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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my patient wife, Claire, who, like me, began life in a Methodist family.

			Notes

			The claimed attendance figures at the open-air preaching of John Wesley and George Whitefield are often doubted; they reported that, on some occasions, crowds numbering 20,000 or 30,000 listened to their preaching. It is likely that both men overstated the numbers. However, when Whitefield was preaching in America, Benjamin Franklin estimated that a crowd of 25,000 could all hear him speak. There is no doubt that sometimes thousands gathered to hear the two great preachers. It is my judgement that their estimates were not likely to be more than double the actual figure, and may have been closer than that. I have generally quoted the numbers that they gave. Halve those figures if you wish.

			Quotations from John Wesley’s sermons are from John Wesley, Forty-Four Sermons (London: Epworth, [1787] 1944). How much these versions differ from his spoken words is impossible to know, but, for the most part, they are all we have to go on. The printed addresses are probably more formal than the spoken sermons.

			Much of the dialogue in this biography is drawn from Wesley’s writings and the works of other writers. Some of it, however, I have imagined.

			David Bennett (November 2014).

			Chapter 1: 
The Deliverance

			The dream was becoming a little too vivid. John could see the flames, hear the crackling and smell the smoke. Why were nightmares so real? It was almost as if the house was really on fire.

			It was the shouts of ‘Fire! Fire!’ that finally woke him. The five-year-old tumbled out of his bed and found himself faced with thick, black smoke. His brother and sisters were nowhere to be seen. He rushed to his bedroom door, which was already ajar, and peered out. The house, his house, was on fire. The smoke was billowing up the staircase into his room and through it the flicker of flames could be seen down below, creeping up the stairs. This was not a dream. The fire was real and John ‘Jacky’ Wesley was in grave danger.

			Outside the house the neighbours, awakened by the noise, were rushing forward with pails of water to try to extinguish the flames. But it was a hopeless task. The flames had too great a hold.

			Also outside Rev Samuel Wesley and his wife, Susanna, were gathering their children around them. They counted them. Seven! Seven? One was missing. ‘It’s Jacky,’ Susanna cried. ‘Jacky’s not here. Where is he?’ her voice rising in pitch in panic. Samuel did a hasty recount and clearly one was missing; it was John. Where was he? Surely not still in the house.

			The flames were now rapidly ascending, flashing and sparkling as they rose, propelled by a strong wind. The house was clearly lost, but John had to be still inside.  How could he be rescued in this inferno? They heard a voice call out from inside, which confirmed he was there. Samuel went through the front door and tried to reach him, but the fire was too fierce and all-encompassing, so he quickly retreated. He made another attempt, but failed again. Susanna, eight months pregnant and unwell, also tried by another route, but it was impossible to go upstairs because of the flames, so she also turned back. She tried again with the same result. Prayer now seemed the only option, so they prayed for their son’s deliverance.

			Suddenly, a cry went up from the street. ‘There he is! He’s at that window. There at the top!’ A finger pointed upwards. All eyes followed in that direction and there amidst the billowing smoke, framed in a window, was the tiny figure of John Wesley.

			How could he escape? He could jump from the window, but if he did that he would almost certainly hurt himself seriously.

			‘Come here, Will. Get on my shoulders.’ It was Mr Rhodes, one of the neighbours, a tall man of considerable strength, calling to a companion.

			Rhodes bent down right below the window, and after Will had climbed upon his shoulders, tentatively rose to a standing position. But Will fell off. They tried again. This time Rhodes was able to stand to his full height and his companion, though unsteady, managed to retain his position. Then Will stretched out his hands to just below the window, behind which the terrified boy stood.

			‘Reach out to me, Master John. Reach out!’

			John Wesley, standing on an old chest, looked down and saw the two unsteady figures, one on top of the other, and the ground beneath. He hesitated. He looked back at the smoke and the flames that had now reached the room behind him. He leaned forward, arms outstretched, and fell into Will’s grasp and was lowered to the ground.

			A few moments later the roof of the house collapsed inwards, away from the boy and his rescuers. John Wesley had escaped only just in time.

			The Wesleys were then all taken into a neighbour’s house. As they entered their temporary shelter, Samuel called them to prayer. ‘Let us give thanks to God! He has given me all my eight children. Let the house go, I am rich enough.’ They then all fell on their knees in prayer. In the days and weeks ahead the family was housed in various homes of relatives and friends while their house was rebuilt.

			It was later believed that the fire had been deliberately lit, seemingly by some of Samuel Wesley’s parishioners. It appears that they did not like their local Anglican rector’s preaching and they did not approve of his politics, and this was their terrible way of exacting revenge.

			On that day, 9 February 1709, the house was destroyed, but John Wesley was saved. His later life was spent spreading spiritual fire throughout Britain, and eventually, through his spiritual successors, fire throughout the world.

			John Wesley later described himself as ‘A brand plucked out of the fire’ (Zech 3:2 & Amos 4:11). And so he was.

			Chapter 2: 
The Wesleys

			John Wesley was the fourth son and 15th child of nineteen born to Samuel and Susanna. An earlier son had been named John but had died young. The second John, it would seem, was to fill the gap left by his departed brother.

			Samuel Wesley was born in 1662 and went to Exeter College in Oxford. He was ordained as a priest in the Church of England in 1689, though he had been raised as a Dissenter. His father and paternal grandfather had been amongst the 2,000 clergy who had been dismissed from their parishes in the terrible Great Ejection in August 1662, when they refused to submit to the new regime governing the Church of England. This effectively meant no parish, no preaching and no income, at least no income from the ministry. Any attempt at preaching could mean a large fine or imprisonment.

			Samuel Wesley served briefly as a naval chaplain, before becoming rector in the parish of South Ormsby in Lincolnshire in 1690 or 91. About five years later, he moved to Epworth in the same county, and the parish of Wroot was added to his responsibilities in 1722. He was a man of considerable intellect and wrote poetry, including a 9,000-line poem on the life of Christ, and the scholarly Dissertations on the Book of Job.

			His wife, Susanna, though, was probably the more remarkable of the two. Her father was also a clergyman, Samuel Annesley, a determined puritan of high principles and strong will, who became known as ‘the St Paul of the Nonconformists’. He was another who had been dismissed in the Great Ejection. This was especially difficult for the Annesley family, as they had over twenty children. Friends were not quite sure how many. Was it 24 or 25? Susanna was one of the youngest of these. She knew what it was like to live in a clergyman’s family and knew what it was to be poor. It was as well that she had had those experiences, because her future would be full of ministerial difficulties and financial woes. She decided as a teenager to leave the Dissenters and join the Church of England.

			Samuel married Susanna on 11 November 1688; he was 26 and she only 19. She was the taller of the two and had an elegant bearing. He appeared more stiff and formal. Yet though Susanna was rather serious, Samuel tended to be witty and poetic. They seem to have had a genuine love for each other at the beginning, but that wilted as difficulties arose and children were born. Their first child, named after his father, arrived in February 1690. After that they came more or less yearly.

			When on one occasion Susanna was delivered of twins, Samuel, with the family’s finances in tatters, wrote to his Archbishop thanking him for help to feed his ever-increasing family. ‘Last night’, he told him, ‘my wife brought me a few children. There are but two yet, a boy and a girl. I think they are all at present.’ The twins were number 12 and 13 in the brood. They both died in infancy. Of the 19 children born to the Wesleys only ten lived to adulthood, seven girls and three boys.

			With frequent confinements and such a large crowd to look after, Susanna did not have much time for herself. In fact, her life became almost totally dedicated to her children, educating them herself, girls as well as boys. When engaged in private prayer in the home, it is said that Susanna threw her apron over her head, so that the children knew not to interrupt her. She was a strict disciplinarian and took special care of her children’s religious education. As soon as each child had learned how to speak, Susanna taught them the Lord’s Prayer. It was said that she had the knack of teaching in ways that made things easy to remember. The older children were also expected to assist in the Christian instruction of their younger siblings. For example, Emilia, one of John’s older sisters, sat down with him each day and helped him read a Psalm and a passage from the New Testament, correcting him when he made an error. Yet with John there were few errors.

			Each evening Susanna would speak to and counsel individually one or two of her children, including John on Thursdays and Charles on Saturdays. She recognised that each one was different and each had his or her own specific needs and problems.

			She taught them ‘to fear the rod and to cry softly. By which means,’ she argued, ‘they escaped abundance of correction they might otherwise have had’. However, once a child was punished for a misdemeanour that was the end of it. She did not hang the deed over their heads as an ongoing threat. She also adopted the practice that if one of her children confessed their fault and promised not to do it again, she did not punish them. This, she thought, taught them to be honest.

			Samuel was a strong-willed man. Susanna was an even stronger-willed woman. Samuel had an intense loyalty to the Crown of England, at that time represented by King William III, and it was Samuel’s practice to pray for the king during their time of family prayer. But Susanna refused to say ‘Amen!’ to that particular prayer, for in her opinion William had no right to the throne. Her loyalty was to the line of James II. Samuel was furious about her stand. According to Susanna, he knelt down and prayed that God’s judgement should rest on him ‘if ever he touched me more or came into bed with me before I had begged God’s pardon and his.’ Her husband then told her, ‘If we have two kings, we must have two beds.’

			This resulted in Samuel leaving the family home early in April 1702 to go to London, under the guise of other duties. While there he attended the church’s Convocation, but he stayed longer than necessary for that. Samuel returned to the family home probably early in September that year. Which of them gave way to settle the dispute is unknown, but it was probably not Susanna. The practical cause for their reunion appears to have been a fire in the rectory. This had caused a lot of damage, making considerable repairs necessary, though it was not as destructive as the later fire mentioned in chapter one. In addition, by then King William was dead, and prayers for his successor, Queen Anne, were not such a divisive issue.

			John Wesley was born on 17 June 1703. His brother, Charles, arrived in December 1707. If the two feuding lovers had not come together again, there would have been no John and Charles Wesley and no Methodism.

			Samuel Wesley went away again for some months at the end of 1711. While he was away, Susanna led Sunday afternoon devotions for the family, servants and immediate neighbours in their large kitchen. This included her reading from a book of sermons. Other neighbours heard how good these sessions were and invited themselves along. The numbers grew and grew until more attended these afternoon gatherings than attended church on Sunday morning. She estimated that on one Sunday over 200 crowded into the rectory, with more wanting to get in but unable to do so.

			The minister substituting for Samuel was not impressed and complained to him about these unorthodox gatherings. An unordained person was preaching, and a woman at that. (Though was she preaching?) Samuel urged his wife to stop holding these meetings, but did not order her to do so. Susanna told her husband:

			If you do, after all, think fit to dissolve this assembly, do not tell me that you desire me to do it, for that will not satisfy my conscience; but send me your positive command, in such full and express terms as may absolve me from all guilt and punishment, for neglecting this opportunity of doing good, when you and I shall appear before the great and awful tribunal of our Lord Jesus Christ.

			Samuel did not respond to that and the meetings continued.

			The following year smallpox struck the family. Five of the children caught it, including John. His mother said ‘Jack has borne his disease bravely, like a man, and indeed like a Christian, without any complaint, though he seemed angry at the smallpox when they were sore, as we guessed by his looking sourly at them, for he never said anything.’

			Susanna did not allow her children to eat between meals. This John always obeyed. When offered a snack between meals by a neighbour or friend, he would answer, ‘I thank you. I will think of it.’ He thought about it but did not eat. Indeed, he thought through everything. His father lamented that, in his opinion, ‘Jack would not attend to the most pressing necessities of nature unless he could give a reason for it.’

			It would probably be unfair to say that John was the family favourite, but Susanna did view him as a special child because of his deliverance from the fire. She thought that because he only just escaped so terrible a disaster, this must mean that God’s hand was upon him. That deliverance must have been of God, therefore God surely had a special ministry for him.

			In his early years John Wesley moved mainly in a world of females. When he was aged about one, Samuel, his only older brother, moved away to attend school and Charles was not born until John was four. His father spent most of his time in his study and had far less contact with him than did his mother. John also had five elder sisters and the family had two maids.

			Life in the Wesley household was never easy. As Susanna once said in a letter to John, ‘your father and I seldom think alike’. Also, with such a large family, Samuel was usually in debt. He even spent time in jail because of his inability to repay one loan, though while there he showed considerable concern for his fellow prisoners. John Wesley learned from this. He feared and hated debt. Years later John, ever the autocrat, told his preachers, ‘Contract no debt without my knowledge.’

			Chapter 3: 
Oxford University And The Holy Club

			If John Wesley’s education began at his mother’s knee, it continued at Charterhouse School, which at that time was in London. The environment was not a happy one. Boarding schools were not usually pleasant places and the younger boys often suffered greatly at the hands of the older lads, as well as from the masters. Wesley, who was probably never overfed at home, was on a stringent diet in his early years at Charterhouse, mainly because the senior boys helped themselves to the best food, leaving what they did not want for the younger ones.

			His father had advised him to run around the school garden three times each morning. This he did. No doubt this contributed to his fitness, which was still evident well into his old age.

			Two decades after he had left school he confessed that at Charterhouse he was ‘much more negligent than before, even of outward duties, and almost continually guilty of outward sins,’ though not those that were particularly ‘scandalous’. At that time he hoped that he would be saved by ‘not being so bad as other people, having still a kindness for religion, and by reading the Bible, going to church and saying’ his prayers.

			At the age of 17, Wesley went to Christ Church College at Oxford. Oxford was a better environment for him. However, he was not against enjoying himself in his early days there. In fact, for a while pleasure may have dominated his life. He played billiards, backgammon and chess, and went to coffee houses, taverns and the races. He also liked the company of young ladies and they liked the charming, good-natured Mr Wesley. Though small in stature, he had a dynamic and attractive personality. In fact, he was very sociable and made friends easily. Betty Kirkham, the sister of a close friend, particularly took his fancy, and she, too, was attracted to him. While he hesitated, worried over his lack of money to support a wife, she married someone else.

			Yet as his time at Oxford progressed, he became a good scholar, for he had considerable intelligence, a logical mind and a love of books and learning. He was formidable in debate. He also proved to be gifted in understanding the Bible in its original languages. He had received a good grounding in these languages at Charterhouse.

			While at Oxford he read the Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis, which had quite an impact upon him. Though he had a high regard for it, in one respect it was not to his liking. ‘I can’t think’, he observed, ‘when God sent us into the world He had irreversibly decreed that we should be perpetually miserable in it.’

			At Oxford and in later life, Wesley read widely. His diary shows that from 1725-35 he read nearly 700 books, many of them of a theological nature, and he did not just read them, he absorbed them and shared many of them with his friends. These books included Jeremy Taylor’s Holy Living and Holy Dying and William Law’s A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life. Law’s book greatly influenced Wesley in his early days, but he later found it less acceptable.

			But his days at Oxford are not best remembered for his abilities as a student or for his ways of enjoying himself. As time progressed, Wesley began to live a disciplined life. He went to bed early and rose early. He prayed regularly, fasted one day each month and did not overindulge. He made various resolutions, which he wrote down and he re-read them regularly to make sure that he had kept them. He recorded his daily expenditure. All this does not mean that he was excessively austere, but he did live a methodical life.

			Like many at Oxford University, Wesley was studying for the Church of England priesthood, following in his father’s footsteps. But he took the process more seriously than many of his fellow students. He graduated in 1724 as a Bachelor of Arts.

			In 1726 John Wesley secured a Fellowship at Lincoln College, one of the colleges at Oxford University. There is little doubt that his father pulled some strings to achieve this, but as he had few strings to pull, it can be mostly attributed to the recognition of the young man’s own ability. Part of Wesley’s responsibilities in his new role was to lecture on New Testament Greek. He became Master of Arts early in 1727 and was ordained in September the following year. He then served as his father’s curate in Epworth and Wroot, in which churches he preached regularly.

			The parishioners in Wroot seem to have been as stubborn and as antagonistic to the Wesleys as those in Epworth. John’s sister, Hetty (who was six years older than him) wrote a poem about the people of Wroot, which ran,

			Fortune has fixed thee in a place
Debarred of wisdom, wit, and grace –
High births and virtues equally they scorn,
As asses dull, on dunghills born;
Impervious as the stones their heads are found,
Their rage and hatred steadfast as the ground.

			Clearly ministering to these people was not easy.

			At about this time John told his parents, ‘Leisure and I have taken leave of one another.’ As one examines his later life it is clear that he and ‘leisure’ never became reacquainted. He was always busy and almost seemed to regard an idle moment as a sin.

			In 1727 Charles Wesley, following in his brother’s footsteps, went to Christ Church, Oxford. Charles was short like John, but a little heavier. When at this time John asked his brother about his religious convictions and practice, Charles answered, ‘What, would you make me a saint all at once?’ How John answered that, or even if he did, appears to be unknown, but for Charles that process of sanctification took a lot longer. However, it began soon after that exchange, and by early 1729 he was a different man.

			Ironically, Charles thought Christ Church anything but a Christian environment. He described it as ‘the worst place in the world to begin a reformation in’. Anyone who was serious about religion was ridiculed, and as his faith deepened and developed, the younger Wesley became the object of much scorn. His answer to this was to meet with two like-minded friends for prayer and discussion about religious topics.

			In November 1729 John Wesley returned to Oxford, to Lincoln College, and lectured in logic, Greek and philosophy. John also joined the little group that Charles had begun and almost straight away became its leader. The younger brother was used to living in the shadow of his more forceful elder sibling and seems to have accepted the takeover without any ill feelings.

			The group grew, though it was never large, and its religious observance, which was already methodical, became even more so under John’s leadership. They read the Bible together, prayed together and fasted regularly. They also began to minister to the poor and those in prison. In fact, John Wesley preached in a local prison once a month. In addition, members of this group even paid the debts of some prisoners to gain their release from jail. Inevitably, they attracted the unwanted attention of their irreligious Oxford associates, who, from early on, gave them nicknames, such as Bible Moths, Sacramentarians, the Holy Club and, the one that stuck, Methodists. John Wesley was sometimes even called ‘the Father of the Holy Club’.

			Yet the members of the group had a high opinion of it and its leader. One paid tribute to Wesley’s ‘noble endowments of mind’ and his ‘obliging and desirable conversation’, which resulted in many ‘pleasant hours’ when they met together. 

			The other famous member of the Holy Club was George Whitefield. In 1732 he went to Oxford and became friendly with the Wesleys, joining them in their religious observances. He proved to be, in some respects, even more remarkable than either of them. However, he was younger with a different background, being born in his family’s inn at the end of 1714. He became a Christian while at Oxford, through reading Henry Scougal’s The Life of God within the Soul of Man. He went on to become the greatest preacher of his age. The lives of John Wesley and George Whitefield were to cross and separate repeatedly over the years ahead, and though their theology disagreed in some respects, which caused friction, their names will always be associated.

			Chapter 4: 
Georgia

			Samuel Wesley died in April 1735. He endured considerable pain during his last days, but John later recorded that his father died experiencing ‘the consolations of God’. On his deathbed he said, ‘The Christian faith will surely revive in this kingdom. You shall see it, though I shall not.’ His three sons tidied up his affairs, which mainly comprised of paying his debts, and in John’s case, of completing his father’s book on Job. Susanna was still alive and for a time lived with her daughter Emilia and later with her eldest son, Samuel, another clergyman.

			In the middle of 1735, John Wesley’s mind was on Georgia. The state of Georgia, named after King George II, was the newest of the British colonies in North America. It was in the south-eastern part of that continent and had been founded a little over two years before. The main mover behind the founding of Georgia had been James Oglethorpe. The colony was originally intended partly as a refuge for ex-debtors, the unemployed from Britain and persecuted European Protestants. It was also viewed as a barrier to any Spanish expansion from the south. The initial Georgian settlement was in Savannah, where the Creek tribe of Native Americans proved accepting of the settlers. 

			It would appear that John Wesley made a quick, perhaps a hasty, decision to go to Georgia to minister to the colony’s settlers and the Native Americans. At one stage he was considering filling the vacancy in his father’s old parish, but he hesitated and another man was appointed instead. Therefore, with uncertainty hanging over his future, he was approached about going to Georgia by a friend, Dr John Burton of the Society of the Propagation of Christian Knowledge, who was one of the colony’s trustees. 

			‘Mr Wesley’, Dr Burton said, I understand that you are looking for a ministerial position.’

			‘Well, yes,’ Wesley responded a little guardedly. ‘What do you have in mind?’

			‘Mr Oglethorpe needs two godly men to assist him in the colony of Georgia. He needs a chaplain and a secretary. I thought you would be an excellent choice as the chaplain. I regard you as a proper person for such a position.’

			‘Chaplain! Is the role just that?’

			‘You would assist Mr Oglethorpe, of course, but also minister to the other colonists.’

			Wesley was slow in replying. ‘I will think on it’, he said unenthusiastically.

			‘Well, be quick about it. I must have your answer soon. I’ll have to find someone else if you are unavailable.’

			‘I’ll do my best, Dr Burton.’

			As it happened, no other suitable positions were available at that time. The thought also occurred to him that he would have opportunity to minister to America’s original inhabitants, a prospect that greatly appealed to him. So John Wesley accepted Burton’s offer. 

			On 14 October three vessels left England bound for Georgia. Two carried a total of over 200 settlers and the third was a naval sloop intended to guard them. John Wesley was on one of those ships, named the Simmonds. John had persuaded his moody brother, Charles, to apply for and accept the role of Oglethorpe’s secretary, so he was also on board. Charles went with confused motives, trying, it would seem, to escape himself. Also on board with them were Benjamin Ingham, a fellow member of the Holy Club, Charles Delammotte, a close associate of John Wesley, and James Oglethorpe.

			According to John Wesley, the reason he and his brother were going to Georgia was ‘to save our souls’. That is an odd-sounding statement for men already called to preach the Gospel of salvation. But at that time John Wesley viewed the route to salvation as being via personal effort and discipline.

			John’s time on the Simmonds only confirmed that there was something wrong in his spiritual life. On board that ship were 26 German Moravians, men, women and children. The Moravians were a deeply spiritual Christian group, with a strong emphasis on mission. Though Wesley did not know it when the voyage began, those devout Moravians were to challenge his understanding of Christianity significantly.

			For Wesley and his companions, life on board the ship was extremely disciplined, as was their usual way. A typical day began with an hour of private prayer from 4 am. This was followed by two hours of studying the Bible and other Christian books together. They then had breakfast at eight. They separated, and after various morning activities, met again at midday ‘to give an account’ of what they had done that morning and what they intended to do in the following hours. They ate a sparse lunch at 1 pm and then engaged in other practices, often reading to their fellow passengers, some of whom were poor and presumably illiterate. Evening prayers followed at 4 pm and another session of private prayer an hour later. At seven, John attended the Germans’ evening service. Sixty minutes later the Wesleys met again with Ingham and Delamotte ‘to exhort and instruct one another’. They went to bed between nine and ten. No Christians could have been more dedicated to their faith. No Christians could have been more disciplined.

			Their discipline was shattered, their faith dented, during a sequence of frightening storms in January. After one terrifying storm John Wesley recorded how ashamed he was of his ‘unwillingness to die’. Six days later, after another storm, he made the same confession. That evening Wesley went to the German service. As they worshipped, an even more terrible storm was unleashed upon them. The sea burst repeatedly over the ship, flooding the decks. The boat plunged wildly. The main sail was torn to shreds. It was terrifying. ‘The English’ understandably screamed in fear. Yet ‘the Germans calmly’ continued their service, as if nothing was wrong. The Moravians’ serene demeanour in frightening circumstances deeply impressed Wesley.

			He later asked one of the Moravians, ‘Were you not afraid?’

			The mild-mannered man replied, ‘I thank God, no.’

			‘But were not your women and children afraid?’

			‘No, our women and children are not afraid to die.’

			These statements staggered Wesley. He, John Wesley, devout Christian and Church of England minister had been terrified during this ordeal, but these
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