century expectations, and only recently has it come to be understood in its own terms.17 The negative assumptions of later low church Evangelicals and their high church Tractarian adversaries in the nineteenth century came to dominate eighteenth-century studies.18 Through the 1740s eighteenth-century England was coming to terms with the political and social turmoil of the previous century. At the same time, however, great effort was made by both Whigs and Tories under newly defined versions of the “divine right of kings” to secure the new Protestant dynasty. Within this context, eighteenth-century leaders actively fought against continued efforts by the Stuarts and their Jacobite allies in both 1715 and 1745 to undermine what in many ways was the ascendency of the Church over the monarchy, a shift in the ancien régime that would last until the Reform Acts of the late 1820s. The English approach to governance in the eighteenth century, while cautious early on with a focus on restorationism by the later part of the century, had embraced an expansionist policy both economically and geographically. Despite the loss of the American colonies, and seven large-scale conflicts with the expansion of British imperialism,19 by century’s end the Hanoverian dynasty was secure and with it a Protestant England ready to compete with Roman Catholicism in a colonizing race safely situated outside the British Isles.


  Within the Pax Anglia the Church of England flourished. Recent historians such as Jeremy Black, J. C. D. Clark, William Gibson and Nigel Yates, among others, have begun the long process of correcting the perception that the Church in the eighteenth century was decrepit. Black notes that “there is copious evidence both of massive observance of the formal requirements of the churches and of widespread piety.”20 Echoing Black, Yates claims that religion in England, and its established Church, was much healthier than has been previously acknowledged.21 With the cooperation of what Clark terms the Church-Whig alliance under the first two Georges, he asserts that “in the face of an assertive Anglicanism, the number of Dissenters and Roman Catholics in England was each roughly halved in the years c. 1690–1740.”22 At the same time, the Church of England understood, as much of Europe did after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the repercussions of theologically inspired warfare. The resulting caution that such knowledge engendered has been misinterpreted as weakness but produced growing toleration and stability. Revolutionary sentiments on the Continent and the phantom of Oliver Cromwell with the image of a beheaded Charles I, however, represented lasting images of zealotry in the imagination of English churchmen.


  The English Civil War and its repercussions continued to haunt the Church for over a century after the regicide of Charles on January 30, 1649. Despite the complexity of the war, or even wars, and its multiple causes—which had as much or more to do with power struggles between king and Parliament as it did between Laudian and Reformed “parties” within the Church—on the ground the nuances of history were regularly overlooked. Often the complexities of the Civil War period were replaced in the eighteenth century by a common fear of any real or supposed challenge to the Pax Anglia. Clark has written extensively on the struggles faced by Church and society not only because of the Civil War but also after the Glorious Revolution and the ramifications of a potentially resurgent Catholic dynasty.23 Alan Harding writes that although the Church of England was the “victor” of seventeenth-century struggles, it came away from that victory with definite scars.24 Within this context the uprising now known as the Evangelical Revival was anything but a welcome addition to eighteenth-century England. That Evangelicals remained within a Church that in so many ways thought them malevolent and fanatical is a story worth telling all on its own.25


  The Elusive Nature of Evangelicalism


  W. R. Ward writes, “Evangelicals, in the Anglo-Saxon sense of the word, seem generally to have found it easier to recognise each other than others have found it to categorize them.”26 Sectarian interests have often inspired attempts to neatly write the story of this early period.27 Revival participants were labeled or claimed titles that often deviate from later expectations. John Fletcher, for instance, was both an Anglican and a Methodist; so were John and Charles Wesley, William Grimshaw, George Whitefield and Lady Huntingdon. All of the early Evangelicals were called “Methodist” or “methodistical” by their opponents. Some claimed the title for themselves, such as Fletcher, who wrote to Charles Wesley in 1758 that “I find my heart strongly attached” to the Methodists and who was fearful of leaving them to “stand alone in the midst of so many dead people.”28


  For many, Methodism was simply another form of enthusiasm, an elusive term used for political reasons. The Evangelical John Berridge was convinced that talk of God was enough to rouse the suspicions of some. He wrote that “to talk of God upon a visit, would turn the hearers sick or sour, and brand the speaker for a rude man or a methodist.”29 The charge of enthusiasm could range from simple rudeness to insanity. Dewey Wallace describes the rise of antienthusiasm campaigns beginning in the 1650s. He highlights Henry More’s Enthusiasmus Triumphatus: Or, a Discourse of the Nature, Causes, Kinds, and Cure of Enthusiasme (1662) as “an early anatomy of enthusiasm.” More wrote in the 1650s and for political reasons left the Puritans out of his equations. What he described as enthusiasm would define the term for decades. His definition included “dabblers in alchemy and magic” and those overwhelmed by delusions and mental disorders. His examples included a nobleman who thought he was made of glass and a woman who thought she was a cat and pounced on mice. Wallace notes that More helped set the stage for an antienthusiasm campaign.30


  Methodism, however, included many who did not fall under the term enthusiast and was distinctly diverse. Many were identified as Methodists for their use of the society model, or a variation of it, commonly used in the Restoration period but increasingly identified with evangelicalism as the century went on. Lady Huntingdon had a connexion of Methodists, and so did Wesley and Whitefield. Samuel Walker allowed small group meetings in his parish, as did Fletcher, Newton and Berridge. And yet Wesley had difficulty, and ultimately failed, in his attempts finally to relinquish Methodist societies under his control within the Evangelical parishes administered by Edward Stillingfleet and Henry Venn.31 These men were all a part of a larger movement, and their common allegiance to the New Birth served to solidify them within a milieu that found their ideas troubling if not outright dangerous.32


  Defining Evangelicalism


  In order to understand early English evangelicalism, attachment to the primacy of theological systems should be tempered by the inclusion of practical considerations: church polity, liturgical practice and an emphasis on the need for the experiential. Peter Forsaith claims that “‘Evangelical’ at this time referred to being evangelistic rather than to doctrinal position.”33 While pointing to one of the defining characteristics of evangelical practice, the “being evangelistic” must also be understood as the outgrowth of a theological viewpoint calling for such drastic behavior.


  David Bebbington’s fourfold definition of modern evangelicalism is the most useful place to begin to define the evangelical movement of this period. Bebbington’s definition has become the standard defining principle of current evangelical scholarship.34 He summarizes his “four qualities” of evangelical religion, which include: “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross,” claiming that “together they form a quadrilateral of priorities that is the basis of Evangelicalism.”35 Bebbington’s categories provide an elastic description of evangelicalism broadly conceived from 1730 up to the present. Their elasticity rightly matches the elasticity of the movement they attempt to define.


  These four qualities are evident in the theology and practice of evangelicals in the earliest period. Of the four, however, conversionism reigns supreme. Thomas Adam, one of the early Evangelical Anglicans, whose penchant for writing more than made up for his lackluster pulpit performance, highlighted this evangelical trait in his 1767 Practical Lectures on the Church-Catechism. Adam questions “whether religion, according to the plain meaning of the Bible, is not Conversion? and whether any kind of religion, which leaves him just where it found him, without working any change of his tempers, and affections, can be pleasing to God, or a ground of his present and future happiness.”36 This conversion-­dominated theology runs throughout Adam’s Lectures, a work that was widely praised and widely used by the Evangelicals.37


  Using language to emphasize the experiential nature of the Christian faith, Adam claims that “the end of all divine knowledge is practice and self-application.”38 The experience of conversion was the “touchstone of the heart” or the foundation on which the awakened soul could rest. Closely aligned with this emphasis on the experience of conversion, the doctrine of assurance was not simply a matter of concern for Wesleyans and Moravians but a natural extension of an experiential theology.39 Adam writes that in this heartfelt experience the Spirit of God would “do its work in us,” and in this experience “we must work with it.”40


  The call to conversion was at the heart of what it meant to be an evangelical. Adam said it distinctly when he wrote, “The one thing necessary is conversion; I mean, as begun, and carried on, by the Holy Spirit.”41 Wesley’s now-famous dictum that he had nothing to do but save souls summarized the watchword and song of these men. Although Bebbington’s fourfold definition appears at first glance to be a quadrilateral of equal sides, it was this experience of the New Birth, or conversion, that more than anything defined the outlook of these early evangelists. For Wesley the New Birth and justification by faith were the two doctrines that “may be properly termed fundamental.”42 This one “side” of the quadrilateral outweighed the rest and was the cornerstone, rather than an equal partner with the others.43


  The Evangelical Fraternity


  John Walsh describes the Evangelicals as “remarkably unorganized, sprinkled thinly and haphazardly across the parochial map of Anglicanism.”44 Bebbington describes them as “few and scattered.”45 These men did not form a party, as they would later in the next century. Parties were anathema in this period of English history and were viewed as divisive and unpatriotic. Nockles did not deny the existence of church parties in “the pre-Tractarian Church of England” but argues that they “formed part of a broadly based theological consensus which the Tractarians destroyed, and which according to Avis ‘may be likened to a series of mutually overlapping circles.’”46 The Evangelical “circle” overlapped with various forms of dissent, specifically Presbyterianism and Wesleyan Methodism.47 The Evangelical circle, however, is unique, as the Evangelicals of this period of the revival are best understood in relational terms, even as a fraternity.


  The Evangelicals were not connected like Wesley’s “sons in the gospel” but rather through an interlocking series of friendships forged in the shared experience of opposition to their conversionist message. This opposition had the effect of uniting Evangelicals and spearheading efforts to find likeminded colleagues. G. C. B. Davies notes, “An interesting feature of the Evangelical revival of the eighteenth century is the fact that so many of these ‘enlightened’ clergy and laity in all parts of the country were acquainted with each other.”48 Beginning in the 1750s in the Evangelical strongholds of Cornwall and Yorkshire, and later in various parts of the country, they formed clerical associations.49 Samuel Walker, perpetual curate in Truro and unofficial leader of the Cornish Evangelicals, formed such a society around 1750. Kenneth Hylson-Smith calls Walker the “prime mover” of the society whose purpose was “to increase the efficiency and usefulness of each of the members within their own parishes as a consequence of the mutual exchange of ideas and opinions.”50 Hylson-Smith sees this clerical society as yet another means by which Walker, a staunch churchman and friendly critic of Wesleyan irregularity, attempted to work within the parochial structures of the established Church as an Evangelical; clerical societies had been common within Anglicanism well before this time.51


  Walker was not the only Evangelical clergyman who set up an early society to connect with fellow Evangelicals. John Fletcher created a similar group in Shropshire in the spring of 1765. He describes the group to Charles Wesley in a letter shortly after their first meeting. The group of six Evangelical churchmen included Edward Davies of Bengeworth; a “Mr Baily of Pashur,” who is thought to be Thomas Beale of Pershore; Edward Stillingfleet of West Bromwich; John Riland, who although connected with Huddersfield at this time had family connections near Shropshire; Thomas Biddulph then of Worcester; and William Talbot, vicar of Kineton, Warwickshire. Two of the members were absent for the first meeting, “one on business and another with a bad leg.” They agreed to meet together four times per year.52


  Similarly, Newton’s Olney parish became a center of evangelical activity, both established and dissenting: Newton attracted local Evangelicals in an association much like Fletcher’s and Evangelicals from throughout England who would make pilgrimage to the Olney rectory. Hindmarsh notes that within six months of Newton’s arrival as curate in Olney in 1764, Newton started a monthly meeting of six or seven Evangelical clergy in “the adjoining counties.”53 This meeting soon included evangelicals of various denominations, an innovative move among the early Evangelical Anglicans, yet not out of character with Newton’s local ecumenism. Even into the nineteenth century, Newton’s society remained a regular and important clerical meeting.54


  The formation of clerical societies in a formal sense and the letters between the Evangelical clergymen on a more personal level show a sincere filial bond. They also help map out the varied connections among the 170 or so clergy in the Church of England during the life of John Wesley who were identifiably Evangelical.55 Charles Wesley’s letters to John Fletcher of Madeley, although perhaps more intimate than most, provide a window into this social network. Charles and Fletcher maintained a close friendship throughout most of the revival. Forsaith writes that for Fletcher, “if John Wesley was a father in God, Charles was a brother in Christ.”56 This close bond would wane with Charles’s later inattention to it. As pivotal as both men were to the Wesleyan arm of the revival, their letters to each other describe an Evangelical network larger than that represented at Wesley’s conferences.57 A letter from Fletcher to Charles Wesley in the summer of 1761 describes the interaction common among these clergymen and their supporters and also the ecclesiastical battle lines common among them. Every person mentioned is either an Evangelical clergyman or a member of an aristocratic family friendly to their cause. Fletcher writes:


  Last [S]unday I made a visit to Mr. Stillingfleet[,] Lord Dartmouth’s Chaplain and minister of Bromwich, I offered him my pulpit as if to a Deputy who also preaches Christ with daring. He is on close terms with Mr. Downing and resembles him by his gentleness and his modesty: He is so afraid of acting the part of a Methodist although he preaches their doctrines that I doubt if he will accept my offer. He took me to dine at Lord D[artmou]th’s who was that day with Milady [Lady Huntingdon] at his country seat, if I converse often with him he would soon render me a churchman in all respects: What a difference between Mr. Berridge and him! He read me the details of Mr. Walker his close friend: What a loss for the little flock of Christ!58


  This one quotation, not uncommon in these letters, names four Evangelicals and the two leading evangelical aristocrats around whom a coterie of Evangelicals often gathered. They were from the Midlands, Essex, Yorkshire and Cornwall, nearly representing the four corners of England. The letter also mentions the argument over irregularity that would become one of the principal causes of friction and separation. The conservatives Walker and Stillingfleet and the maverick Berridge were on opposing sides of this debate.


  The “Methodist Desert”


  As late as 1885, the term Methodist desert was used to describe the southern counties of England.59 The fraternity of Evangelical clergy in this early period formed a company that was, like the Wesleyans themselves, a fraternity on the fringe of the English establishment. These men were not dissenters, yet neither were they at the centers of traditional Anglican life. They may have drawn large crowds of curious spectators from time to time, even collecting wayward parishioners on Sunday mornings, but they did not reside in the places of power. Yorkshire and Cornwall, as already noted, served as their initial strongholds, far from the power structures of London and Oxbridge. The Evangelicals retained an ebbing presence among the academics of Oxford and Cambridge but were nearly absent from London throughout most of this period. With one-tenth of the nation’s population, London not only served as the capital but defined much of the culture of the nation.60 For years not one Evangelical inhabited a pulpit in London, and only with the use of lectureships and propriety chapels did they begin to gain a foothold there.


  The now-famous struggles of William Romaine as, for a time, the lone Evangelical Anglican in a London parish need not be reiterated here. His struggles have certainly been embellished for the sake of evangelical hagiography.61 But Romaine and those who came to hear his Sunday evening lecture were faced with opposition from the start. Not until Romaine was established as the rector of St. Andrew’s and St. Anne’s, Blackfriars, in 1766, an appointment that had to make its way through legal challenges, was he able to preach uninhibited.


  What would become one of the principal strongholds of London Evangelicalism was a chapel attached to the Lock Hospital, built for the treatment of venereal diseases in the 1740s. The Lock Hospital receives mention in that notorious publication listing eighteenth-century London prostitutes, Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies.62 The “list” was a bestseller in multiple editions for over thirty-eight years and included the names, locations and prices of London’s “ladies of pleasure.” The Lock Hospital was the seat of Martin Madan’s ministry in London from 1755 to 1780, and under his supervision a long list of Evangelical clergy served as curates and chaplains. Madan was a prolific author whose work included numerous hymns, translations of Juvenal and Persius, and traditional evangelical treatises such as those on the doctrine of justification by faith.63 Only after Madan’s 1780 publication Thelyphthora; or, a Treatise on Female Ruin, in its Causes, Effects, Consequences, Prevention, and Remedy, which called for the legalization of polygamy, was Madan forced to resign.64 Madan believed that biblical polygamy could be used as a means to get women off the streets. As an avid writer, he retired and spent the last decade of his life writing on the periphery of the revival.65


  The Lock Hospital chapel served as a way station for many Evangelical clergy without parochial appointments. Securing the rectorship of a parish or chapel not only gave an Evangelical power over the local church, pulpit and liturgical practices but also provided curacies for the newly trained Evangelicals graduating from Oxford and Cambridge. Without these curacies, and seen in light of recurrent episcopal opposition to the ordination of those with evangelical or “methodistical” tendencies, the Evangelical movement within the Church of England would have come to a quick end. Curacies at Haworth, St. Ann’s, Blackfriars, Clapham and the Lock Hospital provided stepping stones for those who in the next century would become the leaders of a powerful church party. The Lock Hospital curates included clergy such as Charles Edward de Coetlogon, who would later become chaplain to the Lord Mayor; John Crosse, a convert of Methodism who almost joined the Wesleyans over opposition to his evangelical preaching within the Church; and Thomas Haweis, a leading Evangelical voice who came to the Lock Hospital after opposition to his curacy at St. Mary Magdalene Oxford.


  London may not have been a stronghold of Evangelical activity like Bristol, Truro or Huddersfield, but it was not entirely devoid of an Evangelical presence in this period. Those who would trumpet the life of William Romaine and the opposition he endured often make it appear that he spent his entire ministry as a lone voice in an ecclesiastical wilderness. In order to find fellowship with those of a similar mind, the London Evangelicals had to stay connected to clergymen outside the capital. Romaine, for instance, visited Samuel Walker in Cornwall for encouragement, and according to Walker’s correspondence with Adam would have left the Church had it not been for Walker.66 But there were sparks of Evangelical fervency in London during this period. Thomas Jones, who was converted in 1754 and served as the chaplain to the bishop of London, is a perfect example. For a few years he, like Romaine, was the only beneficed Evangelical in the capital. However, Jones was not alone in London throughout his entire ministry. Martin Madan knew Jones and even preached his funeral sermon, in June 1762.67 Thomas Broughton, an Oxford Methodist, was another London Evangelical and served as secretary of the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge, and from 1755 until his death in 1777 he was rector of All Hallows, Lombard Street.68


  All the same, the proportion of the British population living in London and the low number of Evangelical clergy in the area is an indication of Anglican Evangelicalism’s place on the fringe of English life. The number of Wesleyan Methodists in London, or even those who followed George Whitefield and filled his Spitalfields Chapel, although impressive compared to other areas of the country during the eighteenth century, should be seen in light of London’s expansive population. London was an area of relative evangelical weakness. Walsh has pointed out that the Methodist message found fertile soil outside the hearing of church bells. London’s ecclesiastical structure was nothing like the open spaces where Methodism flourished. Neither does it appear to have been entirely open to the very similar message of the Evangelicals.


  Producing Dissent


  As members of a fringe movement, the Evangelicals were in a precarious position. The ecclesiastical hierarchy saw them as little better than dissenters. Even after ordination—a process that could take years—many Evangelicals had difficulty finding employment within the Church. Romaine was not the only Evangelical to find opposition when appointed to a parish. Thomas Haweis encountered a similar situation in Northamptonshire that broke out into a public pamphlet war over his fitness for the position.69


  Evangelical clergy status within the establishment made many of their converts uneasy about following their footsteps within the Church. Many Evangelical leaders were concerned that their efforts were producing the next generation of dissenting leadership.70 Evangelicals were commonly accused of making dissenters, and in many cases the accusation was accurate. Yates writes that “without the Evangelical Revival it is likely that ‘old dissent’ would have been in terminal decline by 1815.”71


  Given the number of converts who became dissenters, many Evangelical leaders feared that the movement would end up outside the Church it meant to reform and move from a fringe movement of the Church to a fringe movement of the culture.72 Charles Wesley opposed any action taken by Wesleyan Methodists that appeared to take them further afield from the regular ministry of the Church of England, and his views were commonplace among the Evangelicals of the parochial system.73


  Henry Venn saw firsthand how his own ministry within the Church produced dissenting ministers. Hylson-Smith writes that out of Venn’s ministry in Huddersfield “came twenty-two ordinands with working-class backgrounds,” all of whom were unable to gain admittance to a university and who were subsequently “lost to the Church of England.”74 It was this loss of clerical candidates that was at the heart of the launch of the Elland Society, whose purpose was to promote and fund the education of Evangelical Anglicans seeking orders.75 Venn, a key supporter of the society, was influential in the lives of the next generation of Evangelical leaders. His appointment to Yelling, with its proximity to Cambridge, enabled Venn to be instrumental in the lives of William Farish, Thomas Robinson, John Flavel, Charles Jerram and Charles Simeon, the latter one of the greatest leaders of the next generation.


  Venn’s congregation at Huddersfield left the Church after Venn left the parish, a result that greatly disturbed him.76 His high estimation of the Church of England is obvious in his writings and especially his sermon “The Duty of a Parish Priest” (1760). He describes the duties of parish priests who have the care of souls and the Church of England as “a most benevolent institution of God; an Institution designed to diffuse the Knowledge of Himself; his Son, his Spirit, and his gospel; and by that Knowledge to make his Reasonable Creatures Holy and Happy.” In Venn’s words, “whoever is found frustrating, within the Compass of his own Province, an Institution of this Kind, is chargeable with a Crime, as much greater than that of Unfaithfulness to a Civil Trust, as the Salvation of Immortal Souls is more to be prized than the Things of Time.”77


  Revivalists for the Church


  An increase in the number of Evangelical clergy was essential to the survival of Evangelicalism, for at its very core it was a movement attached to the structures of the Church. Walsh writes that “only when it could capture some of the ordinands pumped out annually along the parochial arteries of the Church, could Anglican Evangelicalism make very much headway.”78 Walsh notes that the number of Evangelicals and their own security within the establishment were intimately connected.


  As the number of Evangelicals grew, so did their self-confidence and loyalty to the Church. They no longer despaired of Anglicanism as a Church populated by “heathenish priests and mitred infidels.” They were less inclined to accept the embraces of Methodists, or to copy their irregular methods. They were more hopeful that the leaven of the Gospel would permeate the Anglican lump.79


  The ever-growing fraternity of Evangelical clergymen brought familiarity and normality to the once ragtag band. Their concern for clerical recruits was another indication, however, that they envisioned their ministry within the Church from the very beginning.


  This Evangelical fraternity depended on an Evangelical network of clerical organizations, letters, itinerancy and to some extent the work of aristocrats converted to their message. Opposition to the movement was found throughout the ecclesiastical landscape. This opposition fueled fear among Evangelicals that they would create a movement detached from the Church. Driven by this fear, the clerical organizations they founded to create and sustain fraternal bonds specified rules identifying membership in the society as recognition of and participation in the established Church and its practices.80 Wesley claimed similar restrictions and ultimately failed to convince his Methodists of the essential connection of the United Societies and the Church. Yet the spirit in which the Evangelicals promoted their cause differed from Wesley’s because they refused to envision their work apart from the larger efforts of the Church.


  The Evangelical Anglican desire to remain within the Church and eschew the second-class status of dissent was no act of Evangelical cowardice, however. Evangelicalism was seen as dangerous regardless of whether it functioned within the Church or not. As the closest, and therefore easiest, targets of Anglican concern over conversionist theology and practice, the Evangelicals were the first to feel the effects of censure. While Whitefield and Wesley were the most noted purveyors of a conversionistic theology, the Evangelical clergy, connected so much more intimately to the power structures of the Church, were likely to face hardships to which Wesley and Whitefield were immune. Some Evangelicals, such as William Jesse, came from aristocratic stock and had no reason to worry about the clash between their message and their means. Most were not in Jesse’s situation but served as curates or perpetual curates with limited incomes.


  As the revival continued to unfold throughout the rest of the century, those in the Evangelical fraternity would serve as Wesley’s closest allies within the parochial structures of the Church of England. They would also begin to pull away from Wesleyan Methodism as it developed an ethos all its own. Yet it was of this group of Evangelicals that Wesley saw himself a part, and even more so his brother.


  2


  
Movement and Conversion


  Wesley in the Trans-Atlantic Revival


  Wesley’s evangelical conversion should give any author pause. His relationship to Evangelicals in the Church of England, however, hinges to a great extent on a right historical interpretation of Wesley’s Aldersgate experience. At Aldersgate Wesley was caught up in the larger sweep of the Evangelical Revival. Situating Wesley’s conversion within the context of the revival enables the historian to see Wesley’s place among the evangelicals of his day and their shared, but subjective, religious experiences.


  The evangelical conversion stories so common among early evangelicals helped to spread the evangelical message and gave this international movement a common language.1 Wesley scholars have rarely attempted to see Wesley or his conversion within the overarching context of the revival, and yet it is by such a placement that one begins to see Wesley the evangelical and the forces that shaped his evangelical impulse. Such a placement also highlights the currents that aided his ultimate separation from so many Evangelicals within the Church.


  I explored how the term evangelical had multiple layers of meaning in the introduction. Within the emerging movement, just beginning to form a core set of leaders, the experience that identified evangelicals was their common experience of conversion. Bruce Hindmarsh describes this defining experience when he writes, “The consequence of the shared experience of conversion on the part of these leaders was that they discovered a common mission.”2 Additionally, these evangelical leaders “found their identities in their religious experience” and even defined themselves “by telling the stories of their conversions.”3 The Aldersgate experience of May 24, 1738, then, was not only Wesley’s entrance into a larger spiritual movement but Wesley’s evangelical conversion.4


  As an evangelical conversion, the question is not whether John Wesley was a Christian before or after. Such a question is not necessary to the historical enterprise. Within Anglicanism the question of whether one was a Christian would have been directly related to baptism. Modern evangelicalism, mostly devoid of Anglicanism’s sacramental theology, has been perplexed by the nature of Wesley’s “conversion” in part because of an inability to place Wesley within the context of his Anglican heritage.


  Wesley’s experience and subsequent personal interpretations of the Aldersgate event provide necessary clues to Wesley’s evangelical pedigree, and yet these personal accounts should be seen as the initial and then corrective interpretations of an experience that Wesley would attempt to come to terms with for the rest of his life. Aldersgate, seen as a conversion to evangelical Christianity, became the impulse behind Wesley’s evangelistic efforts. The evangelical movement, defined by conversionism, was marked and would continue to be marked by the various and sometimes divergent interpretations of these transformational episodes.5


  Placed within the trans-Atlantic revival, we can juxtapose the Alders­gate experience with similar experiences and the social and geographical movements that took place during the period. Such an interpretive lens provides insight not only into the felt spontaneity of the experience but also the centrality of the experience for the beginning of Wesley’s revivalistic efforts. Ironically, debates over the meaning of Wesley’s Aldersgate experience, especially among Methodist scholars, tend to locate the episode in isolation. Within this isolation it becomes possible to find ways to create an Aldersgate paradigm that looks more and more like the high church, low church or revivalist inclinations of the modern interpreter.6


  To a large extent, Wesley retained his high church theological tendencies.7 J. Ernest Rattenbury wrote in the first part of the last century:


  There is no greater mistake than to suppose that Wesley ceased to be a High Churchman after 1738. The popular argument that the Wesley before 1738 and after were two different men, with different views, is a modern Methodist myth which serious investigation proves to be without foundation. There were certain puerilities of his early ministry which Wesley outgrew, and the importance of certain beliefs and practices were seen in a new perspective, not merely by the illumination of his conversion, but by his practical experiences and busy occupation with affairs.8


  This does not set him apart from every Evangelical. Thomas Adam had similar sympathies, as did many Oxonians, among whom high churchmanship has often found a home. Yet Wesley’s high churchmanship offers a clue to his distinctiveness, and I will discuss it in terms of its political and theological implications in a later chapter.9 What united Wesley to his Evangelical colleagues was that he, like them, was swept up into a larger movement that neither he nor they were ever able to grasp in its entirety. Wesley’s evangelical perspective is made clear by his own experience of conversion, the message of his field preaching and the community he began to create within the Church.


  The Evangelical Sweep


  There has been a recent push among scholars of the Evangelical Revival in England, especially by John Walsh, to free the revival from captivity to the British Isles.10 W. Reginald Ward, following in the footsteps of W. Frank Swift and others, exposed an intercontinental—both European and North American—evangelical movement marked by ideological and physical movement. His work provides an historiographical approach to the sweep of evangelical revivalism from the Alps to the Appalachians.11


  Ward’s sweeping narrative provides a framework in which to interpret the importance of Aldersgate. This evangelical sweep was propelled out of the pressure cooker of central European political and religious conflict created by the clash of Lutheran Orthodoxy and a resurgent Tridentine Roman Catholicism.12 It was this conflict that, in the case of the Protestant Salzburger diaspora of 1729, inadvertently spread a form of pietistic religion well beyond the Pietist strongholds of Halle and Teschen. Ward argues that the beginning of the populist religious movement known as the Evangelical Revival can be traced to Pietism and specifically to its metamorphosis in the face of political initiatives that caused Pietists to move across Europe and even the Atlantic in search of warmer ecclesiastical climates.


  Piestism itself was created in ecclesiastical tension. According to Ward, the movement known as Pietism began as a reaction to criticism of Philip Spener’s Pia Desideria. Pietists were led to the formation of a group of opposition to the opposition.13 Spener’s ideas of collegia pietatis initially found favor in Saxony and among Leipzig theologians. His hope of bringing reform to theological training spearheaded a lay-led movement that turned from Aristotelian logic, foundational in Lutheran and Roman Catholic theology, to an emphasis on the priesthood of all believers. Ward writes that this turn toward a universal priesthood led the newly formed Pietists well beyond Spener’s original intentions.14


  Persecution in Leipzig did not squelch this drive for piety but served to spread the movement further. In turn, opposition to Spener’s efforts led his followers to achieve group cohesion apart from established ecclesiastical structures. The movement Spener started, much like the movement John Wesley would start in England, was not firmly wedded to the ecclesiastical structures he had wished to reform.


  When Pietism was faced with religious persecution, the ensuing explosion of geographical displacement, revival and expansion spearheaded a revivalistic movement that appears to have revived a Protestant world slowly losing steam. The unfortunate circumstances of the displaced Pietists gave Protestant Europe an issue around which to form a rallying cry, undermining the psychological effects of a Jesuit-inspired Roman Catholic resurgence that had dramatically cut into Protestant numbers. Ward writes that “everyone knew that the Protestants had lost perhaps half their numerical strength; and almost every change seemed to be for the worse.”15 J. C. D. Clark describes the situation in terms of a Roman Catholic counter-reformation that on the European continent was “everywhere on the offensive,” with “Protestantism in retreat, and Protestants subject to the most lurid fears for the future.”16 Protestant malaise was felt from Prussia to the American colonies. As Roman Catholicism spread alongside the rise of both Spanish and Portuguese colonial enterprises, Protestantism had not only stalled but declined on account of forces both internal and external.17 The Catholic “menace,” however, was caught up in its own struggles both within the church and among the Catholic powers. The imagined Roman threat far outpaced the actual threat of Jesuit efforts within the strongholds of Protestant Germany and England. Its power to unite Protestantism, however, was as real as the actual threat was imaginary.18


  The united Protestant voice opposing Roman Catholic persecution of the Pietists led to the Swedish invasion of central Europe under Charles XII on a crusade to “save Protestantism” but also to the outbreak of religious revival oftentimes attached to movement.19 As those displaced by religious persecution left their homes, local revivals sprang up with their passing cadence. And with the rise of print culture and voluminous letter writing across confessional, national and continental lines, the story of the Pietist march across Europe spread like wildfire.20


  The printed word was vital to spreading news of the displaced Pietists and their message of heart religion. One famous print that left a lasting impression on European Protestantism was the image of a displaced Salzburg woman trudging through muddy roads with eyes set on a new home, a child under one arm and her Luther Bible firmly clasped under the other. Ward writes that in Germany “by reprint, quotation and reference, as far away as America, the language of hyperbole, if not of miracle, was standard form. The newspaper press had a field day, and sermons and pamphlets are reckoned to have run to 500 titles.”21


  The print culture of early eighteenth-century Europe and North America would play an essential role in the spread of Pietism and evangelicalism.22 Albert Outler argues that Wesley’s reading of Jonathan Edwards’s account of the revival in New England was as pivotal to Wesley’s development as the Aldersgate experience itself!23 Wesley, perhaps even more so than his Anglican colleagues, understood the importance of printing the accounts of personal transformation.24 Conversion, it appears, often accompanied the spread of these conversion stories.25


  Hindmarsh describes the “voluminous correspondence of the evangelicals” as the “paper parallel to their restless itinerancy,” linking both written and homiletical discourse within the same common evangelistic impulse.26 Similarly, Susan O’Brien describes the correspondence among Calvinist evangelicals of the time as creating a trans-Atlantic evangelical consciousness. This consciousness was encouraged by print culture, but more specifically through personal correspondence that promoted the creation of evangelical networks and spread the message of the movement. “Minister and lay promoters extended the correspondence into a reliable, nonpersonal system of contacts, which they developed into a number of procedures for spreading the news from individuals to groups of committed laity and beyond to a wider lay audience.”27 Isolated correspondents discussed practical and theological issues with likeminded evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic. O’Brien claims that “it is not too much to say that through the exchange of ideas and materials Calvinist revivalists of the mid-eighteenth century built a ‘community of saints’ that cut across physical barriers and, on occasion, theological divisions.”28


  Like the impact of correspondence on the revival and the creation of evangelical networks, the knowledge of the Salzburgers’ plight engendered renewed passion among Protestants. Ward describes the impact of the Salzburgers’ expulsion:


  The religious shock administered by the Salzburgers’ march across Europe was tremendous. The simple knowledge that they were coming inspired “moving awakenings” (bewegliche Erweckungen); the enthusiasts who stood at the fountainhead of religious revival in the west of the Empire now held that the secret increase of the hidden kingdom of God had reached the point where outbreaks might be expected anywhere.29


  This “simple knowledge” was a distinctly replicable component. The experiential nature of the revival appeared to be replicable through means of communication. And it was replicable through something as personable as a private letter, the narration of a conversion account or the efforts of an evangelist proclaiming the New Birth in the English countryside.30


  Movement and Fervor


  The movement of persons has recently been described as one major factor that propelled the Evangelical Revival and made possible its international reach. Hempton describes a triangle composed of the Pietist strongholds of Halle and Teschen, London and Oxford, and colonial Georgia as the three corners of an evangelical frontier in which religious experience was traded much like a commodity. He writes that in the early eighteenth century “an unlikely combination of Moravian and Anglican enthusiasm for mission on the frontier of Britain’s new American empire soon opened up a more benign religious version of the infamous triangular trade of slavery and cotton that fueled the economics of empire.”31 Hempton’s description of Methodism as an “empire of the Spirit” can easily be ascribed to the work of evangelicalism within and without Wesley’s authoritarian reach.32


  Wesley visited one corner of Hempton’s evangelical triangle and lived in the other two. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, formed in 1701, brought both John and Charles Wesley to the American colonies, and it was en route to their appointments that the brothers first encountered Moravianism.33 The Wesleys, however, were not devoid of experiential religion before this encounter with Pietism.34 The idea that Wesley was brought up in the Church of England with a bland form of religious piety is erroneous. The dying words of John and Charles’s father, Samuel Wesley Sr., spoke to the centrality of experience in the Christian life when he said that the “inward witness” was “the strongest proof, of Christianity.”35


  Yet it was in the religiously diverse context of colonial Georgia that Wesley first encountered a form of experiential religion that challenged the definition of “Christian” for the Oxford don turned frontier missionary.36 Ward writes that “virtually all the clergy serving in America (outside New England) in the early eighteenth century were brought in from abroad, whether from England, Scotland, Ireland, Sweden, Germany, the Netherlands or Switzerland.”37 Georgia and the Carolinas were prime examples of this clerical diversity. The Moravian settlement of Wachovia served as a Pietist stronghold in the region. Additionally, Roman Catholics in Florida and the Mississippi River valley surrounded English settlements. This made for a form of religious diversity but also caused concern over the spread of “popery” and the influence of competing European powers.


  During this period nonjuroring Anglicanism and heart-warmed Moravians of the Pietist diaspora held the attention of Wesley. It would be the amalgamation of high churchmanship and heart religion that would define Wesley’s theological outlook and evangelistic impulses throughout the rest of his life. Walsh describes Wesley’s “rubrical High Churchmanship” as having been “cross-fertilised by the heart-religion of the Germans.”38 It was heart religion, however, not high churchmanship, that propelled Wesley into the fields by 1739, and this propulsion only took place subsequent to Wesley’s evangelical conversion. This phenomenon of a high churchman and Tory acting the part of a Puritan from the previous century was only made possible by Wesley’s conversion experience.


  Garth Lean’s description of the Aldersgate experience as “destiny accepted” rightly connects Wesley’s conversion with the evangelical impulse that followed.


  While it is true that Wesley’s basic characteristics remained constant—such characteristics are generally heightened or re-directed rather than obliterated by conversion—the words “psychological reassurance” seem strangely inadequate to describe the effect on Wesley. For Bready is unquestionably right when he says in his massive study that if Wesley had died in his thirty-fifth year he would have been “an unremembered man—capable, methodical, hard-working, but pedantic, legalistic, irascible; unloved and well-nigh unlovable.”39


  The sweep of the Evangelical Revival thrust Wesley and his fellow evangelicals out, literally, proclaiming a gospel of personal transformation marked by the experience of the New Birth.


  Caught Up in the Sweep


  A historiographical approach to John Wesley’s place in the revival should begin by locating Wesley within the equalizing context of revivalism. To set Wesley up, for instance, as the father of English evangelicalism40 or as the exclusive father of Methodism is to miss the larger picture. The leaders, like the single female Methodist, were propelled by a conversion experience. Wesley, like his band member, should be seen as a part of a larger egalitarian narrative of revivalistic fervor. The conversion experience and the propulsion that followed, nurtured by other conversionists, marked one as an evangelical in this earliest period of the revival.


  Placing Wesley within the larger conversionistic movement rescues the revival from national or denominational dependency. Yet given the emphasis on conversion experiences, individual characteristics must be taken into account. The characteristics, assumptions and ecclesiastical loyalties that each person brought with them into the revival added depth to the inchoate movement and would also provide later points of conflict.41 Theologically, Evangelicals within the Church did not take a uniform stance apart from justification, the New Birth and the need for holy living. Wesley brought with him both his high churchmanship and his Jacobite tendencies, and these would help lay the basis for his divergence from Evangelical Anglicans. Ward describes Wesley’s Jacobite tendencies and their source in his upbringing in no uncertain terms:


  There is no doubt that this upbringing marked Wesley lifelong. Born into a Jacobite milieu, the younger brother of a (non-Methodist) collaborator of Bishop Atterbury, Wesley did not adopt the world as his parish; indeed his one substantial trip abroad was to a nest of Jacobites in Georgia, headed by General Oglethorpe, who had been christened James Edward for the Old (Jacobite) Pretender.42


  Debates between Tractarians and Methodists over “rights” to Wesley in the 1870s were grounded in the apparent dichotomy of evangelicalism and high churchmanship that collided in him.43


  The Aldersgate Experience


  The purpose of this chapter is to assess Wesley the evangelical. Yet Wesley the maverick Anglican with both high church and evangelical tendencies complicates the picture. The obvious place to further pursue such an assessment is Wesley’s conversion narrative itself.44 Wesley recorded the experience in his journal in words that came to define the Wesleyan movement worldwide. As part of a much larger entry he wrote:


  In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.45


  This was Wesley’s entrance into evangelicalism. By faith in Christ alone he had been granted assurance of salvation. Yet, what it meant was not clear for Wesley even then.


  Ward states the case distinctly: “There can be no agreement as to whether Wesley’s conversion experience was a conversion or not as long as there is no agreement about what constitutes conversion.”46 Even the Wesleys altered their basic understanding of conversion. Early on they conjoined the conversion experience with that of assurance. In later life they saw this as a humorous mistake.47 Their description of communion as a “converting ordinance” is indication that Wesley used the term in multiple ways, including a move from a less “serious” to a more “serious” form of Christianity. The stories of English evangelicals’ conversions often describe a transition from nominal to experiential Christianity. Ward writes that the historian’s task is “to assess what the practical effect of the experience was” and goes on to give a “slightly polemical edge” to Henry Rack’s arguments in Reasonable Enthusiast to claim that “Wesley’s conversion was a failed attempt to become a Moravian.”48 With blunt wit he writes:


  [Wesley’s] failure to become a High-Church Pharisee, and his failure to become a successful working mystic and Indian missionary, has been followed by a failure to undergo a Moravian conversion. In the event this was no great loss, since it is impossible to imagine Wesley and Zinzendorf cooperating in the same religious community for long.49


  The marks of these “failed” conversions appear in Wesley’s theological works and practical endeavors throughout his life. The amalgamation of high church, Pietest and evangelical elements within Wesley would often put him at odds with each of these groups. Ward ultimately locates Wesley’s conversion with his embrace of the practice of field preaching.50 Such placement, if seen in conjunction with Wesley’s encounter with international Pietism, his search for assurance and the Aldersgate event itself would make sense. As shown in the Alders­gate experience’s placement in the public Journal as the culminating experience of his early ministry followed by other conversion accounts, it should be seen as Wesley’s evangelical conversion experience. Aldersgate became the pattern that Wesley promoted throughout his ministry.


  H. Bruce Hindmarsh, in his book The Evangelical Conversion Narrative, supplies the most comprehensive analysis of the Aldersgate experience within the context of eighteenth-century conversion narratives. Taken together with Ward’s concept of an evangelical trans-Atlantic awakening, Hindmarsh’s analysis provides a needed perspective on Aldersgate that looks beyond historical-theological arguments over text analysis.


  Hindmarsh begins his work with a discussion of the place of “conversion” in English Christianity in the eighteenth century and particularly narratives of spiritual autobiography as they fed into the Evangelical Revival. These streams included a “native tradition of Puritan and Nonconformist spiritual autobiography and teaching about conversion,” along with British, American and Continental Pietism.51 What Hindmarsh finds is “discernible continuity in evangelical experience that recalled Puritan teaching and practice.”52 This continuity with Puritanism appears in the patterns of the revival, through the spread of revival accounts, the eighteenth century’s rise of print news, letter writing and movement. Within the context of expectation and revivalistic fervor, “narratives of conversion by men and women, leaders and laypeople, published and unpublished, began to multiply.”53


  Alongside these evangelical conversion narratives, Wesley’s Alders­gate narrative becomes one conversion narrative among many across the trans-Atlantic world. Mark Noll and Hindmarsh describe the conversions of the leaders of the Evangelical Revival in relative isolation from one another.54 Yet the picture of Ward’s “sweep,” Hempton’s picture of Pietist/evangelical movement, and the renewal of Puritan patterns of spiritual narrative autobiography, as outlined by Hindmarsh, provide interconnectedness to what appear to be episodic conversions. John Wesley’s conversion was inspired by his encounter with Peter Böhler and the Moravians, George Whitefield’s 1735 conversion and his brother’s conversion a week before his own.55 These conversions did not happen in isolation but had a spontaneity that undermines any attempt to place a restrictive pattern on their interrelatedness.


  Hindmarsh provides text analysis that considers the structure of the Journal itself and the larger streams of piety informing the rise of early evangelicalism in Britain. Wesley’s Journal was not an autobiography but a polemical narrative on the Evangelical Revival and Wesleyan Methodism’s place within it.56 Hindmarsh describes Wesley’s Journal as not “a subjective autobiography in any thoroughgoing sense” but one that “contained passages of reflexive narrative and self-interpretation.”57 Similarly, Ted Campbell describes Wesley’s Journal as “apologetic literature published at very particular moments in his career.”58 Thus the Journal should be seen within the controversies that had embroiled Wesley; it was written not only for a public audience that read Wesley’s accounts but also his opponents, to whom Wesley often replied through the print Journal.


  The episodes that mark the earliest installment of Wesley’s Journal included colonial battles over Sophey Hopkey and Wesley’s Jacobite-inspired liturgical experiments in Georgia;59 the William Morgan affair at Oxford, in which early Methodist practice was thought to lead to Morgan’s early death; charges of “enthusiasm” from colleagues and ecclesiastical elites; rumors that Wesley was a Papist; the “free grace” controversy that broke out with the followers of Whitefield; and finally the Wesleyan/English Moravian split over quietism. The journal account of Aldersgate was not published until these events were all in public view.60 Within this context, the Aldersgate experience forms the crux of Wesley’s first three journal installments and his own theology of conversion. Hindmarsh notes:


  It is significant that the second Journal appeared only four months after the first. No subsequent Journals were printed so closely together, and most appeared at intervals of two or three years. The second Journal was unmistakably the sequel to the first. That the theme of this second Journal would be conversion is evident not only from the motto and from the incompleteness, or even the note of suspense, of the first Journal, but also from the manner in which Wesley’s experience on 24 May 1738 is set off as momentous, and the fact that this second Journal concludes with no less than eleven specimen conversion narratives that Wesley recounts from interviews conducted at Herrnhut.61
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