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Prologue: Before You Sing, You Must First Burn

London, 1788. The wind of March was cold.

Inside a small house on Marylebone Street, an old man lay in bed. His eighty-year-old body felt as weightless as if it no longer belonged to this world. Yet his eyes still shone — as though something that had never gone out in him was gathering itself for one final blaze.

His wife Sally sat at his side. She said nothing. Nearly fifty years together had made words unnecessary. Silence was conversation; breath was prayer.

"Sally."

The old man called her name.

"I am here."

"Bring me paper."

Sally hesitated. The doctor had ordered absolute rest. But she knew: to take the pen from Charles Wesley was to take away his breath.

She brought paper and pen.

The old man's hand trembled. Yet the moment he gripped the pen, it grew strangely still — as though this gesture, performed tens of thousands of times, was written into the memory of his body.

Slowly, but clearly, he wrote:


In the arms of my Lord I shall rest,

without pain, without fear, without doubt,

until faith becomes sight on that day —

I will sing, and keep singing, forever.



The pen stopped.

Charles handed the paper to Sally.

"This is the last one."

Sally took it. Tears fell, but she did not weep aloud.

"It is not the last. Your songs will outlive you."

Charles smiled.

That smile held eighty years of living: the memory of Epworth, the loneliness of Oxford, the failure of Georgia, one night on Aldersgate Street, thousands of hymns, hundreds of thousands of people, conflict with his brother, the deaths of children — and the single conviction that had carried him through all of it.

God is alive. And He loves a song.

Three days later, Charles Wesley closed his eyes.

But his songs have never stopped.

This is the story of how those songs began.

Part One
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The Seed
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1707 – 1726


Chapter 1: The Fire at Epworth — A Story That Began Before He Was Born

Every story has a beginning before its beginning.

Charles Wesley's story started before he was born. Perhaps, even as he lay in his mother's womb, God had already set apart this soul for a particular purpose.

On a February night in 1709, the rectory at Epworth, Lincolnshire, caught fire.

The flames spread in an instant. Samuel Wesley roused the family and pushed them outside. The children were brought out one by one. But young John, age six, was nowhere to be found.

The fire had already taken the roof. The neighbors said to let him go.

At that moment, John's face appeared at an upstairs window.

Two men from the village stood on each other's shoulders and pulled him free — mere seconds before the roof collapsed entirely.

Susanna Wesley wrote in her diary that night:


"God has delivered my child from the fire. This child belongs to Him."



She did not see John's rescue as mere chance. It was a sign. God had prepared a particular purpose for this child.

And at that moment, another child was growing in Susanna's womb.

That child was Charles.

Charles Wesley was born on December 18, 1707 — the nineteenth child of Samuel and Susanna Wesley.

Many of those children had died young. The rural rectory was poor; medicine was undeveloped; winters were brutal. Children arrived and vanished, some before their names could even be remembered.

But Charles lived.

Why did he live?

This was the first question Charles ever asked himself — and he never stopped asking it.


Why did I survive, when so many who came before me did not? What did they come for? And what was I left here to do?


This question was planted in young Charles like a seed — a seed that had not yet germinated, but would one day, without fail, break open.

Epworth was a small town. In the middle of the Lincolnshire plain, where the wind never ceased. Fields stretched in every direction; most villagers were poor farmers.

The Reverend Samuel Wesley was the Anglican rector of that town — a scholar, a poet, a man of unbending conviction. He was respected by some of his parishioners and resented by others. His forthright character provoked conflict.

Once, debt landed him in prison.

Susanna was left alone to care for ten children.

Charles would later reflect:


"Our father gave us the skeleton of faith. But the flesh and blood of faith came from our mother."



Chapter 2: Susanna's School — The First Theologian Was a Mother

You cannot understand Charles Wesley without understanding Susanna Wesley.

She was no ordinary mother. She was a teacher, a theologian, a sculptor of souls.

At a time when women in England had almost no right to education, Susanna taught herself. She read Latin, studied theology, formed her own understanding of faith — and passed it to her children.

Her method was singular.

Each week she set aside one hour alone with each child. In that hour, mother and child spoke of Scripture, of life, of faith.

Thursday was Charles's day.

Every Thursday, young Charles walked into his mother's room. She was always in the same chair — by the window, where the light fell on her face.

"Charles — what have you been thinking about today?"

That was always her first question.

Thinking. She did not want her children merely to memorize. She wanted them to feel, to question, to wrestle.

Once, young Charles asked:

"Mother, why does God allow bad things to happen? My friend Thomas was sick and he died."

Susanna was quiet for a moment. She did not offer an easy answer. Easy answers might satisfy a child, but they cannot grow a child's soul.

"Charles — why do you think that question matters?"

"Because... if God is truly good, He would not have let Thomas die."

"And do you think God is not good?"

"No — I don't want to think that. But I don't know."

Susanna took the child's hand.


"Charles, that not-knowing is where faith begins. The person who thinks they know everything has no need of God. But the person who knows they do not know can reach a hand toward Him."


Young Charles did not fully understand those words. But they lodged somewhere deep inside him. Years later, when he was writing thousands of hymns, the conversations of those Thursday afternoons were woven into every song.

Not-knowing. Doubt. And yet — trust that presses through doubt.

Susanna was also strict. She told her children:


"Breaking the self-will is the first aim of Christian education. A child who keeps his own will cannot receive the will of God."


To modern ears this sounds harsh. But Susanna's meaning was not self-destruction. It was the movement from self-centeredness to God-centeredness — training oneself to open toward what God wants rather than what one wants.

Charles learned this training with his whole body. It both constrained and freed him.

The Wesley house was a school. They rose at five in the morning to study — Latin, Greek, theology, Scripture. Children began reading the Bible as soon as they could read at all.

Charles especially loved the Psalms. In them he found people like himself: doubters, fearers, those who argued with God, yet in the end chose trust.

"Mother, why does David argue with God so much?"


"Arguing is not the opposite of faith, Charles. Not arguing may mean there is no relationship at all. David could argue because he felt God so near."


Charles kept that word for the rest of his life.

Chapter 3: The Nineteenth Child — Why Did I Survive?

When Charles was seven, he saw death up close for the first time.

His little sister Patty caught a fever. The burning heat continued for three days. The doctor shook his head. Susanna prayed through the night.

On the fourth morning, Patty's fever broke.

But in those days Charles witnessed something: his mother's prayer.

Waking in the night, he saw light leaking from under his mother's door. He eased it open. Susanna was kneeling. A single candle lit her face.

Tears ran from her eyes.

Yet her face was not desperate. It was peaceful — as though she were in deep conversation with someone unseen.

Charles watched a long time, then slipped back to his room.

The memory would not leave him.


So that is prayer. That is conversation with God. Tears running, yet peaceful. Refusing to let go, even when nothing makes sense.


Charles found his own existence strange. The nineteenth child. The brothers and sisters who had been born before him and died. Why had they not lived? Why had he?

This was an existential question before it was a theological one. What does it mean to be alive? Is there meaning in this life? For what purpose was I sent into this world?

It may seem unusual for a child to carry such questions. But Charles was different from ordinary children from the start. He thought deeply. He was quiet, yet something always churned beneath that silence.

His father Samuel wrote poems for the children. Charles memorized them young — Latin verses, English verse, the rhythms of Scripture.

One evening, Charles sat alone and began writing on a piece of paper.

"What are you writing?"

His brother John asked.

"Just... things that came to me."

John looked over. What young Charles had written was a poem — clumsy and imperfect, but with something unmistakable in it.

John said nothing. He put a hand on his brother's shoulder.

From that moment a particular bond formed between the two brothers. It was something beyond an ordinary sibling relationship. Both of them understood the world in the same language — questioning, wrestling





Chapter 4: The Boy at Westminster — Looking for Something Deeper Than Latin
































Chapter 5: The First Voice Within — God, or Ambition?
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