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For Bucky and Nicholas.

In loving memory of your father, who loved both of you so, so much.




Introduction by David Brooks

IT IS NOT AN EXAGGERATION to say that Michael Gerson possessed one of the most important consciences of his generation. I first met him in the 1990s, when he was working as a Senate staffer, devising a package of proposals to help the poor and the marginalized. He then went on to become chief speechwriter for George W. Bush. In that role, he wrote the speeches that rallied and ennobled the nation after September 11. He helped design and champion Bush’s PEPFAR program, which saved upwards of 20 million lives as HIV ravaged Africa. He then became one of the nation’s most eloquent columnists. In that role, he was never content to do political horse race punditry, but devoted himself to the most essential causes of his time, pushing back on the authoritarian cruelty of Donald Trump, and pushing for the kind of compassionate conservatism that he spent his life helping to design, champion, and embody.

In short, he led a life of astonishing moral coherence and grace in a political world that bends toward cynicism and egomania. He became that rarest of creatures—an attractive moralist. We came to trust him to skillfully and authoritatively discern right from wrong, without becoming self-righteous, callously judgmental, or self-satisfied. He could be critical when criticism was merited, but deep down he loved humanity, he loved God, he loved his dog, he loved his boys and wrote touchingly about the sadness we all feel when we drop our own children off at college.

Some people are born good. They are openhearted from birth, blessed with an outgoing nature, a warm personality. They effortlessly and volubly share and express the emotions of others. I always got the sense that Mike wasn’t born this way. Nature made him a bit of an introvert, a bit reserved; his personality had a hint of waspishness (disdain is a great quality in a newspaper columnist). But Mike rose above his nature and became a beacon of compassion, a man who saw the world with realistic but tender eyes.

How did he do it? Or perhaps more accurately, how was it done to him? My theory is that Mike’s great act was an act of submission. The most obvious way to put it is that he submitted himself to the person and example of Jesus. The more complete way to put it is that, more than most American Protestants, he also submitted himself to the two thousand years of Christian social teaching. He studied and learned to emulate the great line of people who, down through the centuries, were inspired by the example of Jesus to repair the world and bring us closer to one in which suffering is eased and human dignity is honored. Mike didn’t just possess faith, he became a participant in a great spiritual and intellectual tradition.

In this book you will get a sense of that tradition. You will read a few chapters from a book Mike never finished, about some of the men and women who formed this great procession of Christian Reformers—John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, William Wilberforce, and Olaudah Equiano. You’ll read about the great causes they devoted themselves to—the Great Awakenings, abolitionism, civil rights, service to the poor, and opposition to authoritarian tyranny around the world.

You’ll also get to read some of Mike’s newspaper columns. If you’re like me, you’ll savor being back in the company of Mike’s voice. But more than that, you’ll see how his own judgments and his whole sensibility flow from this inheritance—the accumulated wisdom of these centuries of Christian social teaching. He became strong with that tradition’s strength, wise with that tradition’s wisdom. He illustrated how submitting to a tradition can be both an act of humility and a source of quiet power.

So what are the features of this tradition and how did they form and inform Mike?

This tradition did not provide Mike with a preset political platform. He got something far deeper, an underlying worldview, a set of priorities, an order of loves. This worldview, and way of being, starts with the great inversions that Jesus embodies. “The whole Christmas story is pregnant with enigma and violated expectations,” Mike wrote. “The Creator pulls on a garment of blood and bone. Almighty God is somehow present in a fragile newborn. The deliverer of humankind is delivered, slimy with vernix, in a place smelling of dung.” The last shall be first. The meek shall inherit the earth. Proclaim good news to the poor, and liberty to those who are captive.

This tradition places great emphasis on the infinite dignity of each person, on the fact that each human is made in God’s image. None of us, Mike continued, are mere skin and bones. “We are skin and bones and the life of God within us. Even lives that feel relentlessly ordinary or hopelessly broken are vessels of divine purpose. We are embraced, elevated, and dignified by God’s astounding humility.” One of my favorite Gerson observations is this one: There is no such thing as an insignificant human life.

A person who orients himself around this truth is going to have an egalitarian frame of mind. The ground is flat at the foot of the cross, and we see each other eye to eye. All human souls are equal before God and worthy of equal treatment and dignity.

Such a person is also going to have a quietly impassioned frame of mind. Those of us who live by tapping the keyboard have a tendency to grow emotionally detached and cerebral, but this social gospel tradition smashes the categories of reason and emotion, guiding us to seek to understand the world around us by using the empathetic eyes of the heart, to probe the spiritual and emotional mysteries using the rigor of the intellect.

A person with this frame of mind is also going to have a hyperactive conscience, making him acutely sensitive to the pains and injustices of the world, acutely aware of his own shortcomings. But such a person, like Mike, will also be propelled by a fundamental sense of hope, even amid hardship: “In enforced isolation and loneliness, God is with us. In chronic pain and degenerative disease, God is with us. In a shattered relationship or a cancer diagnosis, God is with us. In an intensive care unit or a mental ward, God is with us. In life and in death, God will not leave us or forsake us.”

Those last few sentences of Mike’s were autobiographical. It was as if the book of Job fell upon Michael in the final years of his life: He suffered from cancers, Parkinson’s, depression, loneliness amid the pandemic, lingering heart ailments, even some dental woes thrown in for good measure. Bitterness, self-absorption, and self-pity would have been understandable responses to this cascade of pain. But Mike endured it with steadfastness, tenacity, and grace that all remarked upon. He was a man strengthened by what he’d read, experienced, and believed in, and his mind and soul were able to withstand the storms his body threw at them.

“It has been said that when you choose your community, you choose your character,” Mike once wrote. Look at the people featured in this book and you’ll see what Mike admired and whom he strove to become like:


	John Wesley, whose Methodism provided community, home, and salvation to the working classes in the most brutal years of the Industrial Revolution.

	Jonathan Edwards, a man, Mike writes, who was conservative in tone, temperament, and deportment, but who was also a force for progressive social disruption.

	Dorothy Day, who not only served the poor but lived a life of sacrificial service among them. “The mystery of the poor,” she wrote, “is this: They are Jesus, and what you do for them you do for him.”

	Chuck Colson, one of Mike’s first bosses, who ministered to the incarcerated. “Chuck led a movement of volunteers attempting to love some of their least lovable neighbors.”

	Pope Francis, who sees the church as a field hospital after a battle. First you sew up the suffering, and then we can talk about everything else.



These are all people who, like Mike, scramble political categories—conservative in their deference to tradition, progressive in their demands for change. These are people who experienced a spiritual transformation that eventually led them to social action. These are all people who looked at the Kingdom of God as revealed by Jesus and were shocked by how far our own worldly societies fall short. “The idea of the Kingdom,” Mike writes, “is a mental instrument by which individual faith is transformed into social vision.”

Mike did not believe that politics could ever be our ultimate concern, but he did believe in the nobility of politics. I used to hear Mike tell young people: If you don’t care about politics it’s because you are privileged to live in a nation in which it is possible to not care about politics. People who live in fear of the knock on the door in the middle of the night, or the gun put to the head, do not have that luxury.

Mike saw firsthand how much can be achieved through politics—those 20 million lives saved in Africa. He saw firsthand the difference between a politics of service, which is what American government provides at its best, and the politics of domination, which is what it provides at its worst. Mike thought hard about how to work within the morally corrosive environment of politics, without being spiritually corroded by it:


When we are caked with the mud of political struggle, and tired of Pyrrhic victories that seed new hatreds, and frightened by our own capacity for contempt, the way of life set out by Jesus comes like a clear bell that rings above our strife. It defies cynicism, apathy, despair, and all ideologies that dream of dominance. It promises that every day, if we choose, can be the first day of a new and noble manner of living. Its most difficult duties can feel much like purpose and joy. And even our halting, halfhearted attempts at faithfulness are counted by God as victories.



What a classically Gersonian passage—humble, self-effacing, tenacious, persevering, obedient, earnest, and inspired. You’ll enjoy the personal essays in this book, the ones about his dog, his kids, his public battle with depression, but what really lingers, at least to me, is the tone of voice, the weight and substance of his prose, the moral convictions marked by graciousness more than piety—plus the various roles he played: a prophet lamenting iniquity, a father and a friend capable of great bursts of gratitude and appreciation, a Christian who is sometimes buried under sadness and close to despair, but who never loses sight of that distant illuminating beacon of hope.




PART 1 America




What a Strange People

AFTER A LIFE OF PERPETUAL motion—having traveled hundreds of thousands of miles on preaching tours, having delivered some forty thousand sermons, having written hundreds of pamphlets and eighty-seven volumes of published journal entries running to a million words—John Wesley was feeling his eighty-six years. With his white hair, his beak-like nose, his trim clothing, and his piercing gaze, Wesley still had a presence some described as “apostolic.” But on New Year’s Day, 1790, he wrote: “I am now an old man, decayed from head to foot.” He was nearly blind in one eye and suffered from chronic dry mouth. His right hand shook, and he reported “a lingering fever almost every day.”

In this condition, Wesley promptly embarked on preaching trips to the West County, the Midlands, Lancashire, Yorkshire, the Northeast, Scotland, Lincoln, Epworth, Bristol, South Wales, Bristol again, the Isle of Wight, Sussex, Kent, Essex, Suffolk, and Norfolk. His disabilities limited his activity to one sermon a day, rather than his accustomed three or four. In the pulpit, according to one account, “Two held him up, having their hands under his armpits. His feeble voice was barely audible; but his reverend countenance, especially his long white locks, formed a picture never to be forgotten.”

By mid-February of 1791, Wesley’s feverishness grew worse and he preached what proved to be his final sermon. He knew death was near. But still he managed to finish up the five-hundred-page autobiography of a slave called Olaudah Equiano. The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa the African, was a late eighteenth-century bestseller chronicling Equiano’s restless adventures as a slave and freedman. He was, at various points, the personal slave of a British navy officer, a member of a naval press gang, a Royal Navy able seaman, a London house servant, a barber, a musician, an arctic explorer, an entrepreneur, an assistant to an English inventor, and an early abolition activist. But it is Equiano’s firsthand accounts of slavery that stuck in the conscience of many readers. He described slaves who jumped off slave ships because they preferred drowning to servitude; slaves who were beaten until their bones broke; a ten-year-old black child raped by white sailors; and a slave who was castrated for associating with a white prostitute.

It could not have escaped Wesley’s attention—as the founder of Methodism—that Equiano was a Christian, converted through the influence of Methodists in 1774 (the year that Wesley published his abolitionist tract, Thoughts on Slavery). Equiano described a spiritual journey that took him from Quakerism to Roman Catholicism to Judaism to Islam (he found Turks more consistently ethical than their Christian counterparts). Equiano then encountered a kindly Methodist ship captain and his wife who invited him to a Methodist chapel for a “love feast” (involving prayer, hymn singing, personal testimonies, and a meal). The enslaved man grew worried about the state of his soul. “I fretted, I mourned, and prayed,” he wrote, “till I became a burden to others.” But his despair, in typical Methodist fashion, gave way to an emotional experience of grace. “It was given to me at that time to know what it was to be born again,” Equiano explains. “I was sensible of the invisible hand of God, which guided and protected me when in truth I knew it not: still the Lord pursued although I slighted and disregarded it; this mercy melted me down.”

The spiritual melting Equiano described is the experience at the heart of Methodism and of evangelicalism more broadly. For more than fifty years, Wesley had taught the need for a personal experience of God’s love and grace, rather than a dry ascent to religious dogma. Particularly early in his preaching career, Wesley saw conversions like Equiano’s take place in an atmosphere of convulsive crying and cathartic shouts of joy that respectable clergy found disturbing and disreputable. Encouraging this “born again” experience was the central goal of the Great Awakening and of Wesley’s career.

Yet Wesley’s deathbed reaction to Equiano’s book—rather than mentioning its conversion narrative—focused on the lack of basic English justice for black people in British colonies. Wesley described his shock that “a man who has a black skin, being wronged or outraged by a white man, can have no redress; it being a law in our Colonies that the oath of a black against a white goes for nothing. What villainy is this!”

With Wesley’s death now imminent, slavery was much on his mind. After finishing Equiano’s book, he sent off the final letter of his life to a thirty-year-old Tory member of Parliament named William Wilberforce, who was just beginning his lifelong legislative fight against slavery and the slave trade. Wesley strained to transfer his hyperactive sense of mission into a younger body. “Unless the divine power has raised you up to be as Athanasius contra mundum,” wrote Wesley, “I see not how you can go through your glorious enterprise in opposing that execrable villainy, which is the scandal of religion, of England, and of human nature. Unless God has raised you up for this very thing, you will be worn out by the opposition of men and devils. But if God be for you, who can be against you? Are all of them stronger than God? O be not weary of well doing. Go on, in the name of God and in the power of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun) shall vanish away before it.”

In his final hours Wesley asked for pen and ink but found he could no longer write. A close friend named Elizabeth Ritchie—the last in a series of earnest young women he enjoyed mentoring—offered, “Let me write for you, sir, tell me what you would say.” To which Wesley replied, “Nothing, but that God is with us.” Wesley then broke into a hymn—“I’ll praise my maker while I have breath…”—before slipping into delirium and breathing his last.



At least from the perspective of our current political life, there is something wrong with this story. The greatest figure of evangelical revivalism, John Wesley, and the model of the evangelical statesman, William Wilberforce, were both strong Tories—loyal to the right-wing, king-and-country party in late eighteenth-century politics. Yet both were also strong, even radical, critics of slavery, which, at that time, was supported by the king and generally seen as essential to the economy of the country. Slavery was the original social justice issue in Western politics—eventually the object of petitions, parliamentary investigations, sugar boycotts, and media campaigns. Why is it that politically conservative eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Christians—key progenitors of modern evangelicalism—should feel led by their faith to oppose the systematic oppression of black people?

The answer turns out to be complex. The Christian Bible (as many pro-slavery Christians in the American South would eventually point out) does not clearly or categorically forbid slavery. Until the rise of the Quaker movement in the seventeenth century, there was no organized resistance to slavery in the Christian world. The missionary arm of the Church of England, the Society for the Propagation of the Faith in Foreign Parts, actually owned the Codrington plantation in Barbados, where the word “Society” was branded into the chests of slaves. The hypocrisy of the English religious establishment was burned into human skin.

The role played by evangelical revivalism in shaking this settled social consensus involved a paradox. In one way, evangelicals were moral and religious reactionaries. Their stated intention was to return to the piety and emotional immediacy of the early Christian church. Any movement that calls for close fidelity to a literally interpreted Bible is bound to be conservative in morality. And Methodists (as we’ll see) had a particularly rigorous concern for personal piety, condemning all swearing, drunkenness, idleness, and unseemly mirth.

Such moral conservatism is probably expected of evangelicalism. But there was also something subversive and unpredictable about this religious movement, buried deep within its theology. By placing the choosing individual at the center of the religious universe, it planted a revolutionary idea in human affairs. Early evangelicals viewed all people as equal in their need for God’s grace and equal in their capacity for receiving grace. They taught (as the old Christian saying goes) that the ground is level at the foot of the cross. The radical equality of God’s mercy challenged divisions of class, race, and gender at a deep level. It implied a theory of human rights and dignity—in theological terms, an “anthropology”—that helped turn many evangelicals into opponents of slavery and other forms of oppression. A movement of personal transformation became a force for political reform, almost against its will. And understanding why requires understanding Wesley.



The Great Awakening that Wesley helped to ignite was, above all, a reform movement. Its evangelical adherents had no intention of founding a church or any other religious institution—though the origins of many religious institutions can be traced to this period. Before evangelicals were the creators of institutions they were the disrupters of institutions. The converted faithful saw themselves not as the builders of sandcastles, but as a spiritual wave crashing upon them. Those who experienced a fresh outpouring of grace regarded institutional Christianity in England—particularly the Church of England—as spiritually dead, theologically compromised, and in sore need of overhaul. And their commitment to biblical moral norms brought evangelicals of all backgrounds into conflict with the moral complexity of the society around them.

For a moral reform movement, the eighteenth century offered much in need of reform. Pre-Victorian—really, pre-Wesley—England was not known for piety or propriety. By one estimate, as many as one in five women in eighteenth-century London were involved in prostitution, with many girls beginning the trade at thirteen or fourteen years old. Venereal disease in children was not uncommon. Executions were a popular form of public entertainment, routinely attended by children. Cock fighting, bear baiting, bull baiting, and other blood sports were gruesome and popular spectacles. At the Dog and Duck pub in London, the entertainment consisted of ducks with tied wings being placed in a pond. Dogs were then released to kill them in a fly of feathers. People gambled on almost any topic, including a case in which an Irishman devoured live fox cubs on a bet. During the “gin craze”—analogous to America’s opioid epidemic—Londoners consumed an average rate of one quart per week per person. The 1751 Hogarth print Gin Lane depicts a busy pawnshop, a dead body being stripped of valuables, and a drunken mother dangling her child off a railing. In one infamous instance, a woman named Judith Dufour strangled her two-year-old child and sold his clothes for gin money.

The Church of England in the eighteenth century offered only sporadic resistance to the prevailing culture and, in many ways, reflected its corruption. In theory, it represented a tolerant, third-way alternative to revanchist Catholicism and rigid Puritanism—both of which had cursed British history with religious conflict for generations. In practice, the Church of England was dominated by the aristocracy, drained of moral and theological vigor, and sometimes barely recognizable as Christian. After English jurist William Blackstone toured a series of London’s prominent churches, he observed: “Not one of the sermons contained more Christianity than the writings of Cicero.” Plum clerical positions were often gained through political influence. To pad their income, some Church of England clerics were appointed to several parishes at once, which they rarely visited. As a group, ministers were known more for hunting and hard drinking rather than for holiness. Many simply purchased the texts of the tedious sermons they read aloud each week. And—significant for later developments—the Church of England roundly ignored the rising working class produced by the Industrial Revolution. By 1750, the industrial city of Manchester had a population of twenty thousand but only a single parish church.

One historian termed the eighteenth century “a religious ice age.” Another diagnosed a “spiritless rationalism.” It was a period in which members of the religious establishment derided religious emotion and earnestness as “enthusiasm.” They were soon to be drowning in it.



John Wesley’s family history paralleled the history of his time. Both his parents came from rigorously Puritan stock. Both abandoned Puritanism for the moderation and respectability of the Church of England. Each tradition—that of spiritual intensity and that of cold rationality—left a mark on John Wesley.

Wesley’s father, Samuel, was a clergyman and amateur literary figure who seemed to excel at neither calling. His poetic oeuvre included such gems as “On a Supper of Stinking Ducks.” His service as a minister—interrupted at one point by a stay in debtors’ prison—involved the frequent expression of controversial political opinions. It is a measure of Samuel’s popularity that some disgruntled parishioners eventually burned down the parish rectory, attempting to murder him and his family in their sleep. After most family members had escaped the flames, they discovered that five-year-old John remained in the burning building. Samuel knelt in prayer, commending his son’s soul to God. A less pious but more practical neighbor pulled John out through a window. Thereafter, Wesley was known in family lore as “a brand plucked from the burning.” It is the kind of experience that feeds a gnawing sense of destiny.

John’s mother, Susanna, was a bright, opinionated, spiritually ambitious woman who eventually (before her husband intervened to stop it) led a prayer meeting regularly attended by hundreds. Susanna’s childrearing methods were harsh. Children, she said, should be “taught to fear the rod and cry softly.” In the Wesley household, no loud talking by children was allowed and playing of any kind was forbidden. But in conditions of excessive discipline, John thrived. He also gained an example of strong, outspoken womanhood that surely influenced his later acceptance of spiritual leadership by women within Methodism.

A contest of wills emerged between John’s father and mother that spilled over into politics. At one point, Samuel noticed that his wife was silent during family prayers for England’s new monarch King William of Orange. Susanna, it turned out, thought that James II—the monarch William had overthrown—was the rightful ruler. “If that be the case,” said Samuel, “you and I must part; for if we have two kings, we must have two beds.” So Samuel left his family for a time. Susanna summarized the standoff: “Since I’m willing to let him quietly enjoy his opinions, he ought not to deprive me of my little liberty of conscience.” The rift was eventually healed, but the opinionated stubbornness proved to be hereditary.

After an Oxford education, John was elected to a prestigious fellowship, studied for his ordination, and ended up teaching at Oxford as an instructor in logic. It was a good fit for an orderly mind. (Samuel once complained of his son: “As for Jack, he will have a reason for everything he has to do. I suppose he will not even break wind, unless he had a reason for it.”) John Wesley read deeply in the works of English Enlightenment figures such as John Locke. And he embarked on a program of rigorous, even ruthless, self-improvement, renouncing sloth and resolving to be “busy as long as I live.” His regimen sought to exclude all frivolous things from his life, such as sleeping and eating. In the process, he became conspicuous around campus for his spiritual discipline and introspection.

Many are chosen for a historical role by their restless ambition. Few—in the company of Martin Luther—are selected for influence by a hyperactive conscience. Wesley’s meticulous diary was, at the time, filled with self-condemnation for empty hours and impure thoughts—what many young men, then and now, have regarded as the goals of living. At one point, Wesley resolved to measure his progress on certain moral resolutions in his diary once every hour, giving himself a rating for religious devotion between one and nine. This obsessive spiritual pulse taking was accompanied by weekly communion, daily prayer, hours of daily Bible and devotional reading, fasting, and regular visits to comfort prisoners at a local prison. Wesley’s updated, Protestant form of monasticism soon attracted a group of like-minded young men, whom Oxford students mocked as “Bible moths” and members of the “holy club” or “saint’s club.” The pejorative that stuck was “methodists.”

The group that gathered around Wesley is one of history’s best examples of how a small knot of committed, talented, and mutually supportive people can change the world. (Indeed, it has seldom been changed by anything else.) One member was George Whitefield, generally viewed as the greatest preacher of his age. Another was John’s brother Charles, perhaps the most prolific and influential hymn writer in Christian history. (Among his more than eight thousand hymns are “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” and “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing.”) And there was John Wesley, destined to become the most influential religious reformer since the Reformation. The spiritual intensity of this exceptional group, however, brought a reputation for fanaticism. One member, William Morgan, had a mental breakdown and committed suicide. (Morgan’s father, for a time, blamed the group for his son’s death.) The form of “enthusiasm” stirring at Oxford stirred controversy from the start.

The progress of Methodism almost ended before it fully began. Wesley, seized with missionary zeal, headed to the new English colony of Georgia to preach to settlers and Native Americans. He proceeded to alienate his congregants with impossible spiritual demands and to embark on a disastrous romance. As a pastor, Wesley recommended lifelong celibacy as the Christian ideal, and it might have been better for all concerned if he had practiced it. Instead, Wesley loved and sought the company of women, which led to considerable internal turmoil. In Georgia, he became infatuated with a woman named Sophy Hopkey and, as he put it, “groaned under the weight of an unholy desire.” Yet he could not bring himself to propose marriage. Hopkey eventually married another man, but Wesley’s attentions continued, leading to a messy lawsuit brought by Sophy’s husband, alleging that Wesley had tarnished his wife’s reputation. (Later in life, Wesley had a disastrous dalliance with a nurse that ended in recrimination, and an even more disastrous marriage to a woman who became insanely jealous of her husband’s completely imaginary affairs and subjected him to mental and physical abuse.)

Wesley left Georgia pursued by the courts. But during this otherwise dismal period, he had a life-changing encounter with a group of German Christians called the Brethren or Moravians. On his initial crossing to Georgia, a particularly nasty storm arose that left Wesley fearing for his life. His Brethren fellow passengers, in contrast, sang hymns and waited calmly in the close company of death. Even the Brethren children exuded a preternatural peace. This practical demonstration of Christian confidence left Wesley deeply impressed. When he later asked its source, a Brethren leader responded with the question: “Do you know Jesus Christ?” Wesley answered, “I know he is Saviour of the world.” “True,” came the reply, “but do you know he has saved you?” The question would haunt Wesley through a long, dark night of soul searching.

The Brethren were German pietists—a sect of Lutherans dedicated to the reform of a spiritually dormant Lutheranism in much the way Wesley sought a more rigorous sort of Anglicanism. The pietist distinctive was an overriding emphasis on an intense, personal, emotional encounter with Jesus Christ. While evangelicalism would develop in many theological directions over time, this type of pietism has remained definitional. All evangelicals would regard an affirmative answer to the question “Do you know Jesus Christ?” as the foundation of a life of true faith. In Georgia and back in England, Wesley believed he had seen such faith in the Moravians. He admired their cheerful busyness and spiritual single-mindedness. And he sensed they possessed an inner assurance of salvation that all his energetic self-improvement could not provide.

Wesley returned to England at a time—in the 1730s—when spiritual reform was bubbling to the surface across the Protestant world. In addition to pietism on the Continent, religious enthusiasm was sweeping across Wales and the New England colonies. Together with Methodism, these movements of spiritual renewal eventually became known as the Great Awakening—the first of many such revivals that were to shake and shape the English-speaking world. Historian Mark Noll defines revivals as “intense periods of unusual response to gospel preaching linked with unusual efforts at godly living.” Wesley had the godly living part down cold. He was a Christian by any moral or intellectual measure. But the pietists had challenged his belief that moral and intellectual measures were sufficient. Real Christianity, in their view, involved a supernatural assurance of forgiveness and salvation—an experience so overwhelming that it could be compared to a second birth.

Wesley had been convinced by the Brethren that the assurance of God’s saving grace was possible. But he was equally convinced, during years of spiritual struggle, that he lacked it. Wesley asked his Brethren mentor, Peter Böhler, if he should stop preaching, given his lack of a conversion experience. “Preach faith until you have it,” responded Böhler, “and then because you have it, you will preach faith.”

On May 24, 1738, Wesley went “very unwillingly” to a Christian meeting on Aldersgate Street where Martin Luther’s Preface to Romans—a text highly valued by German pietists—was read aloud. “I felt my heart strangely warmed,” Wesley recounted. “I felt I did trust in Christ, in Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given to me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” This is a prime example of what evangelicals mean by conversion. Theologian and preacher Jonathan Edwards described it as an “inward, sweet delight in God and divine things.” For many, conversion involves a feeling of release, like giving up a burden or falling backwards into a pool. For most, it divides life into before and after.

If Wesley is any indication, that division is not always clean or neat. His diary records that during the night after his conversion he was “much buffeted by temptations.” A few days later, with typically harsh self-judgment, he wondered why he didn’t feel more joy. “If thou doest believe,” he wrote, “why is there not more sensible change?” A few months later, he could still insist, “I am not a Christian…. I have not the fruits of the Spirit of Christ.” The example of Wesley’s journey to evangelical belief does little to encourage spiritual smugness; rather, it dignifies doubt. Even thirty years later, Wesley could write to his brother Charles, “I do not love God…. I am only an honest heathen.” In Wesley’s complex inner life, self-questioning came in recurring bouts.

Wesley’s faith arrived with considerable birth pains. But his conversion quickly unleashed a talent for organization and a charism of leadership. After breaking with the Brethren over theological and personal matters, Wesley and his friends established a religious community in an abandoned ironworks they called The Foundry. From the start, Methodism was a movement of small groups or “bands,” similar to what Wesley had experienced at Oxford. Joining a Methodist band did not require the affirmation of any creed or doctrine (since formal membership in the state church was assumed); it was sufficient to seek God and desire to be saved from sin. But remaining a Methodist in good standing involved a commitment to certain moral standards and practices. People were regularly excluded for swearing, habitual Sabbath-breaking, drunkenness, brawling, wife beating, lying, laziness, and “lightness and carelessness.” Band meetings consisted mainly of prayer and confession, with each member expected to speak “as freely, plainly, and concisely as he can, the real state of his heart, with his several temptations and deliverances.” To encourage complete openness, bands were sorted by sex. Such continual self-revelation might seem intrusive according to modern sensibilities, but mutual accountability was accompanied by mutual support. Such loving rigor proved more appealing than the cold permissiveness of Anglicanism. Who wants to sacrifice for a lackadaisical faith?

Initially, Wesley was not the most famous Methodist. That honor fell to his friend George Whitefield, who became a transatlantic phenomenon as the first great celebrity preacher. Whitefield was the son of a stableman who got into Oxford and discovered a gift for innovative communication. At a time when organized religion was largely confined to the dark interiors of sacred buildings, Whitefield spoke to vast crowds in the open air. At a time when sermons were generally dry and formal, Whitefield spoke with great passion and sometimes acted out the parts of biblical characters. The English actor David Garrick, with obvious envy, said that Whitefield could bring an audience to tears while delivering the word “Mesopotamia.” At the tender age of twenty-five, Whitefield embarked on a preaching tour of America that covered seven colonies over the course of ten weeks. In some places, he was met by crowds of fifteen thousand people—gatherings that were larger than any in American colonial history to that point. By one estimate, Whitefield ended up speaking to about half the total population of the colonies he visited. Benjamin Franklin was a frequent attendee at Whitefield’s sermons and observed that “every Accent, every Emphasis, every Modulation of Voice, was so perfectly well turned and well placed that without being interested in the subject, one could not help being pleased with the Discourse, a Pleasure of much the same kind with that received from an excellent Piece of Music.”

But perhaps the most influential of Whitefield’s utterances turned out to be an invitation. Having returned to England, Whitefield was preaching in Bristol—a town surrounded by coal mines that fueled the Industrial Revolution. When Whitefield decided to move to another town, he invited Wesley to take his place. A traditionalist by temperament, Wesley was not a fan of open-air preaching. All his life, he wrote in his journal, he had been “so tenacious of every point related to decency and order that I should have thought the saving of souls almost a sin if it had not been done in a church.” But Wesley—in one of his nearest approximations of humor—conceded that the Sermon on the Mount was “one pretty remarkable precedent of field preaching.” And it was hard to argue with Whitefield’s results. At one outdoor sermon in Bristol, Wesley watched his friend speak to thirty thousand people. When Wesley began preaching in fields and graveyards, his crowds averaged more like three thousand. But within a few months, he was speaking to audiences that ranged from twelve thousand to twenty thousand.

People attending such events were witnessing a new way of doing public religion. Anglican pews were generally filled (if filled at all) by landowners and their allies. Wesley preached to miners, tanners, and small manufacturers. His first sermon was normally at 5 a.m. so that workers could attend before their shifts started. Revival rhetoric was different from what most people had ever heard. Both Whitefield and Wesley spoke in a manner that was direct and emotional rather than florid and formal. “It was preaching,” writes Noll, “aimed directly at popular affections, expecting life-changing results, emphasizing the message of divine grace.” And the response of crowds was often electric. Some people, according to Wesley, “cried out with the utmost vehemence.” Others were “seized with strong pain and constrained to roar for the disquietness of heart.” Wesley’s style of discourse was less overtly dramatic than Whitefield’s. But he possessed the peculiar skill of a great preacher. “He told me my own heart,” said one woman. “And when I look at him I thought he spake to me only.” Soon the fire of evangelical revival was burning across the whole industrial south of England.



The image here is arresting for its incongruity. Wesley was not a populist by instinct. He dressed like a gentleman—in silk stockings, gloves, and shoes with silver buckles. And he expected the deference owed to his position as an Oxford-trained clergyman. Contrast this to the coal-smudged faces, work clothes, and raw emotions of his audience. How is it that a conservative Oxford don sparked such a spiritually rowdy, overwhelmingly working-class revival?

Both Wesley and his audience would certainly have given credit for this state of affairs to God. Just as Wesley attributed his own conversion to God’s intervention, he saw mass conversion as collective evidence that a new work of the Holy Spirt was afoot. It is essential to the theory of evangelical revivalism that God—according to some unknowable plan—chooses certain moments and places to perform widespread miracles of grace and spiritual renewal. In some periods, the gospel seemed to spread slowly, adhering in small, sticky clumps. At other times, it seemed to flow freely, like “a rushing, mighty wind” (as Acts 2 puts it). In the mid-eighteenth century, that wind was blowing at gale force. The evangelical message spread, not just life by life, but town by town and region by region. And the participants in the Great Awakening did not believe their movement could be explained merely by historical or sociological causes.

But it does not detract from this ultimate explanation to observe that the Methodist revival also had discernible, proximate explanations. And the first was the founder of Methodism himself.

If any human being could conjure up a movement by sheer force of will it was Wesley. His conversion opened a period of preaching, argument, guidance, organization, and public commentary that reached across six decades and more than a quarter million miles of travel. He was the religious equivalent of Napoleon—tireless, fast moving, highly productive, and always in command. While riding on horseback (and, later in life, in a carriage specially equipped with bookshelves) he read voraciously in political philosophy, medicine, religion, and the natural sciences. He also produced hundreds of pamphlets in a rushing, endless stream. Many were reprints of sermons, extracts of his voluminous journal, and direct apologetic appeals: A Word to a Street Walker, A Word to a Sabbath Breaker, A Word to a Drunkard. Other works were designed as primers for his followers: A Short Latin Grammar, A Short English Grammar, Directions Concerning Pronunciation and Gesture. Others explicated the latest scientific theories: Electricity Made Plain and Useful, A Compendium of Natural Philosophy (which Wesley promised to be free from “all the Jargon of Mathematics, which is mere heathen Greek to common readers”). Others engaged the large political and social issues of Wesley’s time: A Calm Address to Our American Colonies, Thoughts on the Current Scarcity of Provisions (which recommends both shutting down the distilleries and cutting taxes), Thoughts Upon Slavery. Others reflected the eccentric range of his enthusiasms: A Letter to a Friend Concerning Tea (which he regarded as unhealthy and expensive), Serious Thoughts Concerning Godfathers and Godmothers, The Cause and Cure of Earthquakes. Wesley was a polymath in the same sense that Thomas Jefferson was a polymath—combining universal curiosity with limited expertise. While Wesley’s works generally do not reflect profound learning, they reveal a profound respect for learning. Educational uplift and self-improvement were essential to Methodism from the start.

The small accountability groups that defined early Methodism—as anyone involved in a therapy group or a 12-step program might tell you—provided a powerful sense of belonging. Wesley collected these decentralized cells into an enduring institution through rigid discipline. While he lived, little occurred among British Methodists without his approval. Local groups reported upward to a sort of synod called The Connexion, which reported to Wesley. He personally owned all property held by the movement and had to approve any public writing done by his followers. Such centralization served an important purpose. Pietism brimmed with a spiritual energy that could easily become spiritual excess, including claims of extra-biblical prophetic insight (as we’ll see in America’s profusion of millenarian and heretical sects). Wesley’s hierarchical leadership acted much like the control rods inserted into a nuclear reactor—allowing the charismatic fission of the movement to be safely managed. And there are few social forces more powerful than well-regulated passion.

The contrast with Whitefield reveals Wesley’s true genius. Whitefield preached through England and the American colonies like a holy hurricane. But his gains were not gathered into any lasting institution. Wesley combined his version of revivalism with a particular gift for organization—or at least a knack for recognizing and codifying the self-ordering that emerges from within a growing movement. Later in life, Whitefield admitted: “My brother Wesley acted wisely. The souls he awakened under his ministry he joined in class [organized groups] and thus preserved the fruit of his labours. This I neglected, and my people are a rope of sand.” For this reason, more than any other, Wesley can be considered the founding father of evangelicalism.

A founder’s influence is not always positive, and Wesley’s life previewed some typical evangelical failures. Even though his heart had been “strangely warmed,” he was not a particularly warmhearted man. To a woman whose children had all died before reaching adulthood, Wesley wrote: “I believe the death of your children is a great instance of the goodness of God toward you. Now that time is restored to you, and you have nothing to do but serve the Lord without distraction.” Anyone who looks on the bright side of child mortality lacks a certain pastoral sensitivity. Wesley was also a prig. Upon making landfall in Georgia, Wesley confiscated and destroyed all the rum intended to celebrate his safe arrival, which presumably put a damper on the party. He was the author of an anti-masturbation pamphlet titled Thoughts on the Sin of Onan, warning Methodists how “self-pollution” by both sexes could result in “lethargies, epilepsies, madness, blindness, convulsions, dropsies, and the most painful of all gouts.” Wesley’s views on this topic were rooted in contemporary scientific opinion, but they also foreshadowed an evangelical obsession with sexual matters that has amounted to a destructive and losing battle against human nature. And Wesley had the presumptuous tendency, mirrored by later evangelicals, to impute divine design to cruel and random catastrophes. In his pamphlet Thoughts on the Earthquake at Lisbon, Wesley discerned the “hand of God” in an event that took tens of thousands of lives, contending that it was “designed either to wean us from what is not, or to unite us to what is worthy of our affection.” Such an explanation would have offered little comfort to the families of the dead.

Yet Wesley can’t be called a hypocrite. The requirements he placed on himself were far harsher than the expectations he placed on others. He was entirely uninterested in money and gave away all he touched, as if British pounds were hot bricks. And he loved the poor, whom he considered his complete equal in the only thing that really mattered—their capacity to receive God’s grace. During decades of evangelistic travel, Wesley went to the brickyards, mines, and foundries where the poor worked, ate at their tables, and generally spent the night in their homes, which sometimes meant sleeping in the cellar or sharing a bed with a male family member. (His only requirement was that his lodging have a “necessary house.”) The true test of solidarity with the poor is not the offering of hospitality but the acceptance of their hospitality, which Wesley did with grace. And Wesley not only loved the poor but defended them, particularly from the charge of being lazy. After visiting some slums of London
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