
Jroctthings of Witt QIltarlts ~tsltU ~ocittU 

Volume 12 2008 

5 T Kimbrough, Jr. Charles A. Green 
Editor Assistant Editor 

Imagination and Struggle 

Charles Wesley and Christian Practices 


(1739-1749) 


PAPERS PRESENTED 
AT 

THE NINETEENTH ANNUAL MEETING 
OF 

THE CHARLES WESLEY SOCIETY 
October 17-19, 2008 


Princeton Theological Seminary 

Princeton, New Jersey 


Contributors .................................................. 3 

Introduction .................................. ............... 5 
S T Kimbrough, Jr. 

Minutes of the 2008 Annual Meeting .............................. 9 

An Important New Resource for Study of Charles Wesley . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 13 
Randy L. Maddox 

Singularity in Early Methodism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 17 
Patrick A. Eby 

Charles Wesley and Christian Practices . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 35 
Paul W Chilcote 

"From Strength to Strength Go On": Images of Growth in the Hymns of 
Charles Wesley ............................. ............... 49 

Charles Edward White 

What Writers of Contemporary Worship Songs Can Learn from Charles Wesley: 
Reflections and Axioms ...................................... 65 

Lester Ruth 

Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Manuscript Journal. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 85 
Kenneth G. C. Newport 



Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society 2008 
Published in the United States by 


The Charles Wesley Society 


Editor, S T Kimbrough, Jr. 

Assistant Editor, Charles A. Green 


Copyright © 2009 by The Charles Wesley Society. All rights reserved. No part 
of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or 
otherwise, without the prior permission of The Charles Wesley Society. 

The Charles Wesley Society 
Archives and History Center 
Drew University 
Madison, NJ 07940 

Paul W. Chilcote, President 

Timothy S. Alexander-Macquiban, Vice President 


Patrick A. Eby, Secretary 

Robert J. Williams, Treasurer 


Peter S. Forsaith, Secretary-Treasurerfor the United Kingdom 

S T Kimbrough, Jr., Director ofPublications 


Jason Vickers, Program Coordinator 


Board ofDirectors 

Friedemann W. Burkhardt Maxine Walker 
Kenneth G. C. Newport Carlton R. Young 



Contributors 

Randy L. Maddox is Professor of Theology and Wesleyan Studies, The 
Divinity School, Duke University, Durham, NC. 

Patrick A. Eby is a Ph.D. candidate at Drew University, Madison, NJ. 

Paul W. Chilcote is Professor of Historical Theology & Wesleyan Studies, and 
Director, Center for Applied Wesleyan Studies, Ashland Theological Seminary, 
Ashland, OH. 

Charles Edward White is Professor of Christian Thought and History, Spring 
Arbor University, Spring Arbor, Michigan. 

Lester Ruth is Lily May Jarvis Professor of Christian Worship, Asbury 
Theological Seminary, Wilmore, KY. 

Kenneth G. C. Newport is Pro Vice Chancellor, Liverpool Hope 
Liverpool, England. 





Introduction 
In addition to the papers presented at the 2008 Annual Meeting of The Charles 

Wesley Society in this volume are included the minutes of the meeting and an 
important announcement by Randy L. Maddox regarding the availability of the 
works of Charles Wesley online via the website of The Center for Studies in the 
Wesleyan Tradition of the Divinity School of Duke University. 

The Nineteenth Annual Meeting of The Charles Wesley Society convened 
from October 17 to 19, 2008 at the place of its Founding Meeting, Princeton 
Theological Seminary, Princeton, NJ. The theme of the meeting was 
"Imagination and Struggle: Charles Wesley and Christian Practices (1739
1749)." The first four papers summarized briefly below are presentations related 
to Christian practice in a variety of forms. The concluding paper by Kenneth G. 
C. Newport addresses the new two-volume Manuscript Journal of the Rev. 
Charles Wesley, M.A. published in 2008 by Abingdon Press. 

Patrick Eby examines an early central focus of John and Charles Wesley in 
"Singularity in Early Methodism." What was most important in the quest to be 
restored in the image of God? How could one have singleness of mind and be 
solely devoted to the love of God? What are one's daily behavior and practice 
that could aid in the realization of both? These questions point to the singleness 
of purpose in living. For the Wesleys the following were seminal to the Wesleyan 
way: regular reception of Holy Communion, fasting each week, rising early for 
prayer and Bible study, and ministering to the poor. Eby examines the efforts of 
the Oxford Methodists to define and actualize these practices and the struggle to 
defend them in the face of opposition. 

In addition to many prose sources, Eby illustrates the primacy of the empha
sis on singularity found in many texts from the Wesley brothers' first joint publi
cation, Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739). 

"Charles Wesley and Christian Practices" by Paul Chilcote emphasizes 
that Charles Wesley's hymns and poems are a valuable resource for studying the 
centrality of Christian practices. While the practices themselves are very broad, 
Chilcote limits the discussion in the first part of the article to mutual account
ability, holistic spirituality, and sacred song. In the second part he provides exam
ples of spiritual practice in the lives of nine women, who are memorialized in 
poems by Charles Wesley: Grace Bowen, Lady Hotham, Mrs. Lefevre, Mary 
Naylor, Anne Wigginton, Hannah Dewal, Elizabeth Blackwell, Hannah Butts, 
and Mary Horton. 

While there are a variety of subthemes related to Christian practices found in 
the poems, Chilcote examines four themes that stand out in the texts: gracious 
imitation, active faith, holy friendship, and generous inclusivity. One sees clearly 
how these practices formed a matrix of spiritual formation for the women to 
whom Wesley pays tribute. 
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In "From Strength to Strength Go On" Charles Edward White explores 
images for growth in the Christian life found in the Wesleyan hymns of A 
Collection of Hymns !9r the Use ofthe People Called Methodists (1780). These 
include the following images and metaphors: being awake, battle, heart, journey, 
healing, crucifixion, living water, temple, indwelling God, and liberty. By utiliz
ing these images and metaphors in texts intended for singing and study by the 
community of faith, the Wesleys sought to make the path toward sanctification 
and growth in God's grace clearer. This would remind Christians of the goal of 
Christian community: Christlikeness. 

Lester Ruth's study "What Writers of Contemporary Worship Songs Can 
Learn from Charles Wesley: Reflections and Axioms" is an unusual and dar
ing attempt to link the theology and perspectives of Charles Wesley's eighteenth
century hymn-writing to worship songs of the twenty-first century. His basic 
premise is that songs, most particularly of the praise song genre, are lacking in 
theological depth and breadth and generally do not tend to link faith and action. 

Ruth defines the parameters of his study in the first section "The State of 
Contemporary Worship Music." His investigation is limited to eighty-six con
temporary worship songs that have enjoyed significant popularity since 1989. He 
concludes that there is a general dearth of sound Trinitarian theology in almost all 
of these songs. He then suggests six Wesleyan axioms, which he thinks are cor
rectives to the theological oversight of contemporary Christian songs. Then he 
proceeds to illustrate them from a variety of Charles Wesley texts. "I'm afraid," 
he says in conclusion, "if we're not theological in our song writing and song selec
tion, we're in danger of losing the gospel as the base content of our worship." 

In "Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Journal" Kenneth G. C. Newport 
discusses the new two-volume edition of the manuscript journal of Charles 
Wesley which has been edited by S T Kimbrough, Jr., and him and published by 
Abingdon Press: The Manuscript Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A. 
(2008). Newport highlights the unique features of the edition as follows: first 
printed text of the journal that actually provides the full text of the manuscript, all 
shorthand passages are identified, deciphered, and underlined for easy identifica
tion, so-called "sensitive" passages in shorthand and longhand previously omit
ted in earlier editions of the journal have been included in full, scriptural passages 
and scriptural allusions are identified by biblical reference, places are identified 
by eighteenth-century and contemporary spellings, all Latin passages are trans
lated into English, and the sources of poetical quotations are identified. 

Newport discusses the relationship of manuscript journal to other records 
identified as "journal letters." There is often overlapping of dates and expansion 
of information recorded by Wesley. In addition, he emphasizes how important 
the manuscript journal is for understanding the significance of Charles Wesley's 
preaching, which Newport maintains, according to the journal, was no less than 
poetical composition, at the heart of his ministry. 
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Newport provides helpful illustrations from the manuscript journal that are of 
primary value in understanding Charles Wesley: as person, brother, son, hus
band, father, friend, priest, evangelist, poet. There are valuable insights into his 
personal and family life, relationships, his mood swings, and his disputes with his 
brother John. 

The author avers: "When studied in its entirety, however, this substantial vol
ume is a gold mine of information and presents a story of Charles Wesley thaL 
goes well beyond the common picture of him as the diligent hymn-writer quietly 
working away in the attic of number 4 Charles Street, Bristol." 

The Manuscript Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A. is a part of the 
"Charles Wesley Society Series" being published by Abingdon Press. Additional 
volumes in this series will be: The Journal Letters of the Reverend Charles 
Wesley, M.A. and The Letters of the Reverend Charles Wesley, M.A. Oxford 
University Press will publish in the U.K. a separate edition of Charles Wesley's 
letters. The next publication of The Charles Wesley Society will be a facsimile 
reprint of A Collection of Tunes Set to Music As they are commonly Sung at the 
Foundery (London: A. Pearson, 1742). 

S T Kimbrough, Jr., Editor 
Director ofPublications, The Charles Wesley Society 





Annual Meeting of CWS 
October 16, 2008 

The meeting was called to order at 3:42 P.M. by President Paul Chilcote with 
a reading of Charles Wesley's text, "Claim me for thy service," from the newly 
released issue of the Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society (2006-2007) . 

. Comments were made regarding the publication being up to date and thanks 
were expressed to S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Charles Green. 

Those in attendance are as follows: Lester Ruth, Mark Mann, Bill White, Jud: 
Manuel, S T Kimbrough, Jr. Wilma Quantrille, Ursula Dannbom, Jim Cissel, Tom 
Albin, Kenneth Newport, Ken Loyer, Gretchen and Roy Raushenberg, John R. 
Tyson, Chuck White, Don Inman, Robert Williams, Patrick Eby, Paul Chilcote. 

Reports 

Minutes of the 2007 Annual Meeting were reviewed and approved by con
sensus. 

President's report 

The president reported that during 2007 he had participated in thirteen major 
events associated with Charles Wesley's Tercentenary, the highlight of which was 
a tercentennial tour of England. 

The Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society are up to date. The Board of 
Directors has decided to have a letter of copyright agreement with presenters of 
papers delivered at the CWS, as was done in the first eight years of the CWS. 

There are no reports from the Vice President or UK secretary/treasurer this 
year. 

The president plans to give more energy to promoting the website this "'ext 
year. He raised the question of some complete articles being placed on the web
site. 

Secretary's Report 

It was reported that the website will continued to be developed with the abil
ity to renew memberships online. 

There are currently thirty-four paid up memberships in the United States. 

Treasurer's Report 

The current balance in checking and savings accounts to date is $12,662.60. 
The sale of the publications continues to be strong. 
All finances related to the CWS have been centralized at the General 

Commission on Archives and History at Drew University in Madison, NJ. 
A motion was made by Tom Albin to accept the reports of the officers. 
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It was seconded by John R. Tyson and approved by the members present. 

Agenda 

Publications 

A standard set of abbreviations of Charles Wesley's works should be put into 
print. 

S T Kimbrough, Jr., will pursue putting information of the materials available 
related to Charles Wesley on the website of the Center for Studies in the Wesleyan 
Tradition of The Divinity School of Duke University in the next issue of the 
Proceedings. 

The CWS facsimile reprint of Hymns for our Lord s Resurrection is out of 
print. The flats are at the Archives building in Madison, NJ, but the cover would 
need to be redone. We need to send the flats to Regina Hamner at BookMasters, 
Inc. for a cost estimate of 500 and of 1000 copies, as well as for the cost to redo 
the cover. After we find out the cost to CWS for reprinting, we will need to deter
mine the cost of the book. It will probably need to go up from S4.95 to at least 
$5.95. 

Three years ago the Annual Meeting of CWS approved printing a facsimile 
reprint of the Foundery Collection. Carlton R. Young is willing to work with S 
T Kimbrough, Jr., on this project. They will consider the possibility of including 
a CD with the music in the collection. 

A British edition of Charles Wesley Letters (vol. 1) is projected for publica
tion ca. 2010. 

Abingdon has published the Manuscript Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, 
M.A. and listed it and the forthcoming volumes of CW Journal Letters, and CW 
Letters as a part of The Charles Wesley Society Series. 

What facsimile reprints should the CWS consider publishing in the future? 
New Years and Watch Night Hymns? Funeral Hymns? 

Members were encouraged to approach the libraries of institutions where they 
are employed to see if they would subscribe to the Proceedings and purchase past 
issues. 

Future Meetings 

2009 Meeting 

A suggestion was made that a joint event be held in the UK, June 18-20,2009 
- with the Madeley event. However, it was concluded that the time is too short 
to plan for same and with the upcoming event in Budapest, Hungary (2010) it 
seemed impractical to coordinate with the UK event. 

The Board of Directors recommends holding the 2009 annual meeting at St. 
Simons Island, Epworth by the Sea - October 16-18 with a backup date of 
October 2-4. 
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20 I 0 Meeting 

It was suggested that the CWS hold its next European meeting August 10-15~ 
20 to in Budapest, Hungary in conjunction with the World Methodist Historical 
Convocation. 

Roy Rauschenberg moved that the dates and places for the CWS annual meet
ings for 2009 (St. Simon's Island, GA) and 2010 (Budapest, Hungary) be 
approved. 

The motion was second bv James Cissell and approved by the members pre
sent. 

Other Business 

A motion from the CWS Board of Directors was presented to make the offices 
of the General Commission on Archives and History of The United Methodist 
Church at Drew University in Madison, NJ, the official depository of the official 
papers and documents of The Charles Wesley Society by executing a certificate 
of gift. 

The motion was seconded and approved with Robert Williams~ General 
Secretary of the General Commission on Arc hives and History abstaining. 

It was recommended by Mark Mann that the CWS look into establishing a 
relationship with the Wesleyan Theological Society (WTS). The president men
tioned that the WTS was open to this when Jason Vickers raised this possibility 
with WTS earlier. 

The president mentioned that he and Jason Vickers will be working on devel
oping the Website over the coming year. 

The 2008 Annual Meeting of the CWS was adjourned by the president. 

Respectfully submitted by 
Patrick Eby, Secretary 





An Important New Resource 
for Study of Charles Wesley 

Randy L. Maddox 

The Center for Studies in the Wesleyan Tradition (CSWT) of Duke Divinity 
School has launched a major initiative to provide online research resources for 
studying the tradition. One of their initial projects will be of great interest to 
those interested in the works of Charles Wesley. 

The CSWT has prepared and posted online a basic critical edition of all of 
Charles Wesley's poetry that was published during his lifetime. They are cur
rently at work on a similar collection of all of the verse left in manuscript at 
Charles Wesley's death. Alongside these collections devoted to Charles Wesley, 
they are also in process of posting a complete set of the hymn and poetry collec
tions that John Wesley edited and published during his lifetime. I 

The combined collections are offered as a long-needed improvement upon the 
current standard 13-volume collection of The Poetical Works ofJohn and Charles 
Wesley by George Osborn (1868-72). While Osborn's collection was a 
Herculean effort in its time and played a significant role in preserving access to 
the Wesleys' poetry and hymn publications, it is marked by several characteris
tics that limit its value as the standard source for scholarly study and citation of 
the Wesley brothers' poetical works. To mention just a few: 

1. Osborn framed his collection to contain only those poems and hymns that 
he believed were original to John or Charles Wesley. This meant excluding 
John's first two published collections, CPH (1737) and CPH (1738) entirely. as 
well as major sections of similar material in other early collections. 

2. Despite his intentions, Osborn included-unawares and without indica
tion-some hymns or poems from the early collections that were not composed 
by John or Charles Wesley. 

3. While the general flow of the text in Osborn's collection is chronological, 
moving from earlier works issued by the Wesley brothers to later works, he fre
quently alters the structure of the works included. 

4. One of the most puzzling decisions that Osborn made was to mix items 
from published collections of Charles Wesley's verse with a portion of the items 
that Charles left in manuscript, without any indication he has done so. 

5. For the items from published collections, Osborn usually prints the text of 
the last edition issued during John Wesley's life, and with no indication of vari
ant readings in earlier editions. 

I These items can be accessed at http://www.divinity.duke.edulwesleyanltextsl. 
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6. On occasion the text printed by Osborn for a specific item departs from all 
earlier published versions. In most of these cases Osborn is opting to print man
uscript corrections that John Wesley made in his personal copy of texts that 
Charles had published independent of John's editorial control. Since Osborn 
gives no indicator of these insertions, the original emphasis of Charles-and 
John's disagreement with it-is obscured. 

7. Finally, Osborn provides very few introductions to enlighten the occasion 
and context of the works included in his collection. 

The CSWT online collection is intended to provide a standard source for 
scholarly study and citation of the poetical works of John and Charles Wesley, 
available globally and at no charge. It has been developed under the following 
guidelines to maximize reliability and usefulness. 

1. A comprehensive collection of verse published by John and Charles 
Wesley was compiled, drawing on Frank Baker's copious research into publish
ers' records and library holdings. Cf. Frank Baker. A Union Catalogue of the 
Publications ofJohn and Charles Wesley. Second (revised) ed., Stone Mountain, 
GA: George Zimmermann, 1991. 

2. The collection is organized in separate sections to allow study of John 
Wesley's editorial role in collecting verse from a number of sources while high
lighting the verse that can reasonably be ascribed to Charles Wesley's hand. 

3. The collection is presented in chronological order, with short introductions 
for each listing that identify its original setting and its textual history. 

4. The first edition (or first available edition) of each work is used as the base 
text, with significant revisions or variant readings in later editions of that work 
identified in footnotes. 

5. The pagination of the first edition is preserved to help standardize refer
ences. 

6. When individual hymns or poems occur in more than one Wesley publica
tion, the first occurrence is consistently footnoted in later settings. 

7. John Wesley's occasional manuscript corrections of or comments on 
Charles's independent publications are indicated in footnotes as appropriate. 

8. 	The text for John Wesley's collections of hymns and poems includes all 
with those appropriated from other authors identified in the footnotes. 

9. The texts are given in both an "original" and "modern" version. The "orig
inal" version reproduces the spelling and punctuation used in the printed first edi
tion, with minor exceptions. The "modern" version replaces archaic spellings, 
expands contractions where modern pronunciation would not change the meter of 
the line, replaces Roman numerals with Arabic, and adopts the modern form for 
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scripture citation. See the "guidelines" for the reproduction of the texts: 
http://www.divinity.duke.edulwesleyan/texts/guidelines.htmI 

In addition to the texts, the CSWT website is adding other research materials 
that scholars of the poetical works of John and Charles Wesley will find of use.2 

Presently these include a comprehensive First-Line Index for all the published 
poetry collections and a Metrical Index for Charles Wesley's 2-volume Short 
Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures (1762). The latter was con
tributed by S T Kimbrough, and we encourage anyone who would like to con
tribute similar resources to be in touch. Similarly, if there are other materials that 
you would encourage us to consider making available in this online scholarly set
ting, please let us know. 

2 http://www.divinity.duke.edu/wesleyanlresearchlwesley.html 

http://www.divinity.duke.edu/wesleyanlresearchlwesley.html
http://www.divinity.duke.edulwesleyan/texts/guidelines.htmI




Singularity in Early Methodism 
Patrick A. Eby 

Late in his life Charles reflected on his time at Oxford in a letter to Dr. 
Chandler. He described his time as follows. 

My first year at College I lost in diversions. The next I set myself to study. 
Diligence led me into serious thinking. I went to the weekly sacrament, and per
suaded two or three young scholars to accompany me, and to observe the method 
of study prescribed by the statues of the University. This gained me the harmless 
nickname of Methodist. I 

This reflection indicates that even late in his life Charles looked at his time in 
Oxford as the time when he became more serious in his Christian walk. Between 
his first and second year he had gone from diversions to diligence. The docu
ments from this time show what this shift involved. His new diligence includee 
a striving for the one thing needful, of being restored in the image of God. This 
included having a singleness of mind and being totally devoted to loving God, 
which is referred to in this study as "singularity." Some of the activities in which 
the Oxford Methodists participated included, but were not limited to, the follow
ing: regularly partaking of the sacrament (at least once a week), fasting on 
Wednesday and Friday (the stationary fasts of the Church), rising early (by six 
o'clock according to some of Charles's correspondence) and caring for the poor. 
In this article I will address the role singularity played in early Methodist theol
ogy. I will also examine the struggle the Oxford Methodists endured not only to 
define the limits and practices of singularity, but also their struggle in defending 
these principles in the face of many critics. 

One of the most important studies of Oxford Methodism is Richard 
Heitzenrater's dissertation, "John Wesley and the Oxford Methodists, 1725-35."2 
In his dissertation, Heitzenrater argued that singularity and the way Oxford 
Methodists put it "into practice, is what set the Methodists apart, especially in the 
Oxford setting."3 The group was made up of 

those persons were who had willingly associated themselves with others who were 
also seeking, in Wesley's own words, "a right state of soul, a mind and spi:-'~ 

renewed after the image of him that created it." Having reached this goal is not the 
criterion. The means used in striving for this goal are not in themselves the mea
sure. Rather the Methodists were those who were striving for that "one thing need
ful," and to that end had a "single intention" in life-"to please God" by improv
ing "in Holiness, in the Love of God and thy Neighbor."4 

I John R. Tyson, ed. Charles Wesley-a Reader (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 
59. "Letter to Dr. Chandler." 

2 Richard P. Heitzenrater, "John Wesley and the Oxford Methodists, 1725-35" (Ph. D., Duke 
University, 1972). 

3 Ibid., p. 275. 
4 Ibid., pp. 44-45. 

17 
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The practices and definition of singularity was not static; instead as new mem
bers joined, the practices of the group changed. Not only that, it seems the appli
cation of these practices was more consistent as the group developed. For 
instance, in noting John's rather relaxed pace on a return to Oxford in June of 
1729, Heitzenrater observed, "his life did not yet exhibit the intensity or singu
larity of purpose which was to motivate the hustle and bustle of later years."s 
Commenting on his life and schedule five years later in 1734, Heitzenrater stated, 
"the tone of [John] Wesley's own life continued to grow more intense as the sin
gular demands of a holy life were increasingly put into practice."6 

When Charles began to be more serious in 1729, his brother Samuel and his 
noted the change. Charles told his brother John, "They wonder here I'm 

so strangely dull (as indeed mirth and I have shook hands and parted) and at ye 
same time pay ye compliment of saying I grow extremely like you ...."7 

The dedication to this type of lifestyle did not seem to have been easy for 
Charles. In a letter to his father on June 11, 1731, Charles recounted how diffi
cult it was to convince his students of the necessity of being singular. Charles 
shared how one of his students-one whom people feared Charles would make 
into an Enthusiast-now received communion only three times a year, and had 
also given up his prayers and studying.8 The struggle to practice and promote sin
gularity was not limited to the students. Both Charles and the other members of 
Oxford Methodism faced challenges from at least one of the leaders of their col
lege. Dr. Terry, who was a canon of Christ Church, 

was rumored to be prepared along with the censors to "blow up the Godly Club," 
as they were called by some. The complaints directed at John Wesley in particu
lar, focused on the impression that he was singular, whimsical, and formaL9 

At about the same time these rumors were being spread, Charles may have 
indicated to John that he doubted the necessity of constant communion. Maybe 
the external attacks were wearing on Charles. Heitzenrater contended that, 

When Charles himself began wavering on the question of the Sacrament during the 
next month, it is likely that the opinion of Clayton was of some weight and value 
in helping John Wesley "recover" his brother to their former view. to 

5 Ibid., pp. 83, 85. 

6 Ibid., p. 232. 

7 Charles Wesley, Letter to John Wesley ([May 17, 1729]), Rev. G. Parkinson, "Copy of a Letter 


from Charles to John Wesley," Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society ii, no. 3 (1899):223. 
8 Charles Wesley, Letter to Samuel Wesley, Sr. (June I J, 173 J), ed. Frank Baker, Charles Wesley: 

As Revealed by His Letters, rev. ed., The Wesley Historical Society Lectures (Madison, New Jersey: 
Charles Wesley Society. 1995), D. 17. 

9 Heitzenrater, p. 140. Cf. John Wesley, Letter to Richard Sr. (Oct. [19], (732), Letters 
I, ed. Frank Baker, vol. 25 of The Bicentennial Edition of the of John Wesley. (Nashville: 
AbiOlzdon Press, 1980). pp. 341-42. 

p. 165. This conclusio~ is drawn from the July 19, 1732 diary entry of John Wesley, 
"Charles came, talk of the Sacmment, recovered him. V.F:' 
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Later that year several accusations were outlined in a letter published in Fog s 
Weekly Journal. II The main charges against Oxford Methodism included what 
Heitzenrater labeled the Pietist principle, "that no Action whatever is indifferent 
is the chief Hinge on which their whole Scheme of Religion turns."12 It also 
charged the Methodists with believing "Religion was design' d to contradict 
Nature." This was expanded with the charge that if they had the medical knowl
edge to make the incision they would follow Origen's pattern of ridding them
selves of earthly desires so they could focus on the spiritual. The writer even sug
gested the name of a doctor they could use if they wished to rid themselves of 
their sexual desire. 13 

A response to this letter was published in February 1733. Although someone 
outside of Oxford Methodism wrote the letter, John's approval of the letter in his 
diary seems to indicate that it was an acceptable explanation of Oxford 
Methodism at that time. 14 The writer described the letter as a response to the 
questions of a friend, who after reading the letter in Fog sWeekly Journal, w(l",ted 
to know more about this seemingly dangerous group. IS One of the ways he gath
ered information was to talk to an unidentified member of the group. He asked 
this member if he would inform him 

of their Motives and Views, and their particular Inducements to a Singularity of 
Behaviour and Life, which had subjected them to the Censures of so many Persons 
of Learning and Capacity.16 

This request indicates not the only singular focus of the group, but also that this 
focus was the source of much of the opposition they faced. After having what the 
writer described as a good conversation with the member of the group, he threw 
"his Way two or three Objections to the Method they were in, in respect to the 
Singularity of the Thing ...."17 In the end the author of the letter admitted their 
ideas had been given more consideration than their opponents had suspected. For 
instance, in addition to their own counsel, they had sought the counsel of "a 
Clergyman as eminent for Wisdom and Integrity, as most private Men in the 
Three Kingdoms."ltI This advisor was Samuel Wesley, Sr.19 Before turning to the 

Jllbid., pp. 188-89. According to Richard Heitzenrater. this "letter was published in Fog's Weekly 
]ournnl, Saturday, December 9, 1732, pp. I, 2. It is headed, 'To the Author of Fog's Journal.'" 

12 Ibid., p. 189. 
n Ibid., pp. 189-90. 
14 Ibid., p. 205. 
15 The Oxford Methodists Being Some Account ofa Society of Young Gentlemen in That City, So 

Denominated; . .. In a Letter from a Gentleman near Oxford, to His Friend at London, (London: 
printed for J. Roberts, 1733), pp. 1-2; henceforth cited as Letter from a Gentleman. 

16Ibid., p. 3. 
17Ibid., p. 9. 
IX Ibid., p. II. 
19 1reached this conclusion by observing the transcript of a letter in the Letter from a Gentleman. 

On page 5 is the same as a letter from Samuel Wesley, Sr., to John on September 28, 1730, as found 
in Clarke, Memoirs of the Wesley Family, 249-50. 

http:Capacity.16
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main reason for the letter, which was a defense of the Oxford Methodist against 
accusations found in the letter in Fog s Weekly Journal-a defense which mainly 
recounted the ascetic nature of the group and questioned the crime in following 
the rules of Primitive Christianity-the writer gave his own sense of what he the 
group was all about. He felt Oxford Methodists were labeled singular for three 
main habits. First, they cared for the sick, the poor, and the prisoner. Second, 
they practiced constant communion. Third, they observed the fasts of the 
Church.20 The importance of their care for the poor was highlighted by a set of 
questions the writer received from his inside source. These questions were 
divided into four groups. The first group included five questions, which focused 
on imitating God in doing good deeds to others. In one question the actions and 
the motivation of doing good to the poor was as follows; is it not our duty"... 
always to remember, that He did more for us, than we can do for Him, who 
assures us, Inasmuch as ye have done it to one of the least of these my Brethren, 
ye have done it unto Me?,,21 Specifically this meant that according to their abil
ity they had "Fed the Hungry, Cloathed the Naked, [and] Visited those that are 
Sick, and in Prison."22 The second group of questions dealt with their responsi
bility to do good to their acquaintances by trying to convince them of their under
standing of Christianity. A single word sums up their evaluation of the message 
they were sharing with their acquaintances: necessary. The third group asked 
more specific questions in how they were to care for the "hungry, naked, or sick." 
The final group dealt with caring for those who are in prison.23 

The public struggle, not only with the leaders of the college, but also in the 
press, may partially explain why Charles informed his brother Samuel of a 
University statute supporting him in his position. Charles wrote, "Since my last 
I met with a remarkable clause in our Statutes, which not only justifies, but I think 
requires, my pressing the duty of fasting on my pupils."24 

In a letter to his father Samuel in June 1733, John shared the struggle he was 
experiencing during this time. One of the major things that bothered him was the 
growing reluctance of two of his "young gentlemen" to see the Wednesday fast 
as necessary and of their diminishing commitment to singularity. He wrote, 

One of my young gentlemen told me at my return that he was more and more afraid 
of singularity; another that he had read an excellent piece of Mr. Locke's, which 
had convinced him of the mischief of regarding authority. Both of them agreed that 
the observing of Wednesday as a fast was an unnecessary singularity.25 

20 Letter from a Gentleman, pp. 8-9. 
21 Ibid., p. 15. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
24 Charles Wesley, Letter to Samuel Wesley, Jr. (February 5, 1732133), Baker, p. 17. 
25 John Wesley, Letter to Samuel Wesley, Sr. (June 13, 1733), Letters I, ed. Frank Baker, The 

Bicentennial Edition of the Works ofJohn Wesley. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980), 25:350. 
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His disappointment was not limited to these two students. Later in the letter 
he noted that the number of communicants at St. Mary's had shrunk from twenty
seven to five. All the controversy seemed to make it more difficult to get people 
to accept his definition of singularity and the practices he associated with it. He 
shared with his father what he perceived were the costs of his unpopular beliefs; 
the "consequences of my singularity were reducible to three: diminution of for
tune, loss of friends, and of reputation."26 

The complaints John received were not only from his students, there was at 
least one parent who confronted John. Richard Morgan, whose older son had 
died after being a part of the Oxford Methodists, gave John instructions on how 
to care for his younger son when he sent him to be a student. In the midst of these 
instructions he showed his displeasure with Oxford Methodism's emphasis on 
singularity by noting it was dangerous "for young people to pretend to be more 
pure and holy than the rest of mankind."27 

Although this was a difficult period, with a growing disaffection for Oxford 
Methodism in general, it was also the year when George Whitefield joined the 
group. Whitefield was familiar with Oxford Methodism before he arrived as a 
student. He was not only aware of them; he defended them when he heard peo
ple criticizing them. After being introduced to the group by Charles Wesley, 
Whitefield noted he was practicing the disciplines that had made the group so 
unpopular. He wrote, 

I now began, like them, to live by rule, and to pick up the very fragments of my 
time, that not a moment of it might be lost. Whether I ate or drank, or whatsoever 
I did, I endeavoured to do all to the glory of God. Like them, having no weekly 
sacrament, although the Rubric required it, at our own college, I received every 
Sunday at Christ Church. I joined them in keeping the stations by fasting 
Wednesdays and Fridays [and left no means unused, which I thought would lead 
me nearer to Jesus 

Whitefield noted his involvement in other activities common to Oxford 
Methodism at the time, including "Regular retirement," visiting the sick and poor, 
and studying books dealing with the "heart of religion."29 One such book was 
Henry Scougal's The Life ofGod in the Soul ofMan. 30 This was one of the first 
books Charles recommended to George Whitefield. Whitefield noted the affect 
this book had on his life. 

26 John Wesley, Letter to Samuel Wesley, Sr. (June 13, 1733), Lellers I in Works, 25:35 L 
27 Richard Morgan, Sr., Letter to John Wesley, November 22, 1733. Letters I in Works, 25:358. 

cf. Heitzenrater, p. 235. 
28 George Whitefield, George Whitefield's Journals ([Edinburgh]: Banner of Truth Trust, 1960), 

p.47. 
29 Ibid., pp. 47-48. 
30Por a fuller description of this relationship see, D. Butler, Henry Scougal and the Oxford 

Methodists: Or, the Influence of a Religious Teacher of the Scottish Church (Edinburgh: W. 
Blackwood and Sons, 1899). 
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In a short time he [Charles Wesley] let me have another book entitled, 'The Life of 
God in the Soul of Man;' (and, though I had fasted, watched, and prayed, and 
received the sacrament so long, yet I never knew what true religion was, till God 
sent me that excellent treatise by the hands of my never-to-be-forgotten friend).31 

This book also seemed to be fairly important to Charles Wesley. Not only did he 
recommend it to Whitefield, he also read this book with his sister Hetty,32 and 
quoted from it in a letter to James Hutton. 

Charles Wesley's emphasis on being restored in the image of God is very sim
ilar to Scougal's definition of "true religion." Scougal defined "true religion" as 
a "Union of the Soul with God, a real participation of the Divine Nature, the very 
Image of God drawn upon the Soul, or in the Apostle's phrase, it is Christformed 
within us. "33 He focused on five characteristics of the Divine Life. "The root of 
the Divine Life is Faith, the chief branches are Love to God, Charity to Man, 
Purity, and Humility."34 Of primary importance for this study is Scougal's defin
ition of purity. Scougal defined purity as the ability to 

despise and abstain from all pleasures and delights of sense or fancy which are sin
ful in themselves, or tend to extinguish or lesson our relish of more divine and 
intellectual pleasures; which doth also infer a resoluteness to undergo all those 
hardships he may meet with in the performance of his 

In other words purity involved denying oneself of all pleasures that either were 
sinful in themselves, or even more important for understanding the singleness of 
Oxford Methodism, avoiding those pleasures which diminished love for God or 
the ability to endure the hardships necessary to show love to the neighbor. 
Scougal further clarified his definition of purity saying it "consists in a neglect of 
worldly enjoyments and accommodations, and a resolute enduring of all such 
troubles as we meet with in the doing of our duty."36 He illustrated this type of 
purity by looking at the life of Jesus, who although he did not deny legal plea
sures for others, like marriage or wine, chose to live a life without those plea
sures. According to Scougal, Jesus refusal to enjoy the blessings of this life 
should be the example Christians follow. It is this understanding of the Scriptures 
and of the life of Christ, which seemed to be accepted by Oxford Methodism: 
Jesus' example was to be followed exactly, even his example of celibacy. 

31 Whitefield. p. 17. 
32 Charles Wesley, Tuesday, September 13, 1737, S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Kenneth G. C. 

Newport, eds., The Manuscript Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A, 2 vols., (Nashville: 
Kingswood Books, 2008), 1:88. 

33 Henry Scougal, The Life of God in the Soul of Man or, the Nature and Excellency of the 
.. With a Preface. By Gilbert Burnet (London: printed for Thomas Bever, 

p.15. 

35 Ibid., p. 16. 

36 Ibid., p. 23. 
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Although the public fervor may have diminished by 1734, those closest to 
John Wesley continued to question the necessity of singularity. During this time 
he struggled to convince John Robson of its importance. He received advice from 
John Clayton on how to deal with Robson's reluctance to embrace singularity, 
showing not only the importance of singularity to the group, but also reminding 
John of the importance they should place on sharing their understanding of the 
Christian life, even with students who had doubts or difficulties like John 
Robson.37 Clayton wrote, 

I can see no other way of giving them a deep sense that they have but one business 
to do in life than to be constantly aiming at the unum necessarium; and speaking 
of it not a little now and then, but frequently and fervently . ... And as to fasting, 
communicating, etc., I must say this, that I do not know one instance of a person 
that took up the practice of them without being first moved thereto by the advice 
and exhortations of his friend."38 

During this time, even his father Samuel, who was generally supportive of 
John's singularity, questioned his application of it. He took exception to John's 
singularity in a letter in which he pleaded with John to take his living at Epworth .. 
He argued, "We are not to fix our eye on one single point of duty, but to take in 
the complicated view of all the circumstances in every state of life that offers."39 
His argument not only failed to convince John to take his living at Epworth, it 
also seems to have strengthened John's resolve to be singular in his life. Within 
two days of receiving this letter from his father, John noted in his dairy "that his 
evening study group had all indicated they were 'convinced of Celibacy. '" This 
would become another mark of singularity for the group.40 

It was not only students like Robson who struggled to live with Oxford 
Methodism's definition of singularity. In fact, at times singularity became the 
final objection people had to joining the group. In 1735, George Whitefield 
informed John Wesley that Mr. Ratcliff, who was a prospective member of the 
group, accepted "Almost everything, ... only objects against singularity, the 
Obligation we lye under to Fast, and to Communicate as often as possibly we 
can."41 

John's attempts to convince people of the necessity of singularity were not 
limited to his students, he also attempted to convince his sisters of the need to be 
singular. In the case of Emilia this attempt was met with strong resistance. She 
informed John, "You seem to assert we ought to fix all our thoughts, hopes, 

37 Heitzenrater, pp. 273-74. John Wesley was concerned with John Robson's failure to attend 
communion regularly and with his failure to rise early. 

3X John Clayton, Letter to John Wesley (Aug. 2, 1734), Letters I in Works, 25:392. 
39 Samuel Wesley, Sr., Letter to John Wesley (November 20, 1734), Letters I in Works, 25:397. cf. 

Joseph Priestley, ed. Original Letlers (Birmingham, [Eng.]: Printed by Thomas Pearson, and sold by 
J. Johnson ... 1791), pp. 48-50. Heitzenrater, p. 294. 

40 Oxford Diary. Vol. V, 93 (Dec 9, 1734), as quoted in Heitzenrater, pp. 294-95. 
41 Ibid., p. 312, as quoted in George Whitefield, Letter to John Wesley (April I, 1735). 
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desires on God alone; here again I differ."42 Her letter to John mainly deals with 
the charges he made, accusing her of worldliness and of neglecting her prayers 
and communion. Her answer was to question John's instance that they were nec
essary. After defending her actions and inaction, she then turned to John's moti
vations. She asked why he was so singular, why did he deny worldly happiness? 
She thought the answer could be explained by his loss of Varanese to another. 
She asked him, 

Had you not lost your dear Mrs. C[hapo]n[e], where had your love been fixed? On 
heaven, I hope, principally, but a large share too had been hers; you would not have 
been so spiritualized, something of this lower world would have had its part of your 
heart, wise as you are. But being deprived of her, there went all hope of worldly 
happiness. And now the mind, which is an active principle, losing its aim here, has 
fixed on its Maker.43 

It was also in 1735 that John decided to go to Georgia. In a letter to John 
Wesley dated September 28, 1735, Dr. John Burton, of Corpus Christi College, 
Oxford, who had been on friendly terms with John Wesley at least since 1726, 
tried to moderate John's singular focus as he prepared to go to America. 
Although he encouraged him to undertake the mission to Georgia, he also gave 
John some advice on how to minister to those in his care. He cautioned John, 
"The generality of the people are babes in the progress of their Christian life, to 
be fed with milk instead of strong meat."44 His concern was with John's singu
larity. 

You will keep in view the pattern of the gospel preacher, St. Paul, who became all 
things to all men, that he might gain some. Here is a nice trial of Christian pru
dence. Accordingly in every case you would distinguish between what is essential 
and what is merely circumstantial to Christianity, between what is indispensable 
and what is variable, between what is of divine and what is of human authority. I 
mention this because men are apt to deceive themselves in such cases, and we see 
the traditions and ordinances of men frequently insisted on with more rigour than 
the commandments of God, to which they are subordinate; singularities of less 
importance are often espoused with more zeal than the weighty matters of God's 
law. As in all Doints we love ourselves, so especially in our hypotheses.45 

Charles decision to join his brother in going to America involved a shift in his 
plans. Until his brother approached him, Charles had planned on staying at 
Oxford. This sudden transition to a pastoral ministry meant Charles would now 
be responsible to preach. Some of what he preached was copied from his brother, 
but even though it was copied from his brother, it agreed with the themes found 
in his earliest sermons. The first sermon by Charles of which we have a record 

42 Emilia Wesley, Letter to John Wesley ([August 13, 1735]), Letters I in Works, 25:431. 
43 Ibid. 
44John Burton, Letter t9 John Wesley (September 28, 1735) Letters I in Works, 25:436. Cf. 

Heitzenrater. p. 326. I 

45 Ibid. 
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was based on Philippians 3:13-14 and included the phrase, "but this one thing I 
do."46 In this sermon to pursue "this one thing" meant a commitment to strive for 
Christian perfection. This pursuit included a rejection of worldly pleasures. He 
argued: 

... since we are not so secured of our reward, as to be excluded from all possibil
ity of losing it, we are not at liberty to indulge ourselves in a state of ease and secu
rity.47 

Another sermon he preached on his way to America was based on 2 Kings 
18:21. In this sermon he presented the need to choose between two options
love of the world or love of God. The people Charles seemed to be addressing in 
this sermon were those who had chosen the things of this life. He asked, "Do we 
not see many Christians who make loud professions of zeal for religion, still anx
ious for the good things of this lifeT48 According to Charles, there are three 
major competitors for our affections, and these competitors lead us away from the 
most important thing in this life-loving God. These three competitors are the 
world, the flesh, and the devil. Charles continued emphasis on asceticism can be 
seen in his definition of the world. He said, 

For who is there among us that may be tenned holy in the strict sense of the word 
as it implies a total renunciation of the world, the flesh, and the devil; an entire and 
absolute devotion of ourselves to God? ... There are, God knows, many rivals, 
who will dispute with him his right to absolute and entire dominion. The world 
with her pomps and vanities, pleasures and delights, entertainments and diversions, 
has monopolized a share of our affections.49 

Later in the sermon he further emphasized this 

The blessed apostle St James saith expressly (Jam 4.4) that the friendship of the 
world is enmity with God; and whosoever will be a friend of the world is an enemy 
of God. Here we see that there is no such thing as dividing our love. The love of 
the world is absolutely inconsistent with the love of God. So that if we afford the 
world, or anything besides God any part of our love, in such proportion do we 
become the enemies of God.5o 

One of the most striking things about this sermon, especially when compared 
with the singularity practiced at Oxford, was that it lacked a positi ve focus on the 
love of neighbor. In this sermon, the love of God was not presented in concert 
with loving neighbor, caring for the poor, and partaking of the means of grace; 
instead it was defined almost exclusively by contrasting it with the love of the 
world. This does not mean that Charles had abandoned these things, but it does 

46 Kenneth G. C. Newport, ed. The Sermons of Charles Wesley: A Critical Edition, with 
Introduction and Notes (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2(01), p. 95. 

47 Ibid., p. 100. 
48 Ibid., p. III. 
49 Ibid., p. 112. 
50 Ibid., p. 118. 
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seem to indicate that this was motive enough to live an ascetic lifestyle for 
Charles at this time in his life. 

A third sermon written by Charles and preached during the earliest days in 
Georgia was based on Psalms 126:7 and focused on the role of suffering in the 
life of the Christian. It highlighted the way that the virtues of humility, faith, 
hope, and love lead to each other and ultimately to an eternal joy. The need for 
a heavenly focus can be seen in Charles's explanation of those moments when 
people are overcome by the cares of the world, when they become in Charles's 
words "like common men." Note how the call for a singular focus went above 
and beyond the common, it was a call to consistent holiness. 

If they have a deep humility, a strong faith, a Ii vely hope, and a fervent love some
times, do they not at other times droop, and so faint in their minds as to become 
like common men? If they do, no one can expect their joy should reach farther than 
the cause of it; they cannot be always happy till they are always holy. When they 
are always heavenly-minded, they shall then rejoice evermore pI 

In addition to these sermons written by Charles Wesley, there are three ser
mons from this early period that Charles copied from his brother John that dealt 
with the issue of singularity. The first sermon Charles preached in America 
(about one month before the previous sermon) was based on Matthew 6:22-23 
and was titled "A Single Intention." Notice that even though this sermon was 
copied from his brother, it focused on a theme common to all of the sermons 
observed above. Matthew 6:22-23 reads, 

The light of the body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body 
shall be full of light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of dark
ness.52 

In the first section of the sermon, Charles described what he meant by "The 
light of the body is the eye.'I' If the eye be single, your whole life will be filled 
with light, "'But if thine eye be evil', if thy intentions be not single, ..." then the 
result is darkness. This singleness, the one thing needful, was described as a 
"recovery of the image of God." If one was not pursuing this goal, the result was 
a life filled with darkness, ignorance, guilt, and misery. Charles wrote: 

3. 'But if thine eye be evil', if thy intention be not single, if thou hast more ends 
than one in view; if, besides that of pleasing God, thou hast a design to please thy
self, or to do thy own will; if thou aimest at anything beside the one thing needful, 
namely, a recovery of the image of God: 'thy whole body shall be full of dark
ness;' thou wilt see no light, which way soever thou tumest. 53 

Charles concluded this sermon by applying it to the common adventure they were 
about to begin in Georgia. First, he argued that to be single in their intentions 

51 Ibid., p. 126. 

52 Ibid., p. 308. Italics are from the original both in this quotation and in those that follow. 

53 Ibid., p. 309. 
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meant observing their religious duties not to please people, but to please God. 
Second, it meant seeing their work as a way they could please God. Thif(~, 

Charles applied it to their eating and drinking, or "refreshments." He quoted 1 
Corinthians 10:31 to support this: "Whether ye eat or drink, or whatsoever ye do, 
do all to the glory of God." Fourth, he applied it to their diversions; "Whatsoever 
ye do." Finally he applied it to all of their conversations. In other words their 
whole life was to be focused on God, whether they were involved in religious 
activities, working, eating, enjoying free time or talking.54 

Starting in September 1736 Charles preached another sermon copied from his 
brother John from LukelO:42.55 This sermon was based on the Scripture, "One 
thing is needful."56 The primary focus was to define singularity. Many of the 
ideas already noted are present in this sermon, but in this sermon some of them 
have been qualified. This sermon still related singularity to being restored in the 
image of God, but it also focused on the loss of the image and the resulting prob
lems. To regain the image would involve having "our diseases cured, our wounds 
healed, and our uncleanness done away. 57 One development was the discussion 
of the place that pain and pleasure have in the Christian life. 

Every pain cries aloud, 'Love not the world, neither the things of the world.' And 
every pleasure says, with a still small voice, 'Thou shalt love the Lord thy God 
with all thy heart.' 58 

This sermon while denying that the marks of success were the one thing needful; 
did concede they could be a part of it pursuit. 

Is it [the one thing needful] to obtain honour, power, reputation, or (as the phrase 
is) to get prefennent? Is the one thing to gain a large share in that fairest of the 
fruits of earth, learning? No. Though any of these may sometimes be conducive 
to, none of them is, the one thing needfuI.59 

In spite of this concession that honor, power, reputation, and learning may be 
used to obtain the one thing needful, the sermon still had an ascetic focus. The 
main distraction to being restored in the image of God was still the love of the 
world. The diseases from which people need healed included "those inbred dis
eases of our nature, self-love, and the love of the world."60 

Charles began preaching a sermon on Mark 12:30 in October of 1737.61 The 
overarching theme of this sermon was how to love God. The emphasis was that 
the love of everything else should either lead to a love of God, or flow from a love 

54 Ibid., pp. 309-13. 

55 Ibid., p. 360. 

56 Ibid., p. 362. 

57 Ibid., p. 364. 

58 Ibid., p. 366. 

59 Ibid., p. 367. 

60 Ibid., p. 366. 
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for God. Charles quoted the following to support this premise; "Thou shalt love 
God alone for his own sake, and all things else only so far as they tend to him."62 
The major obstructions to loving God were a divided purpose and the love of the 
world. 

3. What wonder is it, then, that the essential wisdom of the Father knew no mean 
between a single and an evil eye! That his inspired Apostle cries out with such 
vehemence of affection, 'Purify your hearts, ye double-minded;' that his beloved 
disciple, after 'This is the true God,' immediately subjoins, 'Little children, keep 
yourselves from idols.' What idols and what idolatry we are to keep ourselves 
from he elsewhere explicitly declares, in those well-known words, 'Love not the 
world, neither the things of the world: if any man love the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him. '63 

About this time his journal contains some important conversations. One 
ongoing conversation was with [Peter] Appee. These conversations indicate 
Charles continued emphasis on being resorted in the image of God and of the 
importance of singularity. On July 31, 1736, after the sudden death of Appee's 
fiancee, Charles had an opportunity to ask him about his loss. Charles recorded 
the following impression of their conversation. "I concluded his heart was right, 
and its uppermost desire to recover the divine image." Immediately after this 
observation Charles noted the affect the sacrament had on him. "Something of 
this desire [to be restored in the image of God] I felt ... and found myself encour
aged, by an unusual hope of pardon, to strive against sin."64 Later, after Appee 
informed Charles of his lack of faith, Charles encouraged him to begin immedi
ately to work out his salvation, which would include "the one condition of 
exchanging this world for the next."65 

His record of two conversations with Appee have some interesting insights, 
not only into the perception others had of John and Charles in America, but also 
into the struggles Charles may have had in living out the singular life. The first 
was the recounting of a conversation between Appee and Oglethorpe, as related 
to Charles by Appee. Whether or not Appee was accurate in recounting the con
versation, the fact remains that on at least some level the behavior of John and 
Charles was open to the following charges. Their fasting and other "abstentious
ness" were seen as "mere hypocrisy." Appee also related that both he and 
Oglethorpe felt Charles was either uneasy under the restraints of John, or was 
more interested in pleasing himself than God. Both of these accusations imply 
that others felt Charles struggled with being singular. One explanation given for 
his singularity was that he felt he was under the restraints of his older brother 
John. Later, Charles recorded the following observation of Appee. 

62Ibid., p. 351. 

63 Ibid., p. 352. 

604 Charles Wesley, July 31, 1736, Kimbrough and Newport, eds., 1 :46. 
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He frankly replied he took me to be partly in earnest, but I had a much greater mind 
to please myself than to please God. That as for money, I did not much value it, 
but in my eagerness for pleasure and praise I was a man after his own heart. Th'lt 
as I could not hold it, he wished I would leave off my strictness, for I should then 
be much better company.66 

Charles neither affirmed nor denied Appee's observations. He recorded them in 

his journal and let them stand uncontested. 

With this background in mind I would like to look at some of the poetry from 

Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739). This publication was a collection of poems 

from several sources, including selections from John or Charles. Forty-two selec

tions, or approximately one third of the collection were excerpts from George 

Herbert's (1593-1633) The Temple, twenty-two translations from the Moravian 

hymnbook, Das Gesang-Buch der Gemeine in Hermhut (1735), and texts by 

John Gambold and Antoinette Bourignon (1616-80).67 The poems dealing with 

being restored in the image of God focused primarily on being single in the love 

of God and on the avoidance of the pleasures of the world. 

Several of Hebert's poems addressed the issue of singularity and the trap of 

worldly pleasures. In "Frailty," pleasures, even though despised, have become a 

trap. This leads to a prayer to be set free and united to God. 

1. 	 Lord, how in silence I despise 
The giddy worldling's snare! 

This beauty, riches, honour, toys 
Not worth a moment's care. 

Hence painted dust, and gilded clay! 
You have no charms for me: 

Delusive breath, be far away! 
I waste no thought on thee. 

2. 	 But when abroad at once I view 
Both the world's hosts and thine! 

These simple, sad, afflicted, few, 
These num'rous, gay and fine: 

Lost my resolves, my scorn is past, 
I boast my strength no more; 

A willing slave they bind me fast 
With unresisted pow'r. 

66 Ibid., I :49-50; Charles Wesley, August 26, 1736. 
67 John Wesley and Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems: A Facsimile of the First Edition, 

London: William Strahan, 1739 (Madison, NJ: The Charles Wesley Society, 2007). Introduction by 
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3. 	 0 brook not this; let not thy foes 
Profane thy hallow'd shrine: 

Thine is my sou], by sacred vows 
Of strictest union thine! 

Hear then my just, tho' late request, 
Once more the captive free; 

Renew thy image in my breast, 
And claim my heart for thee.68 

In the following poem, Charles Wesley's reflection on Galatians 3:22, the 
things which divide the heart are concupiscence and pride. He pleads for healing 
of the sin-sick soul, and the desire to shine in the image of God. 

I. 	 Jesu, the sinner's friend, to thee 
Lost and undone for aid I flee, 
Weary of earth, myself, and sin
Open thine arms, and take me in. 

2. 	 Pity and heal my sin-sick soul, 
'Tis thou alone canst make me whole, 
Fat' n, till in me thine image shine, 
And cursed I am till thou art mine. 

3. 	 Hear, Jesu, hear my helpless cry, 
o save a wretch condemn'd to die! 

The sentence in myself I feel, 

And all my nature teems with hell. 


4. 	 When shall concupiscence and pride 
No more my tortur'd heart divide! 
When shall this agony be o'er, 
And the old Adam rage no more !69 

This fear of the pleasure~ of the world can even be seen in a mealtime prayer. 
There is a real fear that the senses can lead a person away from living a godly life. 

1. 	 Enslav'd to sense, to pleasure prone, 
Fond of created good; 

Father, our helplessness we own, 
And trembling taste our food. 

2. 	 Trembling we taste: for ah! no more 
To thee the creatures lead; 

Chang'd they exert a fatal pow'r, 
And poison while they feed.70 

68Ibid.• p. 41. [John Wesley], "Frailty. From George Herbert." All poetry is quoted from 
http://www.divinity.duke.edu/wesleyanltextslcw_published_verse.html.This publication follows cer
tain guidelines in modernizing the text. I am using the original text, which has fewer modifications. 
These guidelines can be found at http://www.divinity.duke.edulwesleyan/texts/guidelines.html. 

69 Ibid., pp. 92-93. [Charles Wesley], "Gal iii. 22." 
7oIbid., p. 35. [Charles Wesley], "Another [Grace before MeaL]" 

http://www.divinity.duke.edulwesleyan/texts/guidelines.html
http://www.divinity.duke.edu/wesleyanltextslcw_published_verse.html.This
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Although avoidance of the world is a major emphasis of singularity in the HSP 
(1739), there are other expressions of singularity. A hymn translated from Johann 
Scheffler (1624-1677) emphasized the positive aspect of loving God alone. 

1. 	 Thee will I love, my strength, my tower, 
Thee will I love, my joy, my crown, 

Thee will I love with all my power, 
In all my works and thee alone! 

Thee will I love till the pure fire 
Fill my whole soul with chaste desire.7! 

Although this verse focused primarily on the positive aspect, note the last line. 
The goal was to have a "chaste desire." The rest of the poem laments the late turn 
to God. Before this turn to God although searching for God, he confessed, "Thy 
creatures more than thee I 10v'd."72 

John Wesley's translation of a hymn by Johann Freylinghausen (1670-1739) 
describes being restored in the image of God as putting on the mind of Christ. This 
meant becoming gentle and humble, and desiring only those things dear to Christ. 

5. 	 Renew thy image, Lord, in me, 

Lowly and gentle may I be; 


No charms but these to thee are dear: 
No anger may'st thou ever find, 
No pride in my unruffled mind, 

But faith and heav'n-born peace be there. 

6. 	 A patient, a victorious mind 
That, life and all things cast behind, 

Springs forth obedient to thy call, 
A heart, that no desire can move, 
But still t'adore, believe and love, 

Give me, my Lord, my life, my all.73 

Charles agreed with this assessment. Being restored involved certain attitudes 
and disciplines, each which would lead to being totally focused on Christ. 

4. 	 Meek and lowly be my mind, 
Pure my heart, my will resign'd! 
Keep me dead to all below, 
Only Christ resolv'd to know, 
Firm and disengag'd and free, 
Seeking all my bliss in thee.74 

71 Ibid., p. 198. [Johann Scheffler], "Gratitude for our Conversion. From the German." 

72 Ibid., p. 199. 

73 Ibid., p. 182. [Johann Freylinghausen], "Christ Protecting and Sanctifying." 

74 Ibid., pp. 219-20. [Charles Wesley?], "John xvi. 24." 
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This singleness even included pursuing God while at work. This can be seen 
in a hymn titled "To be sung at Work." 

3. 	 Thy bright example I pursue 
To thee in all things rise, 

And all I think, or speak, or do, 
Is one great sacrifice. 

4. 	 Careless thro' outward cares I go, 
From all distraction free: 

My hands are but engag'd below, 

My heart is still with thee.75 


These few verses show some of the ways singleness was expressed in poetry. 
Was this the position of John and Charles at this point of their lives? That ques
tion is more difficult to answer than it may appear at first. The preface to this col
lection included the following disclaimer: 

Some Verses, it may be observ'd, in the following Collection, were wrote upon the 
Scheme of the Mystic Divines. And these, 'tis own'd, we had once in great 
Veneration, as the best Explainers of the Gospel of CHRIST. But now we are con
vinced that we therein greatly err'd: not knowing the Scriptures, neither the Power 
of GOD.16 

The preface went on to explain why they had rejected these "Mystic Divines." 
They were deemed no longer acceptable because they "lay Another 
Foundation."77 Although the "Mystic Divines" rejected outward works as lead
ing to justification, they affirmed that our inward righteousness was required for 
justification. John and Charles no longer accepted that either inward or outward 
righteousness was the "Ground ofour Justification. "78 Instead, holiness of heart 
(inward righteousness) and life (outward righteousness) were a result of justifi
cation. The sole ground or merit for our "Acceptance with GOD . .. is the 
Righteousness and the Death of CHRIST, who fulfilled GOD'S Law, and died in 
our Stead. "79 Even the condition of justification was not tied to these works but 
was a result of faith alone. John and Charles did specify a relationship between 
faith and these works in the preface. Faith did not include either good works or 
holiness, but it did necessarily produce them.80 A second difficulty with the 
"Mystic Divines" was the way they pursued holiness. They pursued holiness in 
isolation, "To the Desert, to the Desert, and GOD will build you up. "81 For the 
Wesleys, there are no "Holy Solitaries. "82 "The Gospel of CHRIST knows ofno 

75 Ibid., p. 194. [Charles Wesley?], "Another [To be sung at Work.}" 
76 Ibid., p. iii. 
77 Ibid., p. iv. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid., p. v. 
so Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
S2 Ibid., p. viii. 
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Religion, but Social; no Holiness but Social Holiness. Faith working by Love, is 
the depth and height of Christian Perfection. "IB This rejection of the "Mystic 
Divines" makes it difficult to make any firm statements about the theology of 
John or Charles based on the hymns in this collection. At the very least, any 
hymn that seems to assert the theology rejected in the preface should be treated 
with caution and, at the most, expressing a theology they formerly held, but now 
had rejected. In other words, many of these poems, even if they agree with what 
we have seen of John's and Charles's theology and practice at Oxford and in 
Georgia, may not be the position they would have held in 1739. This raises an 
interesting question. How did the poetry in this collection shape early 
Methodism?H4 Did John and Charles create expectations for the Christian life 
they had already abandoned? S T Kimbrough, Jr., has noted the importance of 
this collection for the formation of early Methodist theology. 

The 1739 volume is extremely important for the understanding of Wesleyan theol
ogy and the nature of the emerging Methodist spirituality and devotional life.tls 

He has also noted "This collection functioned as a primer in theology for the 
Methodist people."H6 Proof of this can be seen by the large number of allusions 
to these hymns by early Methodists, including but not limited to Mary Fletcher, 
Hester Ann Rogers, and Jane Cooper.!!7 

What has been emphasized in this article is the primary place singularity 
played in early Methodism, a singularity marked by asceticism, a dedication to 
the means of grace and a complete dedication to loving God and neighbor. This 
emphasis on singularity was expressed in many of the poems found in HSP 
(1739). The preface to this hymnal rejected the theology of the Mystics who used 
to be highly thought of by John and Charles. How the emphasis on singularity 
changed because of this rejection of the Mystics is difficult to judge, but even if 
John and Charles had changed their view of singularity by 1739, it would con
tinue to influence early Methodism because of its inclusion in HSP (1739). 
Whether or not this emphasis continued, and if so for how long, requires further 
study. 

K3lbid. 

!!4Ibid., p. xx. In his Introduction to Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739) Paul Chilcote claims that 


this volume and its contents were widely alluded to in the writing of early Methodists. 
85 Ibid., p. iii. Preface by S T Kimbrough, Jr. 
l!6 Ibid., p. vi. Introduction by Paul Chilcote. 
87 Ibid., p. xx. 





Charles Wesley and Christian Practices 
Paul W. Chilcote 

Over the past twenty years, two questions dominate the focused attention 
given to Christian practices: "What does it mean to live the Christian life faith
fully and well?" and "How can we help one another to do SO?"I The concept of 
practices linked with specific communities of faith, of course, is nothing new, but 
contemporary students of ecclesial practices are discovering much about how 
these activities both shape people and reflect their values and senses of meaning. 
Perhaps no movement has exerted greater influence in these rediscoveries than 
the Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People in Faith directed 
by Dorothy Bass.2 In their essay on "A Theological Understanding of Christian 
Practices," Craig Dykstra and Dorothy Bass define Christian practices precisely 
as "things Christian people do together over time to address fundamental human 
needs in response to and in the light of God's active presence for the life of the 
world."3 Elsewhere Dykstra describes these practices in a somewhat more con
versational style: 

Christian practices are not activities we do to make something spiritual happen 
in our lives. Nor are they duties we undertake to be obedient to God. Rather, they 
are patterns of communal action that create openings in our lives where the grace, 
mercy, and presence of God may be made known to us. They are places where the 
power of God is experienced. In the end, these are not ultimately our practices but 
forms of participation in the practice of God.4 

Charles Wesley's life and ministry revolved around the same concerns that 
have fueled the revival of Christian practices in our own time. His primary qlJ~S
tions were those with which I began this presentation. His driving passion was 
to live faithfully in Christ and to establish communities in which others claimed 
this as their primary vocation as well. Despite the fact that Christian practices 
were central to early Methodism, little has been written about the way in which 
spiritual disciplines shaped the lives of the Methodist people. Among scholars 
interested in such questions, Hal Knight, undoubtedly stands out among them in 

questions in her forward to Craig Dykstra, Growing in 
the l!:ducatlOn and Christian Practices, 2nd edn. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

xii-xiv. 
inaugural volume in the Practices of Faith Series, edited by Dorothy C. Bass, Practicing 

Searching People (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997). Since its incep
tion, scholars have explored a number of Christian practices, such as honoring the body, testimony, 
song, and the gift of time, in this publishing project. The Valparaiso Project website (www.practicing
ourfaith.org) invites the reader to "explore a way of life shaped by practices that respond to God's 
grace and reflect God's love for you, for others, and for aU creation." 

3 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, "A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices," in 
Miroslav Volf and Dorothy Bass, eds., Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life 
(Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2(01), p. 18. 

4 http://www.practicingourfaith.orglprccwhacare_practices.html 
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the work he has done on the "means of grace." In a fairly recent book, he iden
tifies some of the Christian practices that continue to enrich the heirs of the 
Wesleyan tradition. He explores eight "life-enriching practices," as he calls them, 
under the four rubrics of personal devotion, worshiping together, letting go, and 
reaching out.s While reclaiming these important aspects of the Wesleyan her
itage, he actually gives very little attention to Charles Wesley and fails to give 
even passing mention to the formative role that sacred song has played as faith
ful practice in this "singing church." Kenneth Carter, in a more recent study enti
tled A Way ofLife in the World, discusses the six practices of searching the scrip
tures, generosity with the poor, testimony, singing, Holy Communion, and life 
together, but also fails to describe Charles's role in inculcating these practices in 
any way.6 

The fact of the matter is that Charles Wesley's hymns and his own life-pattern 
reflect the centrality of Christian practices (as defined today by Bass and Dykstra) 
and demonstrate his desire that all people participate in the practice of God. The 
topic of Charles Wesley and Christian practices suggests a terrain much too 
expansive to explore in anything other than a cursory fashion in this brief pre
sentation. What I suggest, however, is a brief exploration of the primary practices 
that shaped Charles Wesley's life followed by an examination of four salient 
themes through the lens of hymns he composed on the death of nine early 
Methodist women. 

I. Spiritual Practices in the Wesleyan Tradition 

Those practices that exerted the greatest influence on the life of Charles 
Wesley reflect his immersion in the Anglican heritage he loved and emulated. It 
is not too much to say that he apprenticed himself to the great spiritual masters 
within the Church of England. His vision of the Christian life revolves around 
Anglican practices that have stood the test of time. While not a practice per se, 
Wesley's understanding of grace is the critical foundation upon which he built a 
life of faithful discipleship. So it is here that we must begin. But upon this solid 
foundation, then, he practiced mutual accountability, established a holistic spiri
tuality conjoining works of piety and works of mercy, and celebrated life as song. 

The Foundation ofGrace 

"Grace upon grace" summarizes Wesley's understanding of the Christian life. 
The practice of Christianity begins in grace, grows in grace, and finds its ultimate 
completion in God's grace. Grace is God's unmerited love, restoring our rela
tionship to God and renewing God's own image in our lives. Life, to put it rather 

Knight, Eight Life-Enriching Practices ojUnited Methodists (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
200)). 

6 Kenneth H. Carter, Jr., A Way oj LiJe in the World: Spiritual Practices Jor United Methodists 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004). 
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simply, is an about a God who delights in relationships that liberate and restore 
the human spirit. Spiritual restoration founded upon God's unconditional love is 
the cornerstone of all practices in the Wesleyan spirit. Christian discipleship
the arena of God's continuing activity in the life of the believer-is, first and fore
most, a grace-fil1ed response to the free gift of God's all sufficient grace. 

Charles sings about the dimensions of this grace in a selection from his Hymns 
and Sacred Poems of 1749, building upon a favorite text from Ephesians 3: 

What shall I do my God to love? 
My loving God to praise 

The length, and breadth, and height to prove, 
And depth of sovereign grace? 

Thy sovereign grace to al1 extends, 
Immense and unconfined; 

From age to age it never ends; 
It reaches all mankind. 

Throughout the world its breadth is known, 
Wide as infinity; 

So wide it never passed by one, 
Or it had passed by me. 

The depth of all-redeeming love 
What angel tongue can tell? 

o may I to the utmost prove 
The gift unspeakable!? 

Mutual Accountability 

Despite the sibling rivalry that characterized the relationship between John 
and Charles Wesley, it is abundantly clear that they were intentional about being 
accountable to one another in virtually every aspect of their living. The way in 
which they "watched over one another in love" modeled a way of life imitated 
their followers. Through their practice they inculcated accountable discipleship 
among their followers and developed structures that affirmed each Christian's 
need of others to complete successfully the journey of faith. In his hymns, 
Charles Wesley celebrated the small groups-the bands and classes-in which 
the early Methodists provided mutual encouragement and genuine care for one 
another: 

Help us to help each other, Lord, 
Each other's cross to bear; 

Let each his friendly aid afford, 
And feel his brother's care. 

7 Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems, 2 vols. (Bristol: Farley, 1749), I: 163--64; stanzas 
11-13, 15 of Hymn 92; henceforth cited as HSP (1749). 
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Help us to build each other up, 
Our little stock improve; 

Increase our faith, confirm our hope, 
And perfect us in love.8 

Holistic Spirituality 

A third area of practice with multiple layers or dimensions can be subsumed 
under the term "holistic spirituality." Fellowship in small groups was just one 
"means of grace" in a constellation of spiritual practices, the purpose of \:Vhich 
was richer communion with God through Christ. In addition to Christian fellow
ship, or conference, the Wesleys also included prayer and fasting, Bible study, 
and participation in the Sacrament of Holy Communion among the so-called 
"instituted means of grace." They also called these "works of piety." These 
activities nurtured and sustained growth in grace and love. They fueled the 
Wesleyan movement as a powerful religious awakening that was both "evangel
ical" (a rediscovery of God's word of grace) and "eucharistic" (a rediscovery of 
the sacrament of Holy Communion as a way to experience that grace). 

Wesley concludes a poetic exposition of the whole armor of God with this 
reminder of St. Paul's admonition to the church at Thessalonica: 

Pray, without ceasing pray 
(Your Captain gives the word), 

His summons cheerfully obey, 
And call upon the Lord; 
To God your every want 
In instant prayer display; 

Pray always; pray, and never faint; 
Pray, without ceasing pray.9 

He endeavored to "read, mark, and inwardly digest the Word of God," as pre
scribed by the Book of Common Prayer, by immersing himself in the sacred 
scriptures. One of the most characteristic features of the hymns, of course, is the 
extent to which they echo the Bible. tO Wesley practiced the Word by incorporat
ing it into virtually every aspect of his life. There is more than a hint of autobi
ography in his paraphrase of Deuteronomy 6:7: 

8 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: Farley, 1742) , p. 83; stanzas 3-4 
of the hymn entitled "A Prayer for Persons joined in Fellowship." 

9 HSP (1749), ] :238; stanza 12 of Hymn 28 on "The whole armour of God" (Ephesians vi). See 
also Franz Hildebrandt & Oliver A. Beckerlegge, eds., The Works of John Wesley. Volume 7. A 
Collection ofHymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ] 983), 
p. 474; hereinafter referred to as Works 7. 

10 See the comment of the editors in Works 7:ix. 

http:Bible.tO
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When quiet in my house I sit, 
Thy book be my companion still; 

My joy thy sayings to repeat, 
Talk 0'er the records of thy wilJ, 

And search the oracles divine 
Till every heartfelt word be mine. II 

Among these works of piety, Eucharist held a special place for Charles. He 
viewed sacramental grace and evangelical experience as necessary counterparts 
of an authentic Christian spirituality. In one of his 166 hymns in Hymns on the 
Lord sSupper, he bears testimony to the importance of the means of grace-those 
places where God has promised to meet us in our Christian practice-but bears 
witness to the primacy of the Lord's Table: 

The prayer, the fast, the word conveys, 
When mix'd with faith, Thy life to me; 

In a1l the channels of Thy grace 
I still have fe1lowship with Thee: 

But chiefly here my soul is fed 
With fullness of immortal bread. 12 

Not only does the sacred meal enable the community to remember the past event 
of the cross and Christ's redemptive work for all, it celebrates the presence of the 
living Lord in a feast of thanksgiving and orients the community in hope toward 
the consummation of all things in the great heavenly banquet to come. 

Charles Wesley found it impossible to separate his personal experience of God 
and devotion to Christ from his active role as an ambassador of reconciliation and 
social transformation in the world. He mentors us in a spirituality that is truly 
incarnational. He practiced active social service, commitment to the poor, and 
advocacy for the oppressed. Authentic Christianity, he had learned, is mission; 
sincere engagement in God's mission is true religion. \3 The primary means by 
which he lived out this holistic understanding of Christian discipleship was 
through the practice of mercy that paralleled the more interior works of piety. His 
life reveals a missionary vision with an evangelistic core. His most profound 
desire was to share the good news he had experienced in Christ with others in 
both word and deed. 

II Charles Wesley, Short Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures, 2 vols. (Bristol: 
Farley, 1762), I :92; Hymn 289; henceforth cited as Short Hymns (1762) followed by volume and page 
number. See also Works 7:474. See M. Robert Mulholland, Jr., Shaped by the Word: The Power of 
Scripture in Spiritual Formation, Revised Edition (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2(00) for a help
ful articulation of the formative nature of the Word. 

12 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns on the Lord's Supper (Bristol: Farley, 1745), p. 39; stanza 4 
of Hymn 54. 

I3 See my discussion of these issues in Recapturing the Wesleys' Vision: An Introduction to the 
Faith ofJohn and Charles Wesley (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2(04), pp. 93-104. 

http:bread.12
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Sacred Song 

Don Saliers has spent a lifetime exploring the interface of music and faith. 
His contribution to Dorothy Bass's volume on Practicing Our Faith, an essay 
entitled "Singing Our Lives," describes the way in which the practice of singing 
can liberate, heal, and transform human life. 14 He reflects more fully on the prac
tice of sacred singing in a more recent volume, A Song to Sing, A Life to Live: 
Reflections on Music as Spiritual Practice. 15 His indebtedness to Charles Wesley, 
any might guess, is great. Without question, the most important legacy that 
Wesley left behind is his amazing collection of hymns. An early convert heard 
the Methodists singing before she even reached their place of worship, the very 
sound of which, she later testified, set all her passions afloat. She encountered 
God through Charles's sacred songs and the early Methodist practice of singing. 

If Augustine was right in making the claim that "to sing is to pray twice," 
Charles and the early Methodist people did a lot of praying! Singing praise to 
God transforms the singer. Sacred song shapes the people of God. Charles's 
hymns not only formed the minds of the people called Methodists, they also tem
pered the spirit of this unique community of faith. The hymns themselves were 
a powerful tool in the Spirit's work of revival and affected the spirituality of the 
Methodist people, perhaps more than any other single force beside the Bible. 
Charles reminds us all that a singing faith is a contagious faith. 

So Charles Wesley functions as a mentor to us in the cultivation of these par
ticular Christian practices. We do well to apprentice ourselves to him and pay 
close attention to the way he uses these basic building blocks-these bricks laid 
one atop the other-in the construction of the faithful Christian life. The lyrical 
portrait he paints in his hymns is holistic and dynamic. It is rooted in grace, a life 
of mutuality shaped by acts of piety and acts of mercy, a song to be sung. God 
works through these practices to conform our lives to the image of Christ. We 
make Charles's prayer our own, then, as we seek to be faithful: 

o thou who camest from above 
The pure celestial fire 1'impart, 

Kindle a flame of sacred love 
On the mean altar of my heart! 

There let it for thy glory burn 
With inextinguishable blaze, 

And trembling to its source return 
In humble love, and fervent praise. 

14 Don Saliers, "Singing Our Lives," in Bass, Practicing Our Faith, pp, 179-93, 
15 Don Saliers and Emily Saliers, A Song to Sing, A Life to Live: Reflections on Music as Spiritual 

Practice (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2(04). 
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Jesu, confirm my heart's desire 
To work, and speak, and think for thee; 

Still let me guard the holy fire, 
And still stir up thy gift in me; 

Ready for all thy perfect will, 
My acts of faith and love repeat, 

Till death thy endless mercies seal, 
And make the sacrifice complete. 16 

II. Examples of Spiritual Practice in the Lives of Women 

There were many other distinctive practices that helped define early Methodist 
spirituality, such as testimony, covenant renewal, Morning and Evening Prayer, 
early morning preaching services, and the development of Sunday Schools, advo-· 
cacy programs, and systems of economic support, just to name a few. In the sec
ond half of the presentation, however, I would like to explore four themes that are 
pervasive in a series of hymns Charles wrote to memorialize the lives of nine 
early Methodist women. I? My contention is that in these hymns on the death of 
the faithful departed we encounter a composite portrait of Christian practice at its 
best-at least, at its best as conceived by Charles Wesley-an idealized vision 
held up before the Methodist people for their emulation. 

The nine women included in this survey al1 died between the years 1755 and 
1786, but most of them in the sixth decade of the eighteenth century. Their names 
are Grace Bowen, Lady Hotham, Mrs. Lefevre, Mary Naylor, Anne Wigginton, 
Hannah Dewal, Elizabeth Blackwell, Hannah Butts, and Mary Horton. Some of 
the women were well-known in their day; others were virtually unknown beyond 
the limited circle of the Methodist Society in which they thrived. The most 
lengthy hymn extends to forty-one stanzas in five parts. The shortest memori
als- two examples in this sample-are hymns of only fifteen stanzas each. The 
more lengthy elegies foHow a fairly consistent pattern involving several parts. 
The opening section, while acknowledging the reality of death, celebrates God's 
victory over death and the triumph of a faithful life. Subsequent segments often 
provide some of the biographical detail related to the subject, particularly elevat

16 Short Hymns (1762), 1 :57; stanza I of Hymn 183, based upon Leviticus 6: 13. 
17 Wesley originally published epitaphs for Grace Bowen, Mrs. Lefevre, Mary Naylor, and Anne 

Wigginton in Funeral Hymns (London: [w. Strahan], 1759). Funeral hymns for Elizabeth Blackwell, 
Hannah Butts, Hannah Dewal, and Lady Hotham were published posthumously and only existed in 
manuscript during Wesley's lifetime (MS Funeral Hymns [1756--82], MARC, Charles Wesley, Box II 
C.24 DDCW 2). The manuscript version of "Mrs Horton," i.e. the elegy on her death in 1786, cov
ers ten pages, with other pages removed (See MS Henderson, MARC, DDCW 3/9). Subsequently, all 
of these texts were published together in the appendix of a nineteenth century edition of Charles 
Wesley's journal, entitled "Selections from the Poetry of The Rev. Charles Wesley, Illustrative of His 
Journal and Correspondence"; Thomas Jackson, ed., The Journal oj the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A. 
(London: John Mason, 1849), 2:287--431. Because of the inaccessibility of the Horton text at pres
ent, reference is made herein to the version published in Jackson's edition of Charles Wesley's journal. 
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ing her experience of salvation by grace, or even outlining the way of salvation. 
The hymns almost always conclude with something approaching a vision of 
heaven-a description of the joys and ecstasies of life eternal with God. 

Of greatest importance for our purposes here are those portions of these 
that develop a portrait of the subject's faithful practice, generally, as one 

might well expect, in the biographical sections. To illustrate, Wesley devotes 
almost the entirety of Part III in his hymn "On the Death of Mrs. Mary Naylor" 
to the development of such an idealized portrait. 

Mercy, that heaven-descending guest, 
Resided in her gentle breast, 

And full possession kept; 
While listening to the orphan's moan, 
And echoing back the widow's groan, 

She wept with them that wept. 

Affliction, poverty, disease, 
Drew out her soul in soft distress, 

The wretched to relieve: 
In all the works of love employ'd, 
Her sympathizing soul enjoy'd 

The blessedness to give. 

Her Saviour in his members seen, 
A stranger she receiv'd him in, 

An hungry Jesus fed, 
Tended her sick, imprison' d Lord, 
And flew in all his wants t' afford 

Her ministerial aid. 

A nursing-mother to the poor, 
For them she husbanded her store, 

Her life, her all, bestow'd; 
For them she labour'd day and night, 
In doing good her whole delight, 

In copying after God. HI 

These hymns, as you can discern immediately from four stanzas of one par
ticular hymn, reflect a wide range of practices, including hospitality, testimony, 
forgiveness, healing, social service, sick visitation, prison ministry, and generos
ity, but four practices stand out by virtue of their pervasiveness. I will call them 
gracious imitation, active faith, holy friendship, and generous inclusivity. 

IS Funeral Hymns (1759), pp. 52-3. The complete poem of Sixty-three stanzas appears on pages 
49-61. S T Kimbrough, Jr. included three of these stanzas in his publication of Songs for the Poor 
(New York: GBGMusik, 1997), pp. 23-24; Hymn 12. 
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Gracious Imitation 

All of these hymns, first and perhaps foremost, reflect lives lived in "gracious 
imitation" of Christ. The women memorialized by Charles practiced to be like 
Jesus in virtually everything they did. Two of the women featured here, Hannah 
Dewal and Elizabeth Blackwell were relatives and frequently hosted Wesley on 
his many visits to Lewisham, just southeast of London. Hannah's passion to be 
more like Jesus impressed him deeply. He describes the character-shaping value 
of her imitative practice. She was "transparent as the 
"no sudden fits of transient love" in her demeanor. Attributing every act of kind
ness to God's grace, she "waited all [Christ's] mind to gain." She was "careful 
to be, and not to seem, whate'er she was." Wesley identifies the guiding princi 
pie of her life in stanza four of the hymn: 

On him she fix'd her single eye, 
And steady in his steps went on, 

Studious by works to testify 
The power of God in weakness shown. 

A quiet follower of the Lamb, 
She walk'd in him she had received, 

And more and more declar'd his name, 
And more and more like Jesus lived. I'} 

Quite a number of the sub-themes under this general heading could be drawn 
directly from the opening chapters of Thomas aKempis's Imitation ojChrist, par
ticularly from his discussion of the centrality of truth and justice in the desire to 
imitate the Lord.20 "Justice composed her upright soul," claims Wesley of Mary 
Naylor, "Justice did all her thoughts controul, I And form'd her character."2l In 
her efforts to practice the life of Christ, she never put darkness for light, "Evil for 
good, or wrong for right, Or fraud for piety." "The truth she lov'd," he celebrates, 
"And spoke it from her heart."22 Lady Hotham reflected all these values in ~ life 
oriented around "the love of truth, the dread of sin, the hunger after God."23 The 
gracious imitation of Christ leads to spiritual renewal-the restoration of the 
capacity to love as God loves-and, in Charles's estimation, Mrs. Lefevre exem
plified the fullest possible realization of this lofty ideal. 

19 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 43. 
20 The formative influence of Thomas aKempis's Imitation ofChrist on both brothers requires no 

extended discussion here. They undoubtedly encountered this devotional classic originally in the 
translation of George Stanhope (London, 1699). Beginning in 1735, John Wesley published several 
editions of The Christian's Pattern, as he entitled it, based upon the earlier translation of John 
Worthington. 

21 Funeral Hymns (1759), p. 51. 
22 Funeral Hymns (1759), p. 52. 
23 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 3. 
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She was (what words can never paint) 
A spotless soul, a sinless saint, 

In perfect love renew'd; 
A mirror of the Deity, 
A transcript of the One in Three, 

A temple fill'd with God.24 

Active Faith 

A second practice relates directly to the Wesleyan conception of "faith work
ing by love" drawn from Galatians 5:6, namely, active faith. Both Wesleys 
referred perennially to the need to translate faith into action. When Charles uses 
expressions like "practical faith" or the "full assurance of faith," or admonishes 
the believer to press on toward the "obedience," "triumph," or "righteousness of 
faith," he refers to the process by which faith is made effective in love. Standing 
squarely in his Anglican heritage, he affirms that faith-God's restoration of the 
capacity to entrust one's life to God-is the foundation of the abundant life, but 
also claims that faith is but a means to love's end. The practice of this "active 
faith" dominated the life of the Methodist Society. 25 

Elizabeth Blackwell exemplified this practice: "Her living faith by works was 
shown," claims Wesley. Moreover, her cultivation of the ability to "[make] the 
sufferer's griefs her own, And [weep] sincere with those that [weep]"-her habit
uated pattern of empathetic concern, in other words-authenticated God's gift of 
faith in her life.26 Four of the nine hymns under our investigation refer explicitly 
to the story of Mary and Martha in Luke 10, with specific reference to this con
cern about the practice of active faith. In every instance, Charles avoids the typ
ical elevation of Mary and the concomitant spiritualization of the text; rather, he 
applauds both hands and heart and celebrates the conjunction of both in the life of 
the faithful disciple of Christ. Describing the character of Hannah Butts, he sings: 

Walking in her house with God, 
Portion'd with the better part, 

She her faith by actions show'd, 
Martha's hand and Mary's heart.27 

Mary Horton, he observed, chose "to sit delighted at the Master's feet, And lis
tening to His word," but she also "ran the way of His commands, I And minister'd, 
with Martha's hands."28 Lady Hotham "toil'd with Martha's hands," Charles 

24 Funeral Hymns (1759), p. 47. 
25 See my discussion of this understanding of faith in "Charles Wesley and the Language of 

Faith," in Charles Wesley: Life, Literature & Legacy, ed. Kenneth G. C. Newport and Ted A. 
Campbell (Peterborough: Epworth Press, 2007), pp. 299-319. 

26 MS Funeral Hymns, pp. 52-3. 
27 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 37. 
28 Jackson, Journal of Charles Wesley, 2:414. 
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reminds the would-be disciple of Jesus, but she also possessed Mary's part by "list
ning for her Lord's commands."29 According to Charles, Anne Wigginton provided 
"a pattern to believers" because she was "PossesstofMary's better part, and Martha's 
hands."3o He points to the importance of Martha's and Mary's spirit both indwelling 
the believer so that heart, head, and hands are fully conformed to the image of Christ. 

Holy Friendship 

The third practice reflected in these hymns is holy friendship. The early Methodist 
people lived in ever-widening circles of holy triendship. Certainly, one of the most 
important aspects of this practice for the women, in particular, was the way in which 
friendships created space for them. As 1. Raymond has described it, friendship helped 
"to create the world as women imagine it could be."31 It is not surprising to find early 
Methodist women describing their friendships as precious, invaluable, blessed, "nd 
the delight of their hearts.32 The establishment of these relationships, however, 
depended to a large degree on the practice ofbefriending the "other." On a very prac
tical level, friendship mirrored the theological concern for accountable discipleship. 
Given the fact that the Wesleys viewed the Christian life as a journey, companion
ship-sharing bread with one another-bound the pilgrims together inextricably and 
promoted the kind of spiritual growth that is only possible in community. These 
women provided spiritual guidance to one another, often directing their companions 
through the difficult terrain of the journey. "Can you her artless warmth forget," 
asked Charles concerning Grace Bowen, "Her eager haste to tum your feet 1 Into 
the narrow road .. . 1Whene'er ye stray'd from God!" No one could ever forget 
her "kind counsels," "fearful warnings," "loud protests," and "silent tears"-all 
of these efforts at spiritual direction being expressions of holy friendship.33 

We should be careful not to underestimate the importance or value of these 
friendships, so powerfully exemplified in the 1ife of Hannah Dewal: 

For friendship form'd, her swelling heart 
With pure, intense affection glow'd; 

She could not give her friend a part, 
Because she gave the whole to God. 

Her friend she clasp'd with love entire, 
Enkindled at the Saviour's throne, 

A spark of that celestial fire, 
A ray of that eternal Sun.34 

29 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 4. 

30 Funeral Hymns (1759), p. 32. 

31 J. Raymond. A Passiou for Friends: Towards a Philosophy of Female Affection (London: 


Women's Press, 1986), p. 205. Cf. M. Hunt, Fierce Tenderness: A Feminist Theology of Friendship 
(New York: Crossroads, 1991). 

32 See Paul W. Chilcote. Ellrly Methodist Spirituality: Selected Women s Writings (Nashville: 
Kingswood Books, 2007), pp. 54--55. 

26. 

http:friendship.33
http:hearts.32
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The practice of friendship, however, extended far beyond the circle of the 
loveable and lovely. In fact, the early Methodists acted in the spirit of Charles's 
injunction to "make the poor their bosom friends" quite seriously, and the way in 
which they established lasting friendships with the forgotten and marginal of their 
own day remains one of their most compelling testimonies.35 

In this regard, Charles's frequent reference to Matthew 25 in the elegies 
should be no surprise. The women practiced discerning Christ in "the distressing 
disguise of the poor," to use the words of Mother Teresa. Wesley provides the 
following portrait of Elizabeth Blackwell's character, shaped by her practice of 
befriending the least in her community: 

Nursing the poor with constant care, 
Affection soft, and heart-esteem, 

She saw her Saviour's image there, 
And gladly minister'd to Him.36 

In similar fashion, he descJibes Mary Naylor as "a nursing mother to the poor," 
as noted earlier. Grace Bowen rejoiced "an hungry Christ to feed" and "to visit 
Him in pain." To the poor, Wesley sings, she gave her all.3? 

Generous Inclusivity 

This third practice of holy friendship leads seamlessly into the fourth and final 
practice I would like to explore is generous inclusivity. Charles Wesley actually 
develops some of his most powerful lyrical images around this theme. None is 
more potent, perhaps, than the expansion of the heart by means of faith's influ
ence in the direction of greater love-the ultimate goal of all Christian practices. 
A single stanza reflection on Psalm 81: 10 captures the essence of this image: 

Give me the enlarged desire, 
And open, Lord, my soul, 

Thy own fullness to require, 
And comprehend the whole; 

Stretch my faith's capacity 
Wider and yet wider still; 

Then, with all that is in thee, 
My soul forever fil1!38 

"Fill'd with purity oflove," Hannah Dewal embraced the world with wide-spread 
arms. Particularly in her death, Wesley observes that her soul was drawn out to 
all humankind. Earlier in this hymn he describes the foundation of this expansive 
vision: 

35 This is a line from a poem of Charles Wesley that remained unpublished until 1990. 

36 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 53. 

31 Funeral Hymns (1759), p. 25. 

38 Short Hymns (1762),1:268; Hymn 841, on Psalm 81:10. See also Works 7:529; Hymn 361. 
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Celestial charity expands 
The heart to all the ransom'd race; 

Though knit to one in closest bands, 
Her soul doth every soul embrace. 

She no unkind exception makes, 
A childlike follower of her God; 

The world into her heart she takes, 
The purchase dear of Jesu's blood.39 

to discern the image of God in every fellow creature 
and this practice shaped her into a person "whose love," in Wesley's words, "did 
the whole world embrace !"4O Struggling to find the words to express the depth of 
this love restored in the life of Mary Naylor, Charles creates this magnificent 
image: "[She] stretch'd her arms of charity, I Ingrasping all mankind."41 

Conclusion 

AU of these practices shaped the women of whom Charles Wesley sang, and his 
own range of practices, rooted in the tradition of his beloved Anglican church, 
formed him into a faithful witness to the love that would not let him go. The evan
gelistic import of the believer shaped by the practices of the faith was not lost on 
Charles Wesley, nor should it be lost on us. Several stanzas from his hymn "On 
the Death of Mrs. Elizabeth Blackwell" bear witness to the larger significance of 
the God-shaped character formed in those who apprentice themselves to the Christ: 

Her living faith by works was shown: 
Through faith to full sal vation kept, 

She made the sufferer's griefs her own, 
And wept sincere with those that wept. 

Nursing the poor with constant care, 
Affection soft, and heart-esteem, 

She saw her Saviour's image there, 
And gladly minister' d to Him. 

By wisdom pure and peaceable, 
By the meek Spirit of her Lord, 

She knows the stoutest to compel, 
And sinners wins without the word. 

They see the tempers of the Lamb, 
They feel the wisdom from above, 

And bow, subdued, to Jesu's name, 
As captives of resistless love.42 

39 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 45. 

40 MS Funeral Hymns, p. 54. 

41 Funeral Hymns (L 759), p. 56. 

42 MS Funeral Hymns, pp. 51-3; stanzas 7 and 4. 
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"From Strength to Strength Go On" 

Images of Growth in the Hymns of Charles Wesley 


Charles Edward White 

t'lelcner, a Scottish patriot, once said, " ... if a man were permitted 
ballads, he need not care who should make the laws of a nation.'" 

If he had been speaking about the church, he could have said, "If someone were 
permitted to make all the songs, that one need not care who made the sermons." 
Some churches now spend more time in singing than they do in preaching, and, 
if my experience is any indicator, in all churches the songs are much more mem
orable. The Wesleys knew the value of songs so they published A Collection of 
Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (consisting mainly of 
Charles's hymns), which John Wesley called "a little body of experimental and 
practical divinity."2 This study examines the theme of growth in the Christian 
life, its possibility and necessity, as reflected in the Wesleyan hymns of the 1780 
Collection. This study is limited to the hymns of that volume. These hymns 
teach the truths of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation and emphasize the scrip
tural concepts the Wesleys thought most important. 

Along with God's universal grace, and the possibility of entire sanctification, 
one of the themes that rises from the Wesleys' hymns is the possibility and neces
sity of growth in the Christian life. This theme is mentioned in one hundred 
thirty-eight of the five hundred twelve Wesley hymns in the 1780 Collection, or 
more than twenty-six percent.3 It was an important emphasis for the Wesleys so 

Andrew Fletcher, "An Account of a Conversation Concerning a Right Regulation of 
Governments for the Common Good of Mankind," in The Political Writings oj Andrew Fletcher 
(London: A. Bettesworth, C. Hitch, and J. Clarke, 1732),372. 

2A Collection oj Hymns }or the Use oj the People Called Methodists, in The Works oj John 
Wesley, vol. 7 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1983), 74; cited hereafter as 1780 Collection. Note: 
All references to the hymns are taken from this source, so 1 will cite them merely by number. The 
hymnal's five hundred twenty-five hymns contain thirteen that were not written or translated by John 
or Charles Wesley, so 1 will omit them from this article. Disentangling the contribution of John and 
Charles to each of their hymns is a difficult task; even the Introduction says, "John stands behind 
Charles in this Collection." Thus 1 will follow the usual practice and attribute all the hymns to 
Charles, with the caveat that John sometimes edited them. See 1780 Collection, 2. 

3 The references to growth are listed by hymn and stanza number. Where all the verses of a hymn 
refer to growth, only the hymn number is listed. These are the stanzas that refer to growth: Hymn(s) 
69; 107:4; 108:6-8; 110:4; 128:2; 131:6; 132; 134:9; 135:6; 136; 137:4; 139; 141.1; 142; 143; 146; 
151:9; 164:3; 172; 173:8; 176; 178:2; 180:3; 181:4-5; 186:2,5; 188:2-3; 197:3; 202:5-6; 220:3-4; 
257: I; 258; 259; 260; 261; 262; 263; 264; 265; 266; 267; 268; 269; 273:4; 275; 280:8; 284; 292; 
293:4; 294; 295; 296; 297:5; 301; 302:4; 303; 304:4; 305; 306; 308; 309; 314:3; 315:5; 316:5; 318:4; 
320:4; 321:5-6; 324; 328:5; 329; 330; 331; 332; 333; 334; 335; 336:3; 338; 341:2-3; 344:4; 345:2; 
345; 346:1, 5; 348:5; 349:2-5; 350:11, 351; 352; 353; 354:4-5; 356:1-2; 357:3; 359; 360:2; 361; 
362:6-8; 363:2-3; 364:2-5; 365; 366:2; 369:6,8-9; 370:1-2; 371; 372; 374; 377:3, 5; 378; 379; 380; 
381;386;387;388:4-8; 389;390; 391;392;393;394;395:4-5;396;397;398; 399;400;401;402; 
404; 405; 409:2; 412:2; 424:9; 488; 497; 514; 516:4, 519:2; 520:4; 523:12. 
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they used their hymns to write it on the peoples' hearts.4 Or, as stanza five of 
Hymn 69 says, 

With songs to Zion we return, 
Contending for our native heaven, 

That palace of our glorious King
We find it nearer while we sing. 

Not only is heaven nearer while we sing, but every truth of the Christian life 
becomes more real as we sing about it. 

Growth itself is a metaphor for the work of God in the soul. The proper the
ological term is sanctification referring to what God does in us as opposed 
tification which is what God does for us. Justification imputes God's righteous
ness to us; sanctification infuses God's righteousness into us. Different Christian 
traditions apportion the weights in the justification-sanctification balance differ
ently. Many of England's most serious Christians in Wesley's century were 
descendants of the Puritans, and so were reformed in their theology. The human 
side of reformed theology focuses on justification. If one is justified, then that 
one inevitably will be sanctified. For a reformed Christian the most important 
question is, "Am I elect?" One's election is determined "from the foundation of 
the world" and can be neither obtained nor lost by what one does in this life. In 
this climate, growth in the Christian life, although important, is not essential. It 
might be an evidence of election, but certainly not the sine qua non of a right rela
tionship with God. 

For the Wesleys the most important question in the Christian life is not, "Am 
I elect?" but, "Am I going on to perfection?"5 The Wesleys advocate a dynamic 
view of the Christian life instead of the static view of reformed theology. They 
reject the reformed understanding of the Christian life for two reasons: first, it 
holds that salvation depends absolutely on God's arbitrary choice regardless of 
human response; and second, it holds that salvation is a once-and-for-all event 
regardless of the subsequent moral choices people make. In the Bible the 
Wesleys read, God takes human response into account in his dealings with 
humanity, and so God's relationship with people develops and changes through 
time as they interact with him. Thus the Wesleys have no place for the humanly
passive, unchanging Christian life envisioned by the Reformers. Charles even 
mocks this irresponsible, quietistic Christian life: 

4 The Methodists were a singing people. They usually sang three to five hymns at a preaching ser
vice, as well as singing at the various small group meetings and occasional services, such as Watch 
Nights. See 1780 Collection, 61-69. 

5 Methodist Episcopal Church, The Doctrines and Discipline ofthe Methodist Episcopal Church, 
Wil1iam L. Harris, ed., (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 1880), 1011.152. 
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No longer now their watch the watchmen keep, 

But love to slumber, and lie down to sleep, 

Their eyelids in poor sinnership they close, 

Or rocked in Calvin's arms supinely doze. 

'Always in grace, ifonce'! their foot stands sure, 

Their lives unholy and their hearts impure.6 


Image ofbeing awake 

No dozing in Calvin's (or even in Jesus') arms for the Methodists! "Awake, 
awake," cries Charles in the opening stanza of Hymn 296: 

Gracious Redeemer, shake 
This slumber from my soul! 

Say to me now, Awake, awake, 
And Christ shall make thee whole. 

Lay to thy mighty hand! 
Alarm me in this hour, 

And make me fully understand, 
The thunder of thy power.7 

Here the singers recognize that only when believers are awake and active does 
Christ work in their lives and make them whole. 

This hymn goes on in the second stanza to pray: 

Give me on thee to call, 
Always to watch and pray, 

Lest I into temptation fall 
And cast my shield away. 

For each assault prepared 
And ready may I be, 

Forever standing on my guard, 
And looking up to thee. 

Image ofbattle 

The image of being awake so Christ can work in believers quickly blends into the 
image of battle where believers are fighting Satan. It is the most common image 
of Christian growth in Wesley's hymns, occurring in thirty of them in the ~. ;80 
Collection. II Even where the image does not explicitly appear, there are twenty

6 Charles Wesley, "An Epistle to a Friend, Written in the Year July 1743" (MSS 9, 40 in Methodist 
Archives, Manchester), II, 51-6, cited in 1780 Col/ection, 494, n. 1. 

7 Wesley does not always punctuate his verse according to the MLA Stylebook, so I will follow 
his practice but not litter the text with sic to show non-standard uses. The image of awaking is also 
present in Hymn(s) 294 and 301 :6. 

8 Hymn(s) 180:3; 188:3; 220:3; 257: 1; 258; 259; 260; 261; 262; 263; 265; 267; 268; 269; 284; 
293:8; 296:2,4; 301; 305; 306; 310; 328:5; 329:5; 338; 341:1; 349:5; 395:4; 409:2; 497:2; 523:12. 
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eight hymns in the section called "For Believers Fighting." The best known 
hymn in this section is a modern arrangement drawn from Wesley's three four
stanza hymns based on what Ephesians 6 says about the whole armor of God.9 It 
starts with 

Soldiers of Christ arise 
And put your armor on, 

Strong in the strength which God supplies 
Through his eternal Son; 

Strong in the Lord of hosts, 
And in his mighty power, 

Who in the strength of Jesus trusts 
Is more than conqueror. 

And concludes in triumph: 

From strength to strength go on, 
Wrestle, and fight, and pray, 

Tread all the powers of darkness down, 
And win the well-fought day; 

Still let the Spirit cry 
In all his soldiers, "Come," 

Till Christ the Lord descend from high, 
And take the conquerors home. 

the battle imagery is general and does not specify against whom or 
what the Christian is fighting. But in Hymn 269 about David and Goliath, Wesley 
specifically allegorizes the enemy: 

Tal~est of the earth-born race, 
They tremble at his power, 

Flee before the monster's face, 
And own him conqueror. 

Who this mighty champion is, 
Nature answers from within; 

He is my own wickedness, 
My own besetting sin.1O 

Here the enemy is "My own wickedness I My own besetting sin" or in other 
words one's sin nature. This nature is the enemy, which God removes through 
entire sanctification: 
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In the strength of God I rise, 
I run to meet my foe; 

Faith the word of power applies, 
And lays the giant low; 

Faith in Jesu's conquering name 
Slings the sin-destroying stone; 

Points the Word's unerring aim, 
And brings the monster down. 11 

After the imagery of battle, the second-most common image of growth 

involves the heart. Wesley devotes four entire hymns to the theme of God's work 

in the heart and mentions it in nineteen more. 12 He often combines the picture of 

the heart with other metaphors to express the depth and richness of God's sancti

fying grace as in Hymn 334: 

Image of the heart 

o for a heart to praise my God, 
A heart from sin set free! 

A heart that always feels thy blood 
So freely spilt for me! 

A heart resigned, submissive, meek, 

My great Redeemer's throne, 


Where only Christ is heard to speak, 

Where Jesus reigns alone; 

An humble, lowly, contrite heart, 
Believing, true, and clean; 

Which neither life nor death can part 
From him that dwells within; 

A heart in every thought renewed, 
And full of love divine; 

Perfect, and right, and pure, and good, 
A copy, Lord, of thine! 

Thy tender heart is still the same, 
And melts at human woe: 

Jesus, for thee distressed I am, 
I want thy love to know. 

II Hymn 269:6. 
12 Hymn(s) 303:2; 331:2; 332; 334; 335; 341; 348:5; 351 :6; 354:3; 362:6; 369:6; 372:2; 374: 1; 

377:5; 380:4; 388:4; 391:4; 393:5; 397:2; 399:1; 404:5; 497:3; 514:1-2. 
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My heart, thou know'st, can never rest, 
Till thou create my peace; 

Till, of my Eden re-possessed, 
From every sin I cease. 

Thy nature, gracious Lord, impart! 
Come quickly from above, 

Write thy new name upon my heart, 
Thy new, best name of 10ve13 

In this one hymn, Wesley combines heart imagery with eleven other tropes. He 
uses blood, a throne, listening, reigning, cleanness, indwelling, imitation, melt
ing, Eden, imparting God's nature, and having a new name to express what God 
does in the believer's heart. 

Image of the journey 

Next to the heart, the third-most common image of growth in the Christian life 
is the image of the journey. This word-picture occurs in twenty of the 
Sometimes the journey is simply the path through life until the believer arrives in 
heaven. As verse twelve of the famous Wrestling Jacob, Hymn 136, says, 

Lame as I am, I take the prey, 
Hell, earth, and sin, with ease o'ercome; 

I leap for joy, pursue my way, 
And as a bounding hart fly home, 

Through all eternity to prove 
Thy nature and thy name is Love. 

At other times the journey is the Exodus, the journey through the wilderness to 
the Promised Land. All the land on the east side of the Jordan is the land of sin, 
where the believer spends "legal years" or years under the law, yearning to pos
sess all God has promised. Hymn 392 sings: 

o that I might at once go up! 
No Imore on this side Jordan stop, 

But now the land possess; 
This moment end my legal years, 
Sorrows, and sins, and doubt, and fears, 

A howling wilderness. 

13 I have omitted stanza 7. 
14 Hymn(s) 69; 136:11-12; 197:3; 205:5; 257:1; 264:2; 280; 296:3; 297:5; 303:4, 6; 308:2; 315:5; 

316:5; 321:6; 324; 329:4; 330:6; 362:8; 381:4; 489:2. 
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Now, 0 my Joshua, bring me in! 
Cast out thy foes; the inbred sin, 

The carnal mind, remove; 
The purchase of thy death divide! 
Give me with all the sanctified 

The heritage of loveP5 

The opposite of a journey is being established in one place. This metaphor is also 
a much-used figure for Christian growth as believers become so committed to the 
Lord that they never stray or wander away from him: 

Fill with inviolable peace, 
Stablish and keep my settled heart; 

In thee may all my wanderings cease, 
From thee no more may I depart; 

Thy utmost goodness called to prove, 
Loved with an everlasting loveP6 

Image ofhealing 

Healing is another common image Wesley uses to describe growth in the 
Christian life. It is present in twelve hymns, but most of the metaphors are con
tained in #131 and #132.J7 In these two hymns the singers picture themselves as 
leprous, deaf, dumb, lame, blind, impotent, and dead. They beg for Jesus to cure 
them: 

Jesu, if still thou art to-day 
As yesterday the same, 

Present to heal, in me display 
The virtue of thy name. IH 

The various bodily infirmities are metaphors for the sickness of the soul, but Jesus 
can heal them all: 

Impotent, dumb, and deaf, and blind, 
And sick, and poor I am, 

But sure a remedy to find 
For all in Jesu's name. 

15 The image of entry into the Promised Land as a metaphor for sanctification also occurs in 
Hymn(s) 380:5; 393:3; 395:5; and 396:6. 

16 Besides this occurrence in Hymn ] 10:4, Wesley uses it in nine other hymns, Hymn(s) 176:2; 
178:2; 18]:4; ]88:2; 202:5; 330:3; 335:2-3; 344:4; 351:4. 

17Hymn(s) 108:7; 13]; 132; 134:9; 181:5; 202:6; 292; 346:6; 353:4; 359:1-2; 386:1; 396:8. 
18Hymn 131:1. 
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From sin, the guilt, the power, the pain, 
Thou wilt redeem my soul; 

Lord, I believe, and not in vain, 
My faith shall make me whole. 19 

One aspect of healing is giving sight. Wesley devotes one hymn to ringing the 
changes on this theme. In stanza one the singers glimpse God passing by, and in 
stanza two they want to see God more clearly: 

I cannot see thy face, and live, 
Then let me see thy face, and die! 

Now, Lord, my gasping spirit receive, 
Gi ve me on eagles' wings to fly, 

With eagles' eyes on thee to gaze, 
And plunge into the glorious blaze. 

In stanza three they want to catch sight of their eternal reward, and in stanza 
four cry to see more of God than Moses did. Finally, in stanza five the singers 
claim the right to behold the "glorious Deity" and see "the nature of thy sinless 
Son."20 

Closely related to the image of healing is the picture of cleansing or purifying 
to describe what God does to the human soul. Wesley uses this image in seven
teen hymns.21 In Hymn 330 he uses two images of cleansing-first washing a 
cloth and then refining metal: 

Wash out its stains, refine its dross, 

Nail my affections to the cross; 

Hallow each thought; let all within 

Be clean, as thou, my Lord, art clean !22 


Image of Crucifixion 

In the second line of this stanza Wesley includes another image of growth, that 
of crucifixion. He uses this image three more times, in Hymn 352 mixing it with 
the request that God would poison whatever his flesh desires: 

Withhold whate'er my flesh requires, 
Poison my pleasant food, 

Spoil my delights, my vain desires, 
all of creature good 

19 Hymn 132:6, 10. 

20 Hymn 275; Other hymns using this image are Hymn(s) 295:5; 302:4; 324:5; 378:5; 388:4; 


393:1. 
21 Hymn(s) 220:4; 273:4; 295:5; 320:4; 330:2; 331: 1; 351 :7-9; 356:2; 364:5; 378:2; 380:3; 386:2, 

396:2,398:2,5-6; 402:2; 405:6; 514:3. 
22 Hymn 330:2. 

http:hymns.21
http:whole.19
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MyoId affections mortify, 
Nail to the cross my will, 

Daily and hourly bid me die, 
Or altogether kill. 23 

This strange combination of healing and killing seems contradictory, but the con
tradiction is merely apparent. The cleansing occurs when the evil will is nailed 
to the cross and killed.24 Besides its action in washing out stains, water provides 
two other word-pictures for Wesley to use. Sometimes water is dangerous and so 
God keeps the Christian from sinking beneath the waves: 

When passing through the watery deep, 
I ask in faith his promised aid, 

The waves all awful distance keep, 
And shrink from my devoted head; 

Fearless their violence I dare; 
They cannot harm, for God is there! 

Image of living water 

At other times, however, Jesus himself is the living water, which dries up the 
thirst for other drinks and gives eternal peace: 

Thee let me drink, and thirst no more 
For drops of finite happiness; 

Spring up, 0 well, in heavenly power, 
In streams of pure perennial peace, 

In joy that none can take away, 
In 1ife which shall for ever stay.25 

Image of the temple 

The Temple supplies the motif for nine hymns, which mention Christian 
growth.26 Sometimes the image is of the believer becoming a temple built by 
God as in Hymn 338: 

Scatter the last remains of sin, 
And seal me thine abode; 

o make me glorious all within, 
A temple built by God! 

Other times the picture is of God coming into the Holy of Holies in the Temple: 

23 Hymn 352:3-4. 
24 The other instances of crucifixion imagery are Hymn(s) 338:1 and 341 :3. Killing also occurs 

in Hymn(s) 332:2 and 352:2, and dying in Hymn(s) 338:3; 381:2 and 397:3. 
25 The quoted negative stanza is #264:2 and other negative image is #330:4. The quoted positive 

image is #354:2; the other positive images are #354:1, 3; 379:5; 393:6; 397:6. 
26 Besides the two quoted they are #365:3; 371 :5; 372: 1, 3; 374:2; 379:5; 387: 1; 398:4. 

http:growth.26
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Slay the dire root and seed of sin; 
Prepare for thee the holiest place; 

Then, 0 essential Love, come in! 
And fill thy house with endless praise.27 

Image of the indwelling God 

Related to the imagery of the Temple, the place on earth where God dwells, is 
the imagery of God coming to dwell within the believer. This metaphor occurs 
in twelve hymns, and is the theme of Hymn 341.28 

come,1 Holy Ghost, all-quick'ning fire! 
Come and my hallowed heart inspire, 

Sprinkled with the atoning blood; 
Now to my soul thyself reveal, 
Thy mighty working let me feel, 

And know that I am born of God. 

Thy witness with my spirit bear, 
That God, my God, inhabits there, 

Thou, with the Father and the Son, 
Eternal light's coeval beam: 
Be Christ in me, and I in Him, 

Till perfect we are made in one.29 

Here the whole Trinity is invoked to take up its residence in the Christian. As this 
prayer is answered the believer becomes one with God. Being one with God is 
similar to the imagery of indwelling and occurs in six hymns.3o In Hymn 363:2 
the singer wants to be lost in the immensity of the Godhead's deepest sea and in 
Hymn 362:7 wants to become one spirit with God: 

o that I, as a little child, 
May follow thee, and never rest 

Till sweetly thou hast breathed thy mild 
And lowly mind into my breast! 

Nor ever may we parted be, 
Till I become one spirit with thee. 

Another facet of the metaphor of indwelling is sharing the image of Christ as 
Hymn 389:4 expresses: 

27 The first stanza comes from #338:5, the second from#332:2. 

28Hymn(s) 341:1-4, 357:3; 374:1; 378:6; 391:7; 388:6; 393:]; 394:5,6; 395:4; 399:2; 403:5; 


404:3. 
29 Hymn 341:1. 
30 Hymn(s) 341:4; 362:7; 363:3; 366:2; 386:4; 403:1, 4. 

http:hymns.3o
http:praise.27
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When thou the work of faith hast wrought, 
I here shall in thine image shine, 

N or sin in deed, or word, or thought; 
Let men exclaim, and fiends repine, 

They cannot break the firm decree; 
All things are possible to me. 

The idea of shining in the image of Christ or of God occurs in five other 
hymns.31 One other aspect of the indwelling trope is the idea of replacing the 
Christian's old nature with the nature of God: 

Heavenly Father, Life divine, 

Change my nature into thine! 

Move and spread throughout my soul, 

Actuate and fill the whole! 

Be it I no longer now 

Living in the flesh, but Thou.32 


Before God can indwell the believer, he must first empty that one of all that is sin
ful. In Hymn 401 the singers begin by asking God to "bid our sin be gone" and 
then invite the Godhead to enter: 

Father, Son, and Spirit, come, 
And with thine own abide! 

Holy Ghost, to make thee room, 
Our hearts we open wide; 

Thee, and only thee request, 
To every asking sinner gi ven; 

Come, our life, and peace, and rest, 
Our all in earth and heaven !33 

Liberty 

Enjoying liberty is a word-picture Wesley uses to describe God's sanctifying 
work in believers. In Hymn 379: I the singers plead that they may experience the 
liberty that they know Christ has won for them: 

Since the Son hath made me free, 
Let me taste my liberty; 

Thee behold with open face, 
Triumph in thy saving grace, 

Thy great will delight to prove, 
Glory in thy perfect love. 

31 Hymn(s) 128:2; 164:3; 338:4; 357:3; 369:8. 
32 This one is Hymn 379:4. The others are Hymn(s) 378:3 and 391:6. Related to shin}.. ., in 

Christ's image, is claiming the image of Christ mentioned in Hymn 275:6, and receiving the image of 
Christ in Hymn 333:2. 

33 Hymn 401:4. Two other mentions of this image occur in Hymn(s) 390:4 and 398:3. 

http:hymns.31
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In four other hymns they also plead for liberty to be free from unclean spirits 
and sin.34 Related to liberty is the image of rest which Wesley uses three times. 
Once the singers say they cannot rest until God redeems them fully, but in the 
other two hymns they long for the promised rest of God: 

Lord, I beHeve a rest remains 
To all thy people known, 

A rest where pure enjoyment reigns, 
And thou art loved alone.35 

Other images 

In addition to these images, which occur in many hymns, Wesley has more 
than forty other images which he uses only a few times. They are returning to 
Eden, walking on water, being fed, being shepherded, being sheltered, being pun
ished, being corrected when back-sliding, being made into a tree of paradise, 
experiencing the fire that fell on Mt. Carmel, finding the pearl of great price, 
being recreated, receiving the crown of righteousness, being winnowed, having 
God's kingdom restored, being embraced by God, having one's carnal mind 
removed, having Christ's mind, becoming a little child, the sun clearing away 
clouds, God reigning in us, being stamped or sealed with God's likeness, crush
ing a rebel, slaying a serpent, applying Christ's blood, serving the poor, surren
dering to God, completing a sacrifice, casting out the bond woman, being bap
tized, having thirst satisfied, planting and uprooting, being drawn to God, being 
restored, not wandering from God, having strength and power, being upheld, hav
ing a renewed mind, breaking a yoke, moving a mountain, wrestling, and exalt
ing a worm.36 

34 Hymn(s) 390:1; 396:5; 397:1; 404:2. 
35 Hymn 132:9 says he cannot rest, while Hymn(s) 391:1-3 and 514:5 speak of entering God's 

rest. 
36Retuming to Eden Hymn(s) 369:6; 378:1; walking on water Hymn 176:4; being fed 

Hymn(s)186:2, 5; 295:3; 380:6-7; being shepherded Hymn 176:1; being sheltered Hymn(s) 263:3-4; 
264; being punished Hymn 172.; being corrected when backsliding Hymn 173; being made into a tree 

Hymn 412:2; experiencing the fire that fell on Mt Carmel Hymn 400; finding the pearl of 
great price Hymn 389:5; being recreated Hymn(s) 304:4; 374:3; 389:6; 390:2; receiving the crown of 
righteousness Hymn 393:2; being winnowed Hymn 488; having God's kingdom restored Hymn 
398:4; being embraced by God Hymn 520:4; having one's carnal mind removed Hymn 392:5; having 
Christ's mind Hymn 273:4; becoming a little child Hymn(s) 341:2-3; 362:7; the sun clearing away 
clouds Hymn 328:4. God reigning in us Hymn(s) 338:4; 372:3; being stamped or sealed with God's 
likeness Hymn(s) 365:5; 381: I; crushing a rebel Hymn 176:3; slaying a serpent Hymn 352:6; apply
ing Christ's blood Hymn 353:3; serving the poor Hymn 354:4; surrendering to God Hymn 370: I; 
completing a sacrifice Hymn 318:4; casting out the bond woman Hymn 346:3; being baptized Hymn 
365:4; having thirst satisfied Hymn(s) 360:2; 380:3,9; planting and uprooting Hymn(s) 332:2; 345:5; 
387:2; being drawn to God Hymn 331:3; being restored Hymn 378:1; not wandering from God Hymn 
345:2; having strength and power Hymn(s) 107:4; 346: 1, 5; 404: 1,6; being upheld Hymn 303:7; hav
ing a renewed mind Hymn 345; breaking a yoke Hymn 377:3; moving a mountain Hymn(s) 371; 405; 
wrestling Hymn 516:4; exalting a worm Hymn(s) 314:3; 390:4. 

http:alone.35
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Conclusion 

Besides using images of Christian growth in the individual verses of his 
hymns, Wesley sometimes puts a growth metaphor into every verse of a hymn.37 

One of them does not so much describe Christian growth as taunt the three 
famous opposers of that growth: the flesh, the world, and the devil: 

o myoid, my bosom foe, 
Rejoice not over me! 

Oft-times thou hast laid me low, 
And wounded mortally; 

Yet thy prey thou couldst not keep; 
Jesus, when I lowest fell, 

Heard me cry out of the deep, 
And brought me up from hell. 

Foolish world, thy shouts forbear; 
Till thou hast won the day; 

Could thy wisdom keep me there, 
When in thy hands I lay? 

If my heart to thee incline, 
Christ again shall set it free; 

I am his, and he is mine 
To all eternity. 

Satan, cease thy empty boast, 
And give thy triumphs o'er; 

Still thou seest I am not lost, 
While Jesus can restore, 

Though through thy deceit I fall, 
Surely I shall rise again, 

Christ my King is over all, 
And I with him shall reign. 

o my three-fold enemy, 
To whom I long did bow, 

See your lawful captive, see, 
No more your captive now! 

N ow before my face ye fly; 
More than conqueror now I am; 

Sin, the world, and hell defy, 
In Jesu's powerful name.3H 

37 Hymn(s) 132; 136; 139; 142; 143; 146; 172; 176; 258; 259; 260; 261; 262; 263; 264; 265; 266; 
267;268;269;275;284; 292;294;295;296;301;303;305;306;308;309;324; 329;330;331; 332; 
333;334;335;338; 345; 351;352;353;359;361;365; 371;372;374;378;379;380;381;386; 387; 
389; 390; 391; 392; 393; 394; 396; 397;398; 399;400; 401;402;404;405;488;497;514. 

38 Hymn 266. 
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Here every stanza expresses God's work in the soul. The first stanza jeers at the 
flesh. Though not as clearly identified as the other enemies, it-the sinful nature
here is the singers' "old ... bosom foe" who has often "wounded [them] mortally" 
and taken them as "prey." Yet Jesus has rescued them. Then the singers address 
the world saying that its wisdom and even the pull it exerts on the heart comes to 
nothing because of Christ's power. Finally, the singers turn to the devil, who 
brings believers low through his deceit, declaring that Jesus makes them rise again. 
The fourth stanza summarizes the song, naming the enemies as sin, the world, and 
hell and admitting that the singers were once their "lawful captive[s]." But that 
was then, and now in Jesus' powerful name they are more than conquerors. 

By filling their hymnal with songs about God's work of sanctification, the 
Wesleys make it clear that God expects his children to grow in grace. Charles 
Wesley epitomizes this truth when in Hymn 365 he cries, "I cannot rest in sins 
forgiven."39 Justification is a wonderful gift of God, but it is not the only benefit 
Jesus won by his death and resurrection. Beginning the instant the cleansing 
blood touches the heart is the process of sanctification which transforms people 
"from glory into glory" or even more dramatically, 

Into a saint exalt a worm
A worm exalt to GOd!4O 

Because Methodists expect God to work in them they cannot be content to 
wallow in their sins as others do: 

Let others hug their chains, 
For sin and Satan plead, 

And say, from sin's remains 
They never can be freed: 

Rejoice in hope, rejoice with me, 
We shall from all our sins be free.41 

Because they know the Christian life is a battle, a journey, or anyone of the 
more than fifty dynamic metaphors, Methodists realize they need to avail them
selves of every means of grace that God provides. John Wesley describes how 
they should live: "Not in careless indifference, or in indolent inactivity; but in 
vigorous, universal obedience, in a zealous keeping of all the commandments, in 
watchfulness and painfulness, in denying ourselves, and taking up the cross daily; 
as well as in earnest prayer and fasting, and a close attendance on all the ordi
nances of God."42 

39 Stanza 4. 
40The reference to glory is Hymn 374:3, and the worm comes from Hymn 314:3. 
41 u,,""" 336:3. 

Account of Christian Perfection as Believed and the Rev. Mr. John Wesley, 
the Year 1725, to the Year 1777, in Works of John (London: Wesleyan 

Methodist Book Room, 1872), reprinted by Baker Book House, 
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One of the most important ordinances of God is Christian fellowship, regu
larized in the class meeting. Other believers, who do not often sing about 
Christian growth, have a different picture of the Christian life. For them the most 
important part of Christianity is being justified, and this experience is the great
est gift God gave to people in this life. Once they receive it, it is their inalie::::,J-,le 
possession. No matter how they subsequently act, bliss is to be theirs for eternity. 

It is easy to see how this misunderstanding of the Christian life devalues the 
importance of the Christian community. Ifjustification is truly God's greatest gift 
on earth, then people need not "wrestle, and fight, and pray" seeking to go on 
from strength to strength, because they already possess all that God plans to give 
them in life.43 A Christian group, then, is not a company of seekers, questing after 
God, but the fellowship of those who have already arrived. If this salvation is 
really a permanent possession, unaffected by one's way of living, what need is 
there of carefully guarding one's heart, and of allowing others to keep watch over 
one's soul? Of course, Christian fel10wship is good, even enjoyable, but one may 
live without it. How different this view of the Christian life is from that of the 
Wesleys! For them conversion is important, but it certainly was not the ultimate 
gift of God to the living Christian. Rather conversion is only a birth, the begin
ning of a life-long process. As John Wesley says, "[Conversion] is a part of sanc
tification, not the whole, it is the gate to it, the entrance unto it. When we are born 
again, then our sanctification, our inward and outward holiness, begins; and 
thence forth we are gradually to 'grow up unto Him who is the Head."'44 After 
Christians have been born again, they must continue to grow. Wesley urges 
Christians to remember that "Although we are renewed, cleansed, purified, sanc
tified, the moment we truly believe in Christ, yet we are not then renewed, 
cleansed, and purified altogether; but the flesh, the evil nature, still remains 
(though subdued). So much the more let us use all diligence in 'fighting the good 
fight of faith.' So much the more earnestly let us 'watch and pray' against the 
enemy within."45 

Given such an understanding of the Christian life, it is easy to see why Wesley 
formed his hearers into classes. If the Christian walk is really so perilous, then it 
is obvious that those on the road need all the help they can get. If "it is only when 
we are knit together that we 'have nourishment from Him, and increase with the 
increase from God,'" then he is a fool who does not make use of this means of 
grace.46 If the Christian life is an unstoppable progress to heaven, then one might 
as well take a cruise ship. If enemy submarines lurk beneath the waves, one 
needs a convoy. 

260:4. 
New Binh," Works, 6:74. 


45 "Sin in Believers," Works, 5: 156. 

46 "Preface to Hymns and Sacred Poems 1739" Works, 14:320. 
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The Wesley's hymns not only promote the means of grace and encourage 
Christian fellowship, they also remind Christians that the goal of the Christian 
life is Christlikeness. Unless believers persevere to the end and fully grasp that 
for which God grasped them, God's mercy will avail them nothing. Or as Charles 
Wesley put it: 

Answer that gracious end in me 
For which thy precious life was given, 

Redeem from all iniquity, 
Restore, and make me meet for heaven; 

Unless thou purge my every stain, 
Thy suffering and my faith are vain.47 

47 Hymn 364:2. 



What Writers of Contemporary Worship Songs 

Can Learn from Charles Wesley 


Reflections and Axioms 


Lester Ruth 

One of the most haunting suggestions I ever heard is the one that the church 
IS 10 a situation where it places few theological expectations on mUSICIans, 
whether as composer, perfonner, or worship leader. Mulling over this suggestion, 
I once asked a friend, who is a composer, musician, and liturgical scholar, why 
that might be so, particularly for contemporary writers of worship songs. He sug
gested that Christian musicians might be afraid that more theology in their songs 
would quench passion for God. 

Is there really a fear that theology is water thrown on the fire of a love for 
God? Based on my study of the most used contemporary worship songs (also 
known as contemporary Christian music) in the United States from 1989 until 
now, I have grown to conclude that there might well be such a fear. If so, we are 
in danger of making a tragic divorce between theology and piety.· I am afraid we 
could be reaching a point where we want to have a sound theology so that we are 
able to write papers and pass church boards of examination to enter ministry, but 
we do not want it to intrude on how we live before God. Does our theological 
thinking exist on one plane while the categories that actually gather our heart, 
minds, and Iives day to day operate in a different world altogether? 

The Christian faith at its strongest does not separate theology from piety or 
head from heart and hand. We can love God for theological reasons and theol
ogy can help us more fully understand God's love for us. It is ironic for 
Methodists to forget this vital connection since Charles Wesley's life work 
demonstrated that sound theology can inspire the heart and provide the means of 
expressing the deepest, most passionate, most intimately felt love for God. 
Wesley shows that theology does not have to be water thrown on the fire of pas
sion for God but rather oil which causes it to blaze all the higher. In the follow
ing reflection, I wish to highlight several ways in which Wesley as a songwriter 
can model a way to integrate theology and passion in worship songs for contem
porary composers. Each way will be lifted up as a kind of axiom for songwriters 
today. First, however, let's examine the current state of theological content in the 
most used contemporary worship songs. 

The State of Contemporary Worship Music 

Twice a year Christian Copyright Licensing International (hereafter CCLI) 
develops lists of the top 25 most used contemporary worship songs based on 

I I define piety as the shape of our lived understanding of God and how we attempt to live before 
God. 

65 
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reporting by churches holding licenses to use the songs registered with CCLl 
The first of the lists came out in 1989 and the most recent (as of the writing of 
this article) was from August 2008. For researchers who wish to have an objec
tive basis upon which to develop a corpus to study the phenomenon of contem
porary Christian music, these lists are invaluable because they are based upon the 
reporting by a sample of churches holding CCLI licenses. (Currently over 
136,000 churches in the United States hold licenses.) Through August 2008, only 
86 different songs have appeared on one of these top 25 lists for the United States. 
These 86 songs form the basis for my following observations. An alphabetical 
list is provided at the end of the article. 

My Trinitarian examination of these songs has already been published,2 based 
on five essential questions I brought to this corpus of songs: Do the songs name 
the Trinity or all three Persons of the Trinity? Do the songs direct worship toward 
the Trinity as a whole or toward one of the Persons of the Trinity? Do the songs 
remember the activity of the divine Persons among themselves? Do the songs see 
worship as participation in inter-Trinitarian dynamics or activity? Do the songs 
use the character of inter-Trinitari'jln relationships to explore a desired character 
for relationships among worshipers in the church? 

My conclusions can be summarized as follows.3 There is minimal naming of 
the Trinity and little balance in the songs regarding naming of all three Persons. 
Most of the songs either focus on Jesus Christ or name the divine being as 
Lord/King/God or simply "You." Only a handful of the songs worship the whole 
Trinity and only one song ("How Great is Our God" by Chris Tomlin) worships 
God for being Triune. Worship of the Holy Spirit, especially, is very minimal; 
worship (and even naming) of God the Father is surprisingly marginal, too. 

Because so few songs name or infer more than one Person of the Trinity, very 
little attention is given to the cooperative work of the three Persons. Even the 
Father/Son dynamic is minimal whereas the Son/Spirit dimension is almost non
existent in the songs. Not surprisingly, given the prior results, there is virtually 
no vision of Christian worship as participation in inter-Trinitarian dynamics or 
activity.4 The tendency within the songs is to objectify God as the recipient of 

2 Lester Ruth, "Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi: The Trinity in the Most-Used Contemporary Christian 
Worship Songs" in The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer: Trinity, Christology, and Liturgical 
Theology, ed. Bryan D. Spinks (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2(08); Lester Ruth, "How Great is Our 
God: The Trinity in Contemporary Christian Worship Music" in The Message in the Music: 
Contemporary Praise & Worship, ed. Robert Woods and Brian Wa1rath (Nashville: Abingdon 

Remember that these conclusions are based on a limited number, albeit the most used, of con
temporary worship songs. There are exceptions to this summary within the corpus. And. if one was 
to examine the thousands of recently written songs, one could find many other exceptions. 

4 Please see Robin Parry, Worshipping Trinity (Milton Keynes: Paternoster Publishing, 2(05) or 
James B. Torrance, Worship, Community & the Triune God of Grace (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press. 1997) for what I have in mind regarding a more dynamic Trinitarian understanding of Christian 
worship. 
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worship, distinct and separate from us although worthy of receiving our wor
ship. Finally, the most used contemporary worship songs do not explore how 
the character and relationships of the Trinity might shape Christian relationship. 
Indeed, references to and awareness of the church rarely exist within this body 
of songs. 

I have also begun but not yet published a review of how the most used songs 
tend to speak of divine activity within the economy of salvation. As with the 
Trinitarian examination, I have several essential questions which I bring to the 
corpus of songs: On the whole, do the songs place greater weight on divine activ
ity or on that of human worshipers? What range of verbs is used with respect to 
divine activity? How is the cooperative effort of the Persons of the Trinity por
trayed, particularly within the economy of salvation? How dynamic is the sense 
of time within the economy of salvation? Is God's redeeming activity portrayed 
as static or ongoing, remote or immanent? Is there an eschatological dimension 
in the portrayal of salvation? 

Based on the results of the Trinitarian study, one could almost guess some of 
the answers to this new study. These songs emphasize human activity over divine 
activity. Looking at distinct reference to action, there are, on average, about 5.3 
references to human activity and about 3 for divine activity within each song. 
Over a dozen songs make no reference to divine activity at all. 

While a broad range of actions is associated with God, there is actually little 
repetition of verbs dealing with clear redeeming or saving aspects of God's activ
ity, including the atonement. References to Christ dying are the major excep
tions. "Come" is the most used verb attributed to the divine, often as a petition 
by the worshiper. Some songs in the corpus are strong exceptions to these gen
eralities. 

Since so few songs mention two or more of the Triune Persons, there is little 
portrayal of salvation as a cooperative effort of the Triune God. References to the 
Father/Son do occur the most within the corpus, especially the mentioning of the 
Father sending/giving the Son. The role of the Holy Spirit within the economy 
of salvation receives the least mention. 

With respect to a dynamic sense of action, divine redeeming activity is mainly 
portrayed as solitary events of the past in which the believer should now trust. 
The songs generally do not deal much with the another time aspect of this 
redeeming activity, whether by speaking of Christ's current heavenly activity, his 
coming work in the eschaton, or even by calling the singer to sense his vast work 
in a vivid way now. 

Wesleyan Axioms for Contemporary Songwriters 

There are several possible lessons from Charles Wesley for lyricists today. 
Each is a theological path he follows that is often overlooked today in recently 
written songs. What follows is neither an exhaustive review of Wesley's theol
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ogy5 nor the entire corpus of his hymns and poems. And it is neither a technical 
nor exhaustive look at his range of poetic devices.6 Rather, the axioms which fol
low are inspired by areas where I have seen theological oversights in contempo
rary Christian songs and, in contrast, have noticed ways in which Wesley can 
model expressing profound-yet passionate-theology in lyrical form.7 

Axiom #1: Be taken up with the fundamental paradox of the Christian faith: 
the Incarnation. 

In addition, be attentive to the resulting paradoxical nature of the events in the 
life of Christ, especially his birth and death. Jesus Christ is fully God and fully 
man. Wesley believed this. But it was more than just a formal idea for his Oxford 
homework. It was the interpretive frame for seeing the significance of the major 
events in the life and ministry of Christ.8 They were not just simple historic 
events done to or by a carpenter from Nazareth; they were the work of God. 

Consider the birth of Christ. Wesley is caught up in awe of the striking para
dox that the Incarnation and birth of Jesus entails. He has a variety of ways of 
hitting this note. Several examples can come from hymn #4, "Glory be to God 
on High," in Wesley's collection on Hymns of the Nativity of our Lord (1745).9 
First, regarding the appearance of the invisible: 

God, th' invisible appears, 
I God, the blest, the great I AM 

Sojourns in this veil of tears, 
And Jesus is his name. 

Wesley shifts the paradox to speak of the start of the source of all existence, too: 

5 To achieve this end, I refer readers to S T Kimbrough, Jr., ed., Charles Wesley: Poet and 
Theologian (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1992), especially Thomas A. Langford's "Charles Wesley 
as Theologian"; Ted A. Campbell, "Charles Wesley, Theologos" in Charles Wesley: Life, Literature, 
and Legacy, ed. Kenneth G. C. Newport and Ted A. Campbell (London: Epworth Press, 2007); Teresa 
Berger, Theology in Hymns? A Study of the Relationship ofDoxology and Theology According to A 
Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (1780), trans. Timothy E. 
Kimbrough (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1995); and Paul W. Chilcote, "A Faith That Sings: The 
Renewing Power of Lyrical Theology" in The Wesleyan Tradition: A Paradigm for Renewal, ed. Paul 
W. Chilcote (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002). 

6Frank Baker's Charles Weslevs Verse: An Introduction (London: Press, 1964) is still 
Shields, "Charles Wesley as Poet" in Wesley: Poet and 

version of this same reflection can be found in Matt Sigler and Lester Ruth, "Charles 
and the Power of Poetic Theology," The Asbury Herald 117, 2 (Spring 2007): 12-14. 

a fuller discussion, see Jason E. Vickers, "'And We the Life of God Shall Know': 
Incarnation and the Trinity in Charles Wesley's Hymns," Anglican Theological Review 90, 2 (Spring 
2008): 329-344. 

9 Charles Wesley, Hymns for the Nativity of Our Lord (London: [w. Strahan], 1745),5-6. 
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Emptied of his majesty 
Of his dazzling glories shorn, 

Being's source begins to be, 
And God himself is born! 

Or the paradox can celebrate the containment of the uncontainable: 

See th' eternal Son of God, 

A mortal Son of man 


Dwelling in an earthy clod 

Whom heaven cannot contain! 

In hymn #6, "Join All Ye Joyful Nations,"l0 Wesley returns to a similar paradox: 

See the stupendous blessing, 
Which God to us hath given! 

A child of man, 
In length a span, 

Who fills both earth and heaven. 

And he can unfold the paradox of the Incarnation by singing of the juxtaposition 
of heavenly glory and earthly humility: 

Go see the King of glory, 
Discern the heavenly stranger, 

So poor and mean, 
His course an inn, 

His cradle is a manger. 

These two qualities are woven together in a single verse in hymn #12, ".:>••lg, 
Ye Ransomed Nations, Sing."ll Notice how Wesley repeatedly uses this paradox 
as the grounds for the worshiper to contemplate what and who can be truly seen 
in the birth of Christ, a contemplation that leads to worship: 

Lo! He lays his glory by, 

Emptied of his majesty! 

See the God who all things made, 

Humbly in a manger laid. 


Such paradoxes tend to lead Wesley and those who sing his hymns to wonder 
both how this could be and why this would be. To the former question, he is will
ing to allow the paradox to remain a mystery that prompts awe. To this latter 
question we will return in just a moment. 

10 Ibid., 9. 

II Ibid., 15. 
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The wonder of the paradox of the Incarnation sometimes leads Wesley to call 
for the contemplation of this mystery. Here is such an exhortation in 

Hymn #5, "Let Earth and Heaven Combine":12 

See in that infant's face 
The depths of Deity, 

And labour while ye gaze 
To sound the mystery: 

In vain; ye angels gaze no more, 
But fall, and silently adore. 

The wonder of the paradox so overcomes Wesley that he sees silence as the 
only possible reaction. 

Now it wouldn't be Wesley if such contemplation was not directly tied to 
notions of God's saving activity on our behalf. Salvation is the answer to why 
God has become human. People are prompted to consider just what God has 
done to save us and what it means to experience salvation. The small baby of 
Bethlehem is also a mighty, divine warrior who will defeat Satan on our behalf. 
For Wesley it is not some warm feeling of sentimentality that should arise in 
viewing the babe of the manger-"Oh, isn't he cute"-but awe and wonder. 
Again from hymn #6:13 

Gaze on that helpless object 
Of endless adoration! 

Those infant-hands 
Shall burst our bands, 

And work out our salvation; 

Strangle the crooked serpent, 
Destroy his works for ever, 

And open set 
The heavenly gate 

To every true believer. 

Not surprisingly, having launched such a soteriological interpretation of the 
birth of Christ, Wesley continues it in his hymns which speak of the crucifixion 
of Christ. The One who is crucified is not just a carpenter from Nazareth pursu
ing a disastrous second career or just a prophet persecuted like so many of the ear
lier prophets. The One who is crucified is still the One who is fully divine and 
fully human. And that is why his crucifixion can be powerful for us: it is divine 
activity on our behalf. Very often Wesley wants to make this point by relying on 
another fundamental paradox: the One who is Immortal dies, sacrificed for those 
who do not deserve it. 

12 Ibid., 7. 

13 Ibid., 9-10. 
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But this is not merely a rational concept for Wesley, it was grounds for the 
warming of the heart and real worship passion. Consider the following two 
examples where in his desire to find the right words to name this God who has 
died, Wesley falls back on speaking of him as "My Love." First, from "Saviour, 
the World's and Mine": 14 

'Tis done! My God hath died, 
My Love is crucify'd! 

Break this stony heart of mine, 
Pour my eyes a ceaseless flood, 

Feel, my soul, the pangs divine, 
Catch, my heart, the issuing blood. 

Notice the exhortations which Wesley gave to his whole person to react appro
priately to contemplating the death of the Incarnate one: My stony heart break; 
My eyes cry; My soul feel the pangs divine; My heart catch the blood divine. 
This is not some dispassionate theologizing. 

A hymn from Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742),15 provides another example 
of the naming of the crucified Incarnate One as "My Love": 

o love divine, what hast thou done! 
Th' immortal God hath died for me! 

The Father's co-eternal Son 
Bore all my sins upon the tree; 

Th' immortal God for me hath died! 
My Lord, my love is crucified! 

So enraptured does Wesley become by the twin mysteries here (First, that the 
immortal God has died and second, that this God has died for me) that he ends 
each of the stanzas of this hymn with the same line of wonder: "My Lord, my 
Love is crucified." Indeed, in variant forms, it occurs elsewhere in hymns con
templating the crucifixion. This lyric exemplifies how Wesley could speak from 
his theology and piety simultaneously. Theology was oil, not water, thrown on 
the fire in his heart. 

Acknowledging as God the Savior who had died to save allowed Wesley to 
develop some powerful theological motifs that he could use to great effect-and 
affect-in his hymns. One, for instance, was his labeling the blood Jesus had 
shed for us as "blood divine." Again, a subtle paradox could be found there. 
Consider how he used this phrase in the following line from his unpublished 
poem on the Good Samaritan. The poem contemplates Jesus Christ as the true 
Good Samaritan and the sinner as the one who had been waylaid along the road. 

14 Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (London: W. Strahan, 1739), 168. 

15 Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: F. Farley, 1742), 26. 
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The solution for this sinner bloodied and bruised? A divinelhuman healing med
icine. Wesley resolves the story in this way: 

Bind up my wounds by opening thine, 
Apply the balm of blood Divine 

To save a sinner poor. 16 

Wesley's use of the fundamental paradox of the Incarnation to guide his con
templation of Jesus' birth and death creates triggers for awe and wonder, the 
building blocks of true worship. It also creates hope: we can be assured that the 
One who acts to save us can actually do it effectively. He is God Incarnate. This 
is the first way I think Wesley can model a wedding together of theology and 
piety for the contemporary songwriter: Be caught up in the fundamental paradox 
of the Christian faith: the Incarnation. 

Axiom #2: Juxtapose our personal stories of salvation 
against a larger, more cosmic story. 

This has not been a common practice in the most used contemporary songs. 
Few aim to place our personal story and enjoyment of salvation into this larger 
framework. A few do ("Awesome God," "Our God Reigns," "Shine Jesus Shine," 
and "In Christ Alone"), but most tend to speak of Jesus' saving activity as a nar
rower transaction: Jesus has done this for me, I benefit from what he has done, 
and return worship in response. This is true, but it's not the complete story. 
Consider what is lost: a bigger context to understand what it is that Jesus has 
done for me or you, particularly as it is expressed in important biblical themes. 

This is probably not a new situation in songwriting, at least, from the nine
teenth century. My hunch is that the "for you, for me-ness" of classic evangeli
calism is so strong that it can overshadow these broader, biblical dimensions of 
God's saving activity. Being enmeshed in "for you" or "for me" can block out a 
realization that Christ's work is "for all" or for the whole world, an important the
ological theme for the two Wesley brothers. 

Consider how Wesley sometimes combines the two, juxtaposing them against 
each other so that the cosmic story finds the amazing twist of becoming "for me" 
while the "for me" quality of the gospel finds its true home of wonder in viewing 
what Christ has done for all God's creation. A good example is "And Can It Be," 
originally published as "Free Grace" in 1739. 17 

Wesley starts with the personal aspect, posed as a question of wonder: 

16 S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Oliver A. Beckerlegge, The Unpublished 
vols. (Nashville: AbingdonlKingswood, 1990),2: 122; henceforth 

17 Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739), 117-9. 
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And can it be, that I should gain 
An int'rest in the Saviour's blood? 

Dy'd he for me?-Who caus'd his pain? 
For me?-Who him to death pursu'd? 

Amazing love! How can it be 
That thou, my God, shouldst die for me? 

And then Wesley turns to a bigger consideration: the cosmic scope of Christ's 
work, especially his death, that staggers even the thoughts of angels and forces 
them to give up the search for the limits to God's love. 

'Tis myst'ry all! Th' immortal dies! 
Who can explore his strange design? 

In vain the first-born seraph tries 
To sound the depths of love divine. 

'Tis mercy all! Let earth adore; 
Let angel minds enquire no more. 

He left his Father's throne above, 
(So free, so infinite his grace!) 

Empty'd himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

Notice what Wesley has done here. He has taken a step back and given us the 
story behind the story: what's the cosmic backdrop to contemplating Christ's 
death for a single sinner? It's the breadth of his saving activity: he left his 
Father's throne above, the heavenly majesty, because of the free, unbounded, 
unmerited quality of his love, emptying himself of all but love and bled for 
Adam's helpless race. This is picking up on important biblical notions contrast
ing the first Adam and Christ as the second Adam. It's this backdrop that pro
vides the real significance to the personal, individual dimensions of Christ's sav
ing work. And this is where Wesley now heads: 

Empty'd himself of all but love, 
And bled for Adam's helpless race. 

'Tis mercy all, immense and free! 
For 0 my God! It found out me! 

It's an amazing juxtaposition: in six lines we've gone from heavenly majesty, 
the emptying involved Christ's coming, the cosmic scope of Christ's work as part 
of the large economy of salvation history, to me. I think to put that "for me" part 
against that larger story only increases the weightiness of realizing that it can be 
for me. I think this is the second of the lessons Wesley has to teach modern song
writers about incorporating strong theology into worship lyrics: Juxtapose my 
story of salvation against the world's story of salvation. 
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Axiom #3: Incorporate a dynamic sense of time and remembrance in songs. 

Simply put, bring God's saving activity into the here and now. The poetic 
quality of song lyrics can take advantage of the timeless dimension of God's sav
ing activity, just as perhaps poetry is at an advantage in expressing the paradoxi
cal nature of the Incarnation. An easy way to see it in Wesley's songs is when he 
fudges on the verb tenses in his lyrics. Consider this well-known Resurrection 
hymn: 

"Christ the Lord is ris'n to day," 
Sons of men and angels say! 
Raise your joys and triumphs high, 
Sing ye heav'ns, and earth 

Now, strictly speaking, the lyric is not historically accurate. Wouldn't it be 
more accurate for us to sing, altering the verb tenses (excuse what it does to the 
rhyming scheme) in the following? 

"Christ the Lord was risen back then," 

Sons of men and angels said! 

Raised their joys and triumphs high, 

Sang the heavens, and earth replied. 


Notice what happens. <fhanging the verb tenses to the past withdrew us from 
the joy of that first Easter, ichanging worshipers from participants in the excite
ment and wonder as first experienced to historians giving an account on what 
happened at some other time and place. 

Wesley also brings that same sense of immediacy to the birth of Christ. 
Consider, for instance, the verse that we have already looked at that exhorts the 
listener to look into the face of the Incarnate infant: 

See in that infant's face 
The depths of Deity, 

And labor while ye gaze 
To sound the mystery: 

In vain; ye angels gaze no more, 
But fan, and silently adore. 19 

Wesley's framing of the exhortation presumes that the seeing can be done 
right now. The listener is not asked to consider something far away in time and 
space but is placed by the hymn at the foot of the manger. There is immediacy 
to God's saving activity that creates space in the heart for the profound theology 
in the hymn to be felt as well as thought. Playing with verb tenses allows Wesley 
to be in raptures regarding the Incarnation and not just affirm it as a cold dogma 

18 Ibid., 209. 

19 Hymns for the Nativity, 7. 
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to which he knows he should subscribe. The technique gives a theological shape 
to his heart and gives him something to sing. 

Wesley's dynamic sense of time and remembrance is particularly evocative as 
he contemplates the crucifixion. Far from being just a sentimental memory or 
mere distant event in which we should trust remotely, Christ's death is portrayed 
vividly as occurring right in front of us. Two examples from Wesley's Hymns on 
the Lord's Supper demonstrate how his songs transport us to the foot of the cross, 
placing us in the biblical scene. The first is hymn # 18:20 

See the slaughter'd sacrifice, 
See the altar stain'd with blood! 

Crucified before our eyes 
Faith discerns the dying God, 

Dying that our souls might Iive, 
Gasping at his death, forgive! 

His language gets even more graphic in hymn # 122 from the same collection: 

Still the wounds are open wide, 
The blood doth freely flow, 

As when first his sacred side 
Receiv'd the deadly blow: 

Still, 0 God, the blood is warm, 
Cover'd with the blood we are; 

Find a part it doth not arm, 
And strike the sinner there!2l 

Now, such language may leave one wondering whether Wesley believed that 
the sacrifice of Christ was an actual historical event, complete, full, and sufficient 
for our salvation. Of course he did. The doctrinal standards and liturgy of his 
church, to which he fully ascribed, expressed his own commitments. But 
Wesley's concern is not dogmatic precision written in prose but the appropriate 
speech of worship that cultivates theological grounding for awe, wonder, repen 
tance, and the offer of salvation. 

The cumulative effect of this dynamic sense of remembrance in Wesley's 
poetry-and remember that it is poetry, not to make sound theology 
participatory, evocative, dramatic, and inviting. Contemplating the now-ness of 
Christ's death helps worshipers feel their involvement in the story and the full 
weight of their sinful complicity. Note the initial present tense verbs in a stanza 
from a 1742 hymn on the passion, "Ye that Pass By, Behold the Man!":22 

20Charles Wesley, Hymns on the Lorrj's Supper (Bristol: F. Farley, 1745), 14. 

21 Ibid., 103-4. 

22 Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), 23. 
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Beneath my load he faints, and dies: 
I fill' d his soul with pangs unknown; 

I caus'd those mortal groans, and cries, 
I kill'd the Father's only Son. 

As we behold the bleedi*g Lamb of God, we also find the ever-present avail
ability of his ongoing redemption as another one of the Lord's Supper hymns 
(#27) puts it: "Now, e'en now, my Lord, and God, / I wash me in thy side."23 

Behind all of this stands a sound theology of the atonement expressed in 
poetic ways that are gripping. I would add that Wesley was not alone in this 
dynamic use of remembrance. It is a recurring feature of many historical forms 
of worship. This emphasis upon visualizing Christ's death was also found in con
temporaneous Presbyterian materials as Leigh Eric Schmidt documents in his 
study of Presbyterian sacramental seasons, for example.24 In fact, it is enough of 
a recurring phenomenon in worship history that it makes the general absence of 
it in the most used contemporary worship songs even the more striking and, I 
believe, to the theological impoverishment of recently written songs. 

Axiom #4: Let the worshiper sing biblical stories from the inside out. 

In such a song, the worshiper takes on the persona of the biblical character, 
singing about an experience of a gracious, saving God. In this way, Wesley pro
vides songs where biblical stories and scriptural language provide the vocabulary 
to speak about Christian experience. I think this is one of the real challenges to 
the imagination of songwriters today. Having distanced the biblical story by an 
undynamic, static sense of remembrance, the current songwriter has to find the 
language to express Christian experience from somewhere else. Is that why so 
many songs sound like the lyrics of pop songs? By immersing the worshiper in 
the biblical story and singing it from the inside out, Wesley can provide biblical 
language to express what it means to experience God and his salvation. 

Sometimes he does this in shorter references. Consider a hymn we reviewed 
earlier, "And Can It Be."25 Notice how, when Wesley reaches the point where he 
wants to transition from the cosmic telling of Christ's redemptive activity to the 
believer's personal share in salvation, he frames in a way that evokes the story of 
Peter's imprisonment and release in Acts 12: 

23 Hymns on the Lord's Supper, 21. 
24Leigh Eric Schmidt, Holy Fairs: Scotland and the Making of American Revivalism, 2nd ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001). For a more detailed examined in Wesley's hymns, see Kenneth M. 
Loyer, "Memorial, Means, and Pledge: Eucharist and Time in the Wesleys' Hymns on the Lord's 
Supper," Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society 11 (2006-2007): 87-106. 

25 Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739), 118. 
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Long my imprison' d spirit lay, 
Fast bound in sin and nature's night: 

Thine eye diffus'd a quick'ning ray; 
I woke; the dungeon flam'd with 

My chains fell off, my heart was free, 
I rose, went forth, and fol1owed thee. 

What is Wesley doing? He is exploring the experience of being justified and 
he is using the language of biblical narrative to do so. The poetic, narrative 
expression of the theology makes it evocative. 

Wesley can also do that for extended stories. I believe some of these pieces 
are some of his most powerful. Both of the following examples likewise deal 
with justification. His concern is not only the meaning of justification but also 
the experience of being justified by God. Not surprisingly, such concerns are nat 
ural to a theologian who wants to write worship-related material and to evange
lize in so doing. 

One example of a longer story used for this purpose is a hymn from 1742!s 
Hymns and Sacred Poems, "Come, 0 thou Traveller Unknown," also sometimes 
known as "Wrestling Jacob" because it is based on the story of Jacob wrestling 
the angel for a blessing in Genesis 32.26 Wesley has worshipers singing this story 
from the inside out so that they can feel the journey to justification and have bib
lical language to describe the experience. The hymn starts straightforwardly, 
placing us in Jacob's shoes: 

Come, 0 thou traveller unknown, 
Whom still I hold, but cannot see, 

My company before is gone, 
And I am left alone with thee, 

With thee all night I mean to stay, 
And wrestle till the break of day. 

The story deepens and expands to start embracing the Savior of the Gospel, Jesus 
Christ. That is who the wrestling partner is: 

In vain thou strugglest to get free, 
I never will unloose my hold: 

Art thou the man that died for me? 
The secret of thy love unfold; 

Wrestling I will not let thee go, 
Till I thy name, thy nature know. 

The wrestling match goes for several more stanzas to this wonderful resolution: 

26 Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), 115-8. 
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'Tis love, 'tis Love! Thou diedst for me, 
I hear thy whisper in my heart. 

The morning breaks, the shadows flee: 
Pure Universal Love thou art, 

To me, to all, thy bowels move, 
Thy nature, and thy name is love. 

Notwithstanding the archaic eighteenth century language, I believe what 
Wesley does here could be instructive for current songwriters: allow the wor
shiper to sing the biblical story from the inside out, having been placed in it, and 
all of a sudden we have biblical language that is dramatic, evocative, experien
tial, and implicitly theological to express Christian experience. Contemporary 
songwriters, please go and do likewise. 

Another compelling example of viewing the biblical story from the inside out 
is Wesley's poem based on the Good Samaritan story from Luke 10. He uses this 
story to describe Christ as Savior. Christ is the Good Samaritan and the traveler 
who gets beat up is the sinner broken down by sin and derailed on the journey to 
the heavenly city. Who shows up to help the desperate person? The Incarnate 
God who saves. It's profoundly theological and experiential: 

The thieves have rob'd, and stript, and bound ... 

My putrid wounds stand open wide, 

My head is faint, and sick of pride, 


And all corrupt my heart ... 


But Life I see in death appear! 
The good Samaritan is near, ... 

Bind up my wounds by opening thine, 
Apply the balm of blood Divine ....27 

There is an evocative, theological power that is unlocked as we are trans
ported into the story. We feel the utter helplessness as we lay beside the road in 
a pool of our own sin. And we, like the wounded traveler, cry out for the healing 
balm of the Good Samaritan, that is, the Incarnate God who dies for us. 

Axiom #5: Let God have strong, key verbs in the song. 28 

It is both a classic aspect of Christian worship and a basic theological princi
ple that God is revealed in God's activity. Thus put the emphasis upon divine 
activity so that God gets good verbs-not just the best nouns and adjectives-in 
song lyrics. When God is portrayed as active, theological concepts become con

27 Unpuh. Poetry, 2: 120, 122. 
28 For an interesting comparison with the emphasis on verbs which a believer does, see S T 

Kimbrough, Jr., "Charles Wesley's Dynamic, Lyrical Theology: The Power and Impact of Verbs," 
Proceedings o/the Charles Wesley Society 11 (2006-2007): 15-34. 
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crete. Consider Wesley's notion of the universal scope of Christ's redeeming 
work. He could just make the bald theological claim in a lyric: Christ died for 
all people; God's grace is for all people. He does that sometimes. But he has 
another way of making the same point: piling up what Christ does for a wide 
range of people. Again, Wesley's basic source is biblical narrative as in the 1741 
hymn on "Jesus Christ, The Saviour of All Men":29 

Did not his word, the fiends expel? 
The lepers cleanse, and raise the dead? 

Did he not all their sickness heal, 
And satisfy their every need? 

Did he reject his helpless clay, 
Or send them sorrowful away? 

Note the range of verbs and their strength: expel, cleanse, raise, heal. satisfy, 
reject, send. This is in contrast with many contemporary worship songs y/here 
the worshipers get the strong verbs and God gets a range of nouns and adjectives. 
Wesley here gives us sinners the range of nouns, not as the actors but as the ones 
acted upon, the ones who benefit from the power of Christ's word. 

That well-known hymn "0 For a Thousand Tongues to Sing"30 has a similar 
stanza that highlights divine saving activity by means of verbs with vitality. 

He breaks the power of cancell' d sin. 
He sets the prisoner free: 

His blood can make the foulest clean; 
His blood avail'd for me. 

Break, set free, make clean, avail. This is a God and Savior who can do some
thing. Surely that is the most root level sort of theological affirmation. In my cur
rent review of the most used contemporary songs from 1989 to the present, I gen
erally see something different. God or Christ gets a limited range of verbs and 
they are more anemic than the sorts of ones that Wesley uses. I think there is an 
important theological point that Wesley's divine verb vitality achieves: it allows 
God to be the main actor in our theological understanding of the drama of salva
tion and prevents us from objectifying and distancing God. And so I encourage 
songwriters here to follow Wesley's path: look at your songs and see if God gets 
strong and vital verbs. 

Axiom #6: Be mesmerized by the Trinity. 

One way that Wesley shows his adoration of the Trinity is in shaping the struc
ture of the song according to the Persons of the Trinity, each stanza focusing on 
one of the Persons, most typically in the order of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I 

29Charh:is Wesley, Hymns on God's Everlasting Love (Bristol: F. Farley, 1741),21. 

30Charies Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (London: W. Strahan, (740), 121. 
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have found among the most used contemporary songs that this was a feature in 
some of the first written ones ("Glorify Thy Name" and "Father, I Adore You," 
for example) but has fallen out of usage lately. Wesley follows the same struc
ture but adds a different dimension: unlike the contemporary worship songs, 
God-and each of the three Persons-is the main actor of the song. The Triune 
Persons get the good verbs and are honored by remembering what each one does. 
This emphasis allows Wesley's songs to be more profoundly theological because 
they then shine the spotlight on a Trinitarian economy of salvation and Trinitarian 
salvation history. Consider, for example, the beginning of hymn #15 from the 
1742 printing of Hymns on God's Everlasting Love. 31 The hymn is an evangelis
tic one, a plaintiff cry to sinners to accept the gospel. Wesley has each of the 
Persons of the Godhead ask the question on why the sinner would choose death 
over life. Having this question come from the Father, Son, and Spirit sequen
tially, with appropriate remembrance of what each has done in the economy of 
salvation, adds the gravitas to the song. 

Sinners turn, why will you die? 

God your Maker, asks you why? 

God, who did your being give, 

Mad~ you with himself to live; 

He tile fatal cause demands, 

Asks the work of his own hands, 

Why, ye thankless creatures, why 

Will you cross his love, and die? 


Sinners turn, why will you die? 

God your Saviour, asks you why? 

God, who did your souls retrieve, 

Died himself that you might live: 

Will you let him die in vain? 

Crucify your Lord again? 

Why, ye ransom'd sinners, why 

Will you slight his grace, and die? 


Sinners turn, why will you die? 

God the Spirit asks you why? 

He, who all your lives hath strove, 

Woo'd you to embrace his love: 

Will you not the grace receive? 

Will you still refuse to live? 

Why, ye long-sought sinners, why 

Will ye grieve your God, and die? 


31 Charles Wesley, Hymns on God's Everlasting Love, 2nd series (London: W. Strahan, 1742),43. 
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This brief walk through each of the Person's roles is carried even farther when 
Wesley dedicates a whole song to exploring some dimension in the Trinitarian 
dynamics of the economy of salvation, in other words, having the whole song 
unfold the cooperative effort for our salvation between two or three Persons of 
the Trinity. This is a huge omission in the most used contemporary worship 
songs, which tend to focus on one person, usual1y Jesus Christ. On a few occa
sions, the connection between the Father and the Son are given in a very brief 
manner. A common example is that of God sending his Son without further 
exploration. And, even more striking, the activity of the Holy Spirit in relation
ship to the Father or the Son, is virtually unmentioned in recently written songs. 

In contrast, Wesley often explores the active agency of the Spirit in our expe
rience of salvation. Again, my emphasis is not the specific Wesleyan interpreta
tion Charles places on the Holy Spirit's activity but on the phenomenon of draw
ing attention to the cooperative activity of the divine Persons. Consider the 
well-known hymn "Spirit of Faith, Come Down," an extended prayerful plea for 
the Holy Spirit to fulfill its role within salvation. It contains one of the most 
important of the Wesleyan notions: the Spirit applies the blood of Christ to the 
believer so that he/she has the inward assurance of being born again and being 
pardoned by God. The hymn is #27 in the 1746 collection entitled Hymns of 
Petition and Thanksgiving for the Promise of the Father. 32 

Spirit of faith, come down, 
Reveal the things of God, 

And make to us the Godhead known 
And witness with the blood: 
'Tis thine the blood t' apply, 
And give us eyes to see 

Who did for every sinner die 
Hath surely died for me. 

No man can truly say 
That Jesus is the Lord, 

Unless thou take the veil away, 
And breathe the living word: 
Then, only then we feel 
Our interest in his blood, 

And cry with joy unspeakable 
Thou art my Lord my God. 

There is simply nothing like this in the most used recently written songs, a 
theological look at our utter dependence upon the Holy Spirit in the Trinitarian 
economy of salvation. 

32 Charles Wesley, Hymns ofPetition and Thanksgiving for the Promise of the Father (Bristol: F. 
Farley, J746), 30. 

http:Father.32
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Similarly, Wesley's being fascinated with the Trinity and writing songs that 
explore the internal relationship for our benefit means that he also has a wealth of 
songs that explore the atonement more fully than anything recently written. This 
is shocking enough that I would like to repeat the thought: whereas Wesley's 
Trinitarian emphasis allows him to explore the atonement richly, recently written 
songs tend to be impoverished in this regard. A good example is Wesley's song 
"Arise My Soul, Arise"33 which has as its center the ascended Savior appearing 
before the heavenly throne of God the Father. Notice that the Spirit makes an 
appearance, too. 

Arise, my soul, arise, 
Shake off thy guilty fears, 

The bleeding sacrifice 
In my behalf appears; 

Before the throne my surety stands; 
My name is written on his hands. 

Five bleeding wounds he bears, 
Receiv'd on Calvary; 

They pour effectual prayers, 
They strongly speak for me; 

Forgive him, 0 forgive, they cry, 
N or let that ransom' d sinner die! 

The Father hears him pray, 
His dear anointed one, 

He cannot tum away 
The presence of his Son: 

Hfs Spirit answers to the blood, 
Ahd tells me, I am born of God. 

Such hymns show that Trinitarian theology is not merely a framework of con
cepts for Wesley to which he knows he should formally adhere. Rather, cele
brating the Triune Persons and their cooperative work on our behalf was the logic 
of his love for God and the means by which God's love is known. His heart had 
acquired a Trinitarian shape. 

Each of the axioms I suggest from Wesley shows that there can be a vital mar
riage between theology and piety. Each axiom opens up in its own way and 
invites the worshiper to step into not merely dull dogma but what Dorothy Sayers 
once provocatively called "the greatest drama ever staged" and described as "this 
terrifying drama of which God is the victim and hero."34 Wesley would have 
heartily agreed, noting that the wonder of this Trinitarian drama rests in the amaz

33 Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), 264-5. 
34 Dorothy L. Sayers, "The Greatest Drama Ever Staged" in Christian Letters to a Post-Christian 

World: A Selection ofEssays (Grand Rapids: Eerd mans , 1969), 15. 
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ing quality of God's grace and in our share in it. The Wesleyan axioms for con
temporary songwriting, whether focusing on the paradox of the Incarnation or 
placing our personal share in salvation against a larger cosmic backdrop or piling 
up vivid verbs to highlight the breadth of the Savior's activity, seek to name 
dimensions by which new songs can form our hearts in that same biblical story. 

Thus Wesley's manner of lyrical theology is a lot more like oil than water, oil 
that causes the blaze of passion for God to roar, not water that quenches the fire. 
Wesley is, I believe, a great example of how we can love God theologically and 
know God's love for us theologically and write songs that express this passion. 

Why should we care? I'm afraid if we're not theological in our songwriting 
and song selection, we're in danger of losing the gospel as the base content of our 
worship. And, if that happens, what difference does it make if we are passionate 
about anything? 
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Alphabetical List of Songs Appearing on Top 25 List for the U.S.A. 
from CCLI From 1989 Through 2008 

Above All 
Ah Lord God 
All Hail King Jesus 
Amazing Grace (My Chains are Gone) 
Arise And Sing 
As The Deer 
Awesome God 
Beautiful One 
Because He Lives 
Better Is One Day 
Bind Us Together 
Bless His Holy Name 
Blessed Be Your Name 
Breathe 
Celebrate Jesus 
Change My Heart Oh God 
Come Now Is The Time To Worship 
Days of Elijah 
Draw Me Close 
Emmanuel 
Everlasting God 
Father I Adore You 
Forever 
Friend of God 
Give Thanks 
Glorify Thy Name 
God Of Wonders 
Great Is The Lord 
Hallelujah 
He Has Made Me Glad 
He Is Exalted 
Here I Am to Worship 
His Name Is Wonderful 

Ground 
Holy Is The Lord 
How Can We Name A Love 
How Great Is Our God 
How Great Thou Art 
How Majestic Is Your Name 
I Could Sing of Your Love Forever 
I Exalt Thee 
I Give You My Heart 
I Love You Lord 
In Christ Alone 

Indescribable 
I Stand In Awe 
I Will Call Upon The Lord 
I Worship You Almighty God 
In Moments Like These 
Jesus Name Above All Names 
Joy To The World 
Let There Be Glory and Honor and Praises 
Lord Be Glorified 
Lord I Lift Your Name On High 
Lord Reign In Me 
Majesty 

to Save 
More Precious Than Silver 
My Life Is In You 
Oh How He Loves You And Me 
Open Our Eyes 
Open the Eyes of My Heart 
Our God Reigns 
Praise The Name Of Jesus 
Sanctuary 
Seek Ye First 
Shine Jesus Shine (Lord The Lie:ht Of 

Your 
Shout To The Lord 
Surely The Presence Of The Lord 
The Heart of Worship 
The Wonderful Cross 
There's Something About That Name 
This Is The Day 
Thou Art Worthy 
Thy Lovingkindness 
Trading My Sorrows 
Tum Your Upon Jesus 
We Bring The Sacrifice Of Praise 
We Fall Down 
We Have Come Into His House 
We Will Glorify 
What A Mighty God We Serve 
When I Look Into Your Holiness 
You Are My All in All 
You Are My King 
You're Worthy of My Praise 



Charles Wesley as Revealed by 

His Manuscript Journal l 


Kenneth G. C. Newport 

1. Introduction 

According to his more famous brother John, Charles Wesley was a man of 
many talents of which the least was his ability to write poetry.2 This is a view 
with which few perhaps would today agree, for the writing of poetry, more specif
ically hymns, is the one thing above all others for which Charles Wesley has been 
remembered. Anecdotally I am sure that we all recognize that this is the case; and 
indeed if one were to look Charles up in more or less anyone of the many gen
eral biographical dictionaries that include an entry on him one will find it 
repealed often enough: Charles is portrayed as a poet and a hymn-writer; while 
comparatively little, if any, attention is paid to other aspects of his work. On a 
more scholarly level too one can find it. Obviously there are exceptions, but in 
general historians of Methodism in particular and eighteenth-century Church his
tory more widely have painted a picture of Charles that is all too monochrome 
and Charles's role as the "Sweet Singer of Methodism" has in the past been a" 
unquestioned as his broader significance undeveloped. 

The reasons for this lack of full attention being paid to Charles are several and 
it is not (contrary to what is most commonly said) simply a matter of Charles 
being in his much more famous brother's shadow; a lesser light, as it were, being 
outshone by a greater one. No, it is much more complex than that. For example, 
Gareth Lloyd has shown that Charles Wesley has suffered pretty severely at the 
hands of his biographers. Charles was, as Lloyd has shown, a contentious figure
whose vision for Methodism did not fit all that well with that of those to whom 
the task of writing up the story of the tradition's origins and ethos fell during the 
nineteenth century. And as these early historians (who, understandably, were to 
some extent also apologists), sought to explain Methodism's roots and mark out 
the new denomination's own space on the ecclesiological map, Charles was a 
somewhat problematic figure. As a result he was consciously sidelined. At least 
that is Lloyd's argument. The long-term result is that Charles Wesley, a some
times troublesome individual who fought and in the end lost some important bat
tles for the soul of Methodism (hence the title of Lloyd's book, Clulrles Wesley 
and the Struggle for Methodist Identity) has been both sidelined and sanitized by 
giving him the safe, and indeed inspiring role, of the "Sweet Singer of 
Methodism. " 

I Some few sections of this article are heavily dependent upon Kenneth G. C. Newport, "Charles 
Wesley, Warts and All," Proceedings of the Wesley Historicui Society, 56:4 (2008): 165-188; mater
ial has been used here with permission. 

2 See Minutes of Conference, 1.201. 
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It is in this broad general context that this article presents some thoughts on 
the subject of "Charles Wesley as Revealed by his Journal." Readers will of 
course have spotted an obvious echo in the title of this article: it is now some 
sixty years ago that Frank Baker first published what is undoubtedly still one of 
the very best introductions to Charles Wesley, Charles Wesley as Revealed by His 
Letters;3 that volume was a model of scholarship which gave a real sense of just 
what else we might be able to discover about Charles on the basis of his prose 
materials, in that case the letters. Baker set us on the right path. But there is still 
much to be done on this front. 

We are concerned here, however, with Charles's Manuscript Journal, a text 
that has relatively recently been published in two volumes by Abingdon Press.4 

The purpose of this discussion is to give something of a sense of what is in that 
text, and especially in those sections that were omitted by previous editors, most 
notably Jackson. 

2. The Text5 

In the introduction to the Abingdon edition there is an authoritative introduc
tion to the text written principally by S T Kimbrough, Jr. With permission, some 
of that is introduction ha~ been heavily utilized here since there seems little to be 
gained from seeking to revisit the ground already covered by Kimbrough. 

The manuscript base for the published text is the single bound volume now 
catalogued at the John Rylands University Library of Manchester.6 The custodial 
history of this MS is a little uncertain. Thomas Jackson, the first editor of this 
material, had purchased the volume in 1829, and it was presumably held in his 
private possession before being placed among the wealth of early Methodist 
materials in the British Methodist Archives now on permanent deposit in the John 
Rylands University Library of Manchester. 

The MSJ itself is "an abstract." Charles clearly heads it as such on the very 
first page. This detail ought not to be passed over too lightly. From other evi
dence it has become plain that Charles was in the habit of writing his journal on 
separate sheets and often sending those sheets as letters to others in the early 
Methodist movement, most especially his wife and his brother. Some of those 
"journal letters," from which this "extract" has been taken, have survived and are 
being prepared for publication by Richard P. Heitzenrater. 

Interestingly, where there are overlaps between the journal letters and the 
material in MSJ, it is the text of the journal letters that tends to be fuller. One 

3 London: Epworth Press, 1948; revised edition 1995. 
4 S T Kimbrough, Jr. and Kenneth G. C. Newport, eds. The Manuscript Journal of the Reverend 

Charles Wesley, M.A., 2 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008). Hereinafter Journal. 
S Sections of what follows are based upon the longer introduction in Journal, pp. xvii-xxxi. See 

that source for more details. 
61t is classified as DDCW 10/2. 
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example will suffice. Consider the entries for Sunday July 7, 1751 in the MSJ 
and in a journal letter respectively. The visual evidence is sufficient to require no 
further comment. 


Manuscript J ournaF 


Sunday, July 7. Preached out to a 
numerous congregation, whom I 
could not look upon without tears. 
My text was Rev. 3:3: "Remember 
therefore how thou hast received and 
heard, and hold fast, and repent." Out 
of the abundance of my heart my 
mouth spake, and called them back to 
their first love and first works. It was 
a solemn season of sorrow. The Lord, 
I trust, knocked at many hearts, which 
will hear his voice, and open to him 
again. He stirred up the faithful rem
nant to pray for their backsliding 
brethren; and their prayers shall not 
return empty. 

Another hour I employed in 
earnestly exhorting the Society to 
repentance. 

Journal Letter 

Sunday, July 7. Went to church 
and heard a very harmless sermon. 
What was once their one subject, the 
poor Methodists are now rarely men
tioned from their pulpits. At jive, I 
preached out in Wednesbury to a very 
numerous congregation whom I could 
not look upon without tears. My text 
was Revelation 3:3, "Remember 
therefore how thou hast received and 
heard, and hold fast and repent." Out 
of the abundance of my heart my 
mouth spake, and called them back to 
their first love and first works. It was 
a solemn season of sorrow. The Lord, 
I trust, knocked at many hearts w!-!t;h 
will hear his voice and open to him 
again. He stirred up the faithful rem
nant to pray for their backsliding 
brethren; and the prayer offaith shall 
not return empty. 

Another hour I employed in 
strongly exhorting the society to 
repentance. And my faith revived: 
and many, I believe, saw the door of 
hope opening. 

Lodged at Mr who did run 
well; but the world, that gulf of souls, 
has now quite swallowed him up. Still 
he acknowledges the truth and loves 
the witnesses thereof. 0 that he might 
strengthen the things that remain and 
are ready to die. His wife, sister, and 
a few neighbours, who had been my 
hearers at the beginning, seemed a 
good deal affected, and stirred up 
again to set their hand to the plough. 

7 Journal, pp. xx-xxi. Used by permission. 
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This is typical. The journal letters usually contain the longer of the two recen
sions. The MSJ, then, appears to be Charles's attempt to systematize his journal, 
to "extract" from the probably literally several hundreds of separate sheets that he 
had written, what he considered to be important and to produce a running narra
tive. 

The MSJ begins March 1, 1736 and ends November 5, 1756. However, there 
are some major gaps. For example, the whole of 1742 is missing as are the years 
1752-1755, and some of the other material is, to say the least, rather patchy 
(though on the other hand some sections are very full indeed). The MSJ, then, is 
at best only a partial record; but it is still a very significant one. The text comes 
to something like 230,000 words and covers the period from Charles's arrival in 
America, through his "conversion" experience, to his work for the early 
Methodist cause in the later 1730s and 1740s. It covers also his marriage in 1749, 
and, eventually, the start of his much more settled life in Bristol and gradual with
drawal from at least the more punishing aspects of Methodist itinerancy. 

In 1849 Thomas Jackson published The Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, 
M.A. Jackson's edition, however, which has served historians of Methodism as 
"the" definitive text of the journal of Charles Wesley, was a far from perfect one. 
Most noticeably Jackson m~de no attempt to decipher Charles Wesley's short
hand sections. This is not the only gap however, for Jackson also omitted some 
longhand passages from the MSJ, which he thought might have been considered 
too sensitive, or that might have shown Charles Wesley in a bad light. Actually 
it is very easy to see Jackson's editorial hand in the MS itself since he has quite 
literally struck-out in unmistakable pencil those sections that he did not intend to 
reproduce in his edition of the MS.8 A reading of the MS itself will hence quickly 
bring this to the surface. 

Jackson's, however, was not the only attempt to bring this crucial text to pub
lication. Building on this foundational work, early in the twentieth century John 
Telford began a new edition of Charles Wesley's journal. Volume 1 was pub
lished in 1910 under the title, The Journal ofthe Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A. some
time student of Christ Church, Oxford, The Early Journal, 1736-1739.9 In fact 
this was the only volume to be printed as Telford was unable to complete the task 
before his death. Essentially Telford included the same material as Jackson for 
the years indicated in the title, but concluded on August 27, 1739. The important 
exception is that Telford's volume included many deciphered shorthand passages 
from the 1736--1739 section of the journal, though not all of them. For example, 

8 While this was the first attempt to bring this volume to publication, some of the journal had been 
in print before. Both Jackson himself and before him Whitehead had included substantial portions of 
this text in their accounts of Charles's life and work. See John Whitehead, The Life of the Rev. 
Charles Wesley: Late Student ofthe Christ-church, Oxford, Collected from his Private Journal (1805) 
and Thomas Jackson, The Life of the Rev. Charles Wesley, 2 vols. (London: John Mason, 1841). 

9 London: Hazell, Watson, & Viney, Ld., 1910. A reprint of the volume was issued in 1977 by 
the Methodist Reprint Society of Taylors, South Carolina. 



89 Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Manuscript Journal 

passages of crucial importance for the understanding of Charles Wesley's conflict 
with Colonel Oglethorpe and with two women, Mrs. Welch and Mrs. Hawkins, 
who accused both men of trying to seduce them, were omitted. 

Besides Telford, there is one other author worthy of note here. This is Elijah 
Hoole, who, in his Oglethorpe and the Wesleys, 1O included transcriptions of major 
portions of the shorthand material for the l736-Georgia section of the journal. 
Again, though, not all of the available material was transcribed. 

The Abingdon text does now deal with the issue of the missing sections. This 
is not to say, however, that the text is a perfect one. The shorthand especially has 
been a problem and in places it has not always been possible to be 100% confi
dent about the transcription (as indicated in the footnotes). Those who have 
worked with the shorthand know the issues: poorly formed strokes, extreme 
abbreviation, lack of vowels, etc. It is also the case that Charles has sometimes 
made mistakes in his journal-places for example where the dating is impossible. 
Some attempt has been made to sort this problem out, but in the end what we have 
in the Abingdon edition is a very best and hopefully well-informed guess on some 
of these issues. Perfection has not been possible. But falling short of it ought not 
to prevent the publication of what has now with considerable effort finally been 
achieved. What we now have with the Abingdon edition is, it is to be hoped, 
something very much approximating the text of what Charles actually wrote, 
even if it is not 100% accurate. The task may have been rather more troublesome 
and time consuming that one might at first have imagined. However, we do now 
have a text upon which, it is realistically hoped, we can rely. 

In the remainder of this article some account of Charles Wesley as revealed by 
his journal is hence presented. We begin with an account of Charles's work as 
preacher. 

3. Preacher11 

It has been argued elsewhere that Charles's preaching abilities were consider
able and that preaching, no less than poetical composition, was at the very heart 
of his ministry. Such a remark is made fully cognizant of his work as a Christian 
poet. 12 

A study of his journal indicates that this was surely the case. In fact the MS 
indicates that Charles must have preached quite literally thousands of sermons 
during the course of his life and indeed sometimes his journal is little more than 
an annotated sermon log. The following extract from 1739 is not untypical. 

Saturday, February 10. I expounded to many hundreds at a Society in Beech 
Lane. 

iOLondon: R. Needham, 1863; see especially pp. 8-9. 
II Parts of this section are dependent upon Kenneth G. C. Newport, The Sermons of Charles 

Wesley: A Critical Edition with an Introduction and Notes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
12 Newport, The Sermons of Charles Wesley, pp. 28-47. 
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Sunday, February 11. We prayed for utterance this day. . .. I read prayers, and 
preached without notes on blind Bartimeus, the Lord being greatly my helper. Let 
him have all the glory. Returned to pray at Mr Stonehouse's. Miss Crisp asked to 
be admitted. We had close searching talk, before I expounded to the Society .... 
Tuesday, February 13. Read a letter from Sarah Hurst, pressing me to Oxford, 
and Cowley (which is now vacant). Quite resigned, I offered myself; opened the 
book upon those words, "With stammering lips, and with another tongue will he 
speak to this people" [Is. 28: 11]. Thought it a prohibition, yet continued without a 
will. With Captain Flatman at the Marshalsea; read prayers, and preached from 
Luke 7:36, the woman washing Christ's feet. The word was with power; all atten
tive and thankful. Visited Zouberbouler, removed the Fleet. 
Wednesday, February 14. Read prayers at Newgate, and preached the law first, 
and then the gospel. Sang, "Invitation to sinners." All were affected. 
Thursday, February 15. Preached again at the Marshalsea. Sent for by an harlot 
(supposed to be dying), and preached Christ, the friend of sinners, I trust to her 
heart. 

This pattern carries on for page after page. Certainly for the years covered by the 
journal, and there is other evidence to support it, and, indeed, to suggest that such 
schedules extended beyond these years, Charles was preaching exceptionally fre
quently and doing so to fairly substantial numbers with some good results. 
Indeed, trying to get some sense of just how many sermons are referred to in the 
journal is not as straightforward as one might imagine. John Tyson has done 
important work on this and to his count one could add others from other sources. 
My own resultant document, and it is probably not complete, runs to thirty-five 
pages with over 1,500 entries. And we should not forget how terse the journal is 
or how many gaps there are. We can leave aside the detail. On any account this 
is a picture of a man for whom preaching was a near daily activity, indeed some
times he preached several times in the course of one single twenty-four hour 
period. If we take simple statistics as our starting point, then, preaching was very 
much at the heart of Charles's ministry, at least as far as quantity was concerned. 

It is certain, then, that Charles preached with extraordinary frequency. 
However, other sections of the journal reveal that he thought he was very good at 
it. Consider, for example, the entry from July 1744, which is typical. 

Monday, July 9. Took horse at two, with my friend and companion, Meriton; and 
acknowledged, the next day, in Bristol, "Hitherto the Lord hath helped us" [1 Sam. 

I was strengthened to preach on, "Let not your hearts be troubled" 
and the Lord made me a son of consolation. A cry of distress first, and then 
ran through the congregation. Miss Barr, with many others, received the 

word into their hearts, and sorro1 and sighing fled away before it. 

It would be very easy indeed to multiply such examples. Indeed, Charles's jour
nal is nothing short of replete with references to the effect that his words had upon 
the often (so he states) very substantial audiences that had gathered to hear him, 
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frequently as early as five o'clock in the morning. Thus, for example, on 
September 10, 1739 Charles records in his journal that he 

Preached in the Brick-yard, where I think there could not be less than four thou
sand. It rained hard, yet none stirred. I spoke with great freedom and power. A 
woman cried out, and dropped down. I spoke to her at Mrs Norman's, and found 
she had sunk: under the weight of sin. 13 

Six days later Charles preached at Hanham-Mount. 

I expounded the Good Samaritan to between three and four thousand, with power. 
While I was repeating that in Jeremiah, "Is not my word like a fire, saith the Lord, 
and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?" a woman fell down under the 
stroke of it. I found afterwards, that the good Samaritan had poured in his oil, and 
made her whole. Another declared He had then bound up her wounds also. I heard 
on all sides the sighing of them that were in captivity, and trust more than I know 
of were set at liberty; for the Lord was among us of a truth.14 

The list goes on. Further citation is unnecessary, for the point has already 
emerged: according to his own testimony Charles's sermons were able to strike 
deep into the hearts of his audience. This testimony is confirmed by those, who 
had heard him preach and witnessed its effects. 

With all this activity as recorded in the journal one might have expected to 
find that rather more of Charles's sermons have survived than appears to be the 
case. At best we are looking at a corpus of twenty-three and even some of these 
were copied from other authors (principally his brother). However, the journal 
holds the key to the problem here too. The reason for the paucity of MSS is sim
ple: the written form of these sermons, it seems, never existed in the first place. 
This is so since as the Journal makes plain, Charles had early developed the prac
tice of preaching entirely without notes. 

In the journal Charles does refer fairly frequently to his practice of opening 
the Bible and "expounding" the first words upon which he came. Frank Baker 
(who is in turn quoted favorably by Tyson)IS has made this point alreadyl6 and 
evidence from the journal to support Baker's suggestion is not difficult to find. 
For example the entry for Monday 3 December, 1753 reads: 

I was at loss for a subject at five, when I opened the Revelation, and, with fear and 
trembling, began to expound it. Our Lord was with us of a truth, and comforted 
our hearts with the blessed hope of his coming to reign before his ancients glori
ously.17 

13 Journal, 1.196. 
14 Journal, 1.199. 
15 John R. Tyson, Charles Wesley: A Reader (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 

p.16. 
16 Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Letters, 38.7 
17 This section of the journal is not present in DDCW 10/2. It is taken from the earlier edition of 

Jackson. 

http:ously.17
http:truth.14
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When Charles adopted this policy of ex tempore preaching is not absolutely 
clear, though the journal does give some reasonably clear indication. It is Tyson's 
suggestion (the same basic point was made by Doughty in 1957)18 that Charles 
began to develop the method on or about 15 October 1738 when, writes Charles, 
"[I] Preached 'the one thing needful' at Islington, and added much extempore."19 
Five days later Charles wrote: 

Seeing so few present at St Antholin's, I thought of preaching extempore. Afraid, 
yet ventured on the promise, "Lo, I am with you always," and spake on justifica
tion from Rom. 3 for three quarters of an hour without hesitation. Glory be to God, 
who keepeth his 

As far as can be judged from the very limited evidence available, Tyson's 
basic point seems correct, though he probably overestimates the extent to which 
15 October 1738 was the turning point. In fact the journal indicates that Charles 
had been "adding much extempore" at least since 11 July of that year, when he 
"preached faith in Christ to a vast congregation with great boldness, adding much 
extempore."21 Early on, then, Charles seems to have been preaching fairly regu
larly without notes, or, it seems, even mental preparation. By March 1740 the 
method seems to be well ingrained, so much so that Charles can describe the act 
of "premeditating what to preach" as "unusual." He wrote: 

I was greatly distracted by an unusual unnecessary premeditating what to preach 
upon. My late discourses had worked different effects. Some were wounded, 
some hardened and scandalized above measure. I hear no neuters. The Word had 
turned them upside down. In the pulpit, I opened the book and found the place 
where it is written, 'the Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He hath anointed 
me to preach the gospel to the poor, &c.' I explained our Lord's prophetic office, 
and described the persons on whom alone He could perform it. I found as did oth
ers that he owned me.22 

The journal appears also to contain references to his first experience of field 
preaching. Again, quite precisely when Charles first engaged in the activity is not 
absolutely clear, but the journal indicates that by May 29, 1739 he had, somewhat 
reluctantly, begun to preach in the open. The entry for that day reads: "Franklyn, 
a farmer, invited me to preach in his field. I did so, to about 500, on, 'Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven is at hand.' I returned to the house rejoicing."23 

Gill gives this date as that of Charles's first field-preaching, which it may well 
have been.24 However, the magnitude of this decision by Charles to preach in the 

18 Doughty, "Charles Wesley, Preacher," 264. 

19 Journal. I: 149. 

20 Journal, I: 150. 

21 Journal, 1:136. 

22£,~__1_~ U!_~I_.. to John Wesley March 1740 as quoted in Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed by 


His Letters, 38. 
23 Journal, I: 174. 
24 Gill, First Methodist, p. 13. 
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open fields and thereby join himself with the work of Whitefield and the other 
revival preachers should not be underestimated, and the very terse journal entry 
does not reflect the extent to which, if this was the first occurrence, it represents 
a radical break with the tradition to which Charles was wedded. This may in fact 
have been a spur of the moment decision by Charles, driven as he was by cir
cumstance, although he must have been considering the issue for some time 
before May 29 since, as his journal indicates, he fairly frequently attended 
George Whitefield in his open-air preaching.25 During the next month the neces
sity of preaching outside walls and indeed outside the official structures of the 
Church became even more pressing, and Charles was forced to make a decision. 
As a Methodist he was finding it not always easy to gain access to a pulpit from 
which to proclaim his message. This is seen at several points. For example, on 
May 1, 1739 he reports in his journal how Church-wardens kept guard over the 
pulpit-stairs and "I was not inclined to fight my way through them."26 

The situation deteriorated further. The entry for June 19, 1739 reads 

At Lambeth with Mr Piers. His Grace expressly forbade him to let any of us preach 
in his church charged us with breach of the canon. I mentioned the Bishop of 
London's authorising my forcible exclusion. He would not hear me, said he did 
not dispute. He asked me what call I had. I answered, "A dispensation of the 
gospel is committed to me." "That is, to St. Paul. But I do not dispute, and will 
not to excommunication yet." "Your Grace has taught me in your book on 
Church Government, that a man unjustly excommunicated is not thereby cut off 
from communion with Christ." "Of that I am the judge." I asked him, if Mr 
Whitefield's success was not a spiritual sign, and sufficient proof of his call; rec
ommended Gamaliel's advice. He dismissed us-Piers, with kind me, 
with all the marks of his displeasure.21 

As has been shown, Charles had already preached in the open air before this 
interview at Lambeth. However, the increasingly difficult situation in which the 
Methodist preachers found themselves seems to have led him fully to consider the 
advice of Whitefield. Four days later he wrote: 

Dined at Mr Stonehouse's. My inward conflict continued. Perceived it was the 
fear of man; and that, by preaching in the field next Sunday, as G. Whitefield urges 
me, I shall break down the bridge, and become desperate. Retired, and prayed for 
particular direction, offering up my friends, my liberty, my life, for Christ's sake 
and the gospel's. Somewhat less burdened; yet could not be quite easy, till I gave 
up all.28 

It is clear, then, that the decision to preach in the open was not one that 
Charles took lightly. However, after this entry it becomes increasingly common 

25 See for example the entries for April 27, 1739 (Whitefield is preaching in Islington Church 
yard); April 28, 1739. 

26 Journal, I: 173. 
21 Journal, 1:178-179. 
2'1. Journal, 1: 179. 
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to find him doing so, and with an apparently easy conscience. For example, he 
preached to "near ten thousand, by computation" at Moorfields on Sunday, July 

It is at the same time that he preached on Kennington Common.3D By the 
end of 1739, then, he was frequently preaching in the open. 

In summary on this issue, then, it is plain from his journal that Charles Wesley 
was constantly engaged in the business of preaching. It seems highly probable 
too that much of this preaching was without notes and often in the open-air. 
Similarly, although very little of the actual content of his preaching can be recon
structed from the journal accounts, something of its reception can be. Doubtless 
there were times when things did not go well. However, there is much in this text 
to support the report of John Nelson who once reported in his diary that Charles 
had passed briefly through Birstall, six miles outside Wakefield, around 
Michaelmas (September 29) 1742.3\ Charles pressed on quickly to Newcastle, 
but was later to return, and "when Mr. Charles Wesley came back from 
Newcastle," wrote Nelson: 

the Lord was with him in such a manner that the pillars of hell seemed to tremble; 
many that were famous for supporting the devil's kingdom fell to the ground while 
he was preaching, as if they had been thunderstruck.32 

4. Depressive 

We turn now to another aspect of Charles Wesley that comes across in the 
journal: the fact he seemed reasonably frequently, to put it rather colloquially, to 
be "down in the dumps." Whether the evidence is there to suggest a distinct per
sonality trait is open to question and in any case such a judgment would require 
expertise beyond that here claimed. However, the journal does provide clear evi
dence of Charles's depressive bouts, doubts or both regardless of what the reason 
for the same might be. 

Consider for example, the following extract, which is quite severe (and it 
should be emphasized that similar thoughts cannot be found on every page). The 
day is Feb. 13, 1743 and Ctarles has been visiting the condemned in Newgate. 

29 Journal, 1 :181. 
30 Journal, 1: 181. 
31 Charles'sjoumal from September 22, 1741 to January 2,1743 is missing and so this cannot be 

checked against it. However, where Nelson can be checked he seems generally trustworthy. He 
records also that he was visited by John Wesley in May 1742, which is confirmed in John's journal 
for the period (BE, 19.266-7). 

32 John Nelson et aI., Wesley's Veterans, 7 vols. (London: Charles A. Kelly, 1912) 3.65. The quo
tation continues: 

One day he had preached four times; and one that had been amongst the people all day said 
at night twenty-two had received forgiveness of their sins that day. 

Nelson then goes on to claim that about "four-score" of individuals were added to the number of 
"true believers" as a result of Charles's and Mr Graves' labors. See further W. L. Doughty "Charles 
Wesley, Preacher," London Holbom Quarterly Review 182(1957): 263-267, 267. 

http:thunderstruck.32
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He is able to cheer those who are about to face death; but then conceals other, 
more personal, thoughts in shorthand. 

This was written to a bosom friend: Rather than live in all earthly comfort, I would 
choose just now to be cast into the sea with a millstone about my neck-but for the 
fear of something after death. All this day my heart has been rising in expostula
tion f?l with God, have I not left all to follow him? Have I not chosen for near 

to be miserable for want of him, rather than happy in the possession 
else? For his sake I have suffered reproach, denied myself the 

and passion, took up my cross to suffer temptation, 
with tempest, and not comforted, suffered so many 

and at last to perish eternally. Who can forbear asking, wherefore then hast thou 
brought me forth out of the womb? 0 that I had given up the ghost, and no eye 
had seen me? 

His judgments are as a great deep, I am lost in them. 0 that [ could think no 
moreP4 

This is a bit of a surprising passage in many ways. Charles is clearly thinking it 
would be better for him to be dead and yet, it seems, worries about what may 
await him in the afterlife. Of course, Charles is not the only one who has expe
rienced such doubts by any means, but that the same person who could who could 
write some of those magnificent hymns of praise and confidence could also, and 
in 1743, write this passage is something about which to wonder, especially so 
since this is not the only example of such thinking in the journal text. 

Consider further also this example from June 1738 (the proximity to Charles's 
"Day of Pentecost" is surely worth noting). The section is in longhand. 

Thursday, June 1. Was troubled today that I could not pray: utterly dead at 
the sacrament. 

Friday, June 2. Still unable to pray; still dead in communicating~ full of a 
cowardly desire of death. 

Saturday, June 3. My deadness continued and the next day increased. I rose 
exceeding heavy and averse to prayer, so that I almost resolved not to go to church, 
which I had not been able to do till within these two or three days past. When I did 
go, the prayers and sacrament were exceeding grievous to me, and could not help 
asking myself, "Where is the difference between what I am now and what [ was 
before believing?" I immediately answered, that if darkness was not like the for
mer darkness, because I was satisfied. There was no gUilt in it, because I was 
assured it would be dispersed; and because, though I could not find I loved God, or 
feel that he loved me, yet I did and would believe he loved me notwithstanding. 

I returned home and Jay down with the same load upon me. This Mr Ingham's 
coming could not alleviate. They sung, but I had no heart to join; much less in pub
lic prayers. In the evening Mr Brown, Holland, and others called. I was very 
averse to coming among them, but forced myself to it, and spent two or three hours 
in singing, reading, and prayers. This exercise a little revived me; and I found 
myself much assisted to pray.35 

33 This is transcribed as "hours" in the Jottr1Ull, which is almost certainly in error. 

34 Journal, 2:341. The entire passage is in shorthand. 

35 Journal, 1: 114. 
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It seems from the evidence of the journal, then, that Charles's "Day of Pentecost" 
did not drive all doubts from him. That May 21, 1738 was a turning point is clear, 
but one should not be unrealistic. The Christian life brings its highs and its lows 
and Charles was acquainted with both. His "evangelical conversion" was surely 
a high. Whatever happened that day, and whatever were the reasons for it, the 
day released for him some of his pent-up spiritual doubts and anxieties. 
However, and here others may find common ground with Charles, as one swal
low does not a summer make, neither does the warmth of one "strange palpita
tion of heart"36 melt the ice of every spiritual doubt. Baker may have put an alter
native view memorably well; but he may yet have been wrong. Commenting on 
Charles's experience of May 21, 1738, Baker wrote 

Henceforth ... Whitsuntide was always to be a peculiar time of blessing for him. 
Underlying the choppy surface of his Christian experience were the calm deeps of 
his new certainty of God's love for him.37 

I rather doubt this. I doubt it instinctively but I doubt it also on the basis of the 
evidence of the journal. And for some, I include myself, Charles's determination 
to press on with the Christian life in the face of and not in the absence of doubt 
only enhances rather than diminishes his contemporary relevance. 

This same apparently depressive trait in Charles comes once again to the sur
face as we look at some of the difficulties that Charles faced as he sought to live 
out in other ways what he considered to be his own calling to the Christian life 
and to confront other problems. Such problems included, at times, issues that led 
to disputes, not least with his own brother John (about which more below). For 
example, it is almost certainly John who is the recipient of the letter that Charles 
mentions in his journal shorthand entry for February 16 1745: 

Saturday, February 16 [1745J In a letter to a friend, wrote 
"I am often weary and faint; but is there not a cause? The loss of all things and life 
itself is nothing to loss of a friend. If my burden weighs you down I must com
municate no more; but whatever becomes of me the foundation stands sure. 
Farewell my sorrowful friend, for I know I have infected you, farewell and I long 
for our meeting in a better world."38 

These passages are not unusual in the journal even if the attention that has been 
paid to them has been relatively slight. Indeed, those who do study the 
will soon discover just how prone Charles seemed to be to out-and-out depressive 
thoughts and also to somewhat understandable, if sorrow-laden, periods of reli
gious doubt driven by external factors. 

36 See Journal, 1: 106. 

37 Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Letters, p. 33. 

38 Journal, 2:435. The entire passage after the date is in shorthand. 
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5. Disputes with John 

We continue with some further comments relating to aspects of Charles's dif
ficulties as they appear in the journal. Such difficulties came on several fronts: 
physical persecution,39 ostracism for the sake of the cause,40 traveling hard
ships,41 difficulties with keeping order among the societies and some individual 
challenges to such order (for example the incident with the French Prophets in 
1739).-12 Something of this aspect of Charles's life is of course already wdl
known, but the journal can tell us even more than we might have thought, espe
cially when we consider what Jackson left out. The shorthand sections are again 
central here. 

We noted above one shorthand passage that suggests a difficulty between 
Charles and John. There is much more in this vein. Consider, predictably, the 
Grace Murray incident and its aftermath. The story of Charles's quite disgrace
ful behavior as it relates to his brother's intended marriage to Grace Murray is of 
course well-known. Gareth Lloyd has given a fairly full account of this whole 
episode drawing extensively on the letters and it has been dealt with elsewhere: 43 

There are, however, several shorthand sections in the journal that give further 
into this whole rather sorry and difficult episode. A narrative style may 

flush this out better than might another. 
The year is 1749. It is mid September of that year, possibly the eighteenth of 

that month, and Charles has just found out about John's intention of marrying 
Grace Murray. Within two weeks Charles has traveled to Whitehaven in Cumbria 
where he and his brother John have discussed the planned marriage. From a let
ter that John Wrote to Charles the following day it is plain that the meeting was 
a difficult one.44 It was decided to submit to Vincent Perronet's arbitration, but 

... two days later Charles broke his word. Taking advantage of John's temporary 
absence, he left without warning for the Village of Hindley Hill, where his brother 
had left his fiancee a week previous.45 

Here Charles spoke with Murray and persuaded her to go with him to Newcastle 
to meet, so she thought, John Wesley. In fact it was not John Wesley but John 
Bennet, to whom Murray had previously been engaged, who was there. On 
October 3 Murray and Bennet were married, though, as Lloyd says, "neither party 
were keen to go through with the ceremony and it took all Charles's powers of 

W Journal, 2:375-376. 

40 Journal, 2:647. 

41 Journal, 2:428. 

42 Journal, 1: 156 and n. 122. 

43Gareth Lloyd, Charles Wesley and the Struggle for Methodist identity (Oxford: Oxford 


University Press, 2007), pp. 88-109. 
44 Lloyd, Charles Wesley, pp. 98-99. 
45 Lloyd, Charles Wesley, p. 99. 
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persuasion before they consented."46 Grace was married and John's own mar
riage plans were destroyed. 

Following the marriage one or two meetings took place between John, 
Charles, and a third party to seek a resolution to the situation that had now arisen. 
Charles picks up the story in his journal, mostly in shorthand. The journal gives 
Charles's account of this sad tale; one which has not really been brought fully to 
the surface before. 

Thursday, October 26 [1749]. Visited my house in peace. Heard that my brother 
was come. Troubled and burdened, yet went to him. No love or joy or comfort in 
the meeting. No confidence on either side. He did not want to talk with me. Came 
home and was much comforted in prayer with Perronet and Jones. 
Sunday, October 29 [1749] Dead, dead, dead at the sacrament: rode back quite 
miserable, through [David] Traten's information that he had seen and been locked 
up with Grace Bennet; and [he] was still desirous to marry. Mournful discourse 
with Sally. Lost all strength and heart; weighed down to the earth. Went to talk 
with him; the effect 1T(xpo~J.16c;.47 

The next day Charles entered the following into his journal (again in shorthand) 

Monday October 30 [1749] Sent a sad account to Mr Perronet 

Dear Sir 

I write out of the fulness of my heart. Last Saturday our friend came hither. 
went heavily to see him. He spoke very slightly of the fatal letter, insensible of 
both his own folly and danger, and of the divine goodness in so miraculously sav
ing him. Yesterday I assisted him at the sacrament, but my mouth was stopped all 
day, my hands hung down, and my heart fainted ... Forced by his impatience, I had 
offered him my account of what has lately happened, though I judged it far better 
to defer it till his passion should be laid and his eyes opened. It had the effect I 
expected. He denied the whole. "William Shent's account was all lies. Jane 
Keith's was all lies. His only was altogether true. He had been in no fault at all, 
in no passion or inordinate affection, but had done all things well, and with the 
utmost calmness and deliberation. He had been no temptation; the church and 
work in no danger. That was nothing but my needless panic." As soon as I could 
recover my astonishment, I told him plainly he was given up to Jewish blindness 
of heart; that the light which was in him was darkness; that God would overcome; 
but wherefore should he be smitten and more? I declared I would cover his naked
ness as long as I could, and honour him before the people; and if I must at last 
break with him, would retreat gradually, and hide it from the world. He seemed 
pleased with the thought of parting, though God knows, as I told him, that I had 
saved him from a thousand false steps: and still I am persuaded we shall stand or 
fall together. If he would not foresee the consequence of marrying, I said, he must 
marry and feel them afterward, while lying at the mercy of the good bishop of 

46 Lloyd, Charles Wesley, p. 99. 
47 'TTapo~j..L6" is probably used here by Charles with the negative sense of "a sharp disagree

ment" or "irritation" though the rather more positive "a stirring up" or a "provoking" or "encourag
ing," perhaps in love (cf. Heb 10.24) is also possible. The entire passage after the initial date is in 
shorthand. 
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Exeter. What the end of this thing will be only God knoweth, but the cloud at pres
ent hanging over us looks very black48 

One surely gets a sense of the seriousness of the situation and how, it seems, John 
and Charles are on the brink of separating. However, one more quotation seems 
in order. The Grace Murray incident is not mentioned explicitly, but John's gen
eral mood and Charles's difficulty in coming to terms with it are plain. The 
extract is again almost entirely in shorthand. 

Friday, November 17 [1749]. Had a conference of three days at Ned Perronet's. 
Old Mr Perronet was present, and well he was, for my brother flew out when con
tradicted, crying "If he must not have so much authority, he would have none at 
all." Mr Perronet hardly believed him. I modestly proposed that question "How 
far is your or my will a law to our preachers." But it was touching a sore place, 
meddling with the arcana imperii.49 He showed the utmost uneasiness and impa
tience, telling me in Greek (on my urging the question) that I should ruin all, and 
threatening again to run away and live beyond [the] sea. Once more our good old 
friend humoured and stroked him into tolerable temper. I saw there was no good 
to be done, and half resolved I would never be at another conference.5o 

There is in fact more of this sort of material in the and Charles's own 
account of the events surrounding the marriage of Grace Murray to John Bennet 
and the way in which John (quite understandably) reacted are there to see and the 
bitterness rumbles on for some time. 

As we know, Charles's own marriage was a happy one. It would seem on the 
basis of the journal evidence, however, that even here Charles allowed friction 
with his brother to make inroads. Over two months later he entered some private 
thoughts into his journal and, as we would expect, committed such to shorthand 
script. The entry for February 3, 1750 is as short, sharp and to the point: "she 
[Sally] miscarried." 

It would be easy to pass over the entry lightly. However, for anyone who has 
suffered the loss of a child through miscarriage (potential father probably less 
than abortive mother but in either case wounded to an extent not to be underesti
mated) the underlying thoughts cannot but strike deep. That is understandable. 
But the air thickens even further. Just how did Charles view his brother, we won
der, in the light of the entry made six days later? The entry is a shorthand copy 
of letter he sent to Mr Perronet 

Sally is slowly recovering her strength after her miscarriage last week. How 
far it was occasioned by our late affliction I cannot say, but my brother has cast poi
son into my cup of temporal blessings, and destroyed as far as in him lay all my 
future usefulness to the Church. Yet still I strive against the stream, and beat the 

48 JourlUll. 2:583-584. The entire passage after the initial date is in shorthand. 

49 "State secrets." 

50 JourlUll. 2:585. The passage beginning with the words "Old Mr Perronet was present" is in 


shorthand. 
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air, dragging myself to the work without love or zeal or faith for it. So the poor 
people here find it, and so it will be if I come to London. 

My great comfort is, God does not want me; let him send whom he will send. 
He hath sworn that the earth shall be full of his glory; and all things person events, 
whether good or evil shall work together for this end, till the mystery of God is ful
filled. 51 Once I had great zeal and strong desires to be used as an instrument in his 
work; but I now only desire to rest, stand my lot at the end of the days.52 

This is pretty strong stuff. Charles is in effect blaming his brother for his wife's 
miscarriage and states that he has (thereby?) "cast poison into my cup of tempo
ral blessings." This then spills over into doubt about his own place in the wider 
plans of God. 

One does not want to be too quick to challenge a picture of Charles that many 
hold dear. There is material in the journal, and we have noted some of it, to show 
that John and Charles certainly did not always see eye-to-eye. Indeed there were 
times when the relationship between them was strained in the extreme. However, 
in the end the breach, as wide as it evidently was at the end of 1749 and the begin
ning of 1750, did not become a permanent split, and the fact that the relationship 
between John and Charles did not break down altogether is surely testimony to 
its underlying strength. Indeed, a recognition of under just what strains this rela
tionship came cannot but do other than cause one to wonder at its survival and 
stand in awe of its underlying strength. 

6. Insights into Personal Life 

The journal also provides insights into some aspects of Charles's personal life. 
Perhaps not surprisingly there is quite a bit of information in shorthand around 
the time that Charles began to consider marriage. In fact even what looks very 
much like Charles's proposal is hidden away there. Consider this entry from 
April 1748, most of which is in shorthand 

Sunday, April 3. Through the divine blessing on the tender care of my friends, I 
recovered so much strength that I read prayers, and gave the Sacrament to the fam

At nieht my dearest Sally, like my guardian angel attended me. In the loving 
my heart, without premeditation I asked her "if she could trust herself 

me for life," and with a noble simplicity she readily answered me "she could." 
Monday, April 4. Frightened at what I had said last night, I condemned my own 
rashness and almost wished I had never disclosed my feelings. 

Despite his initial reservations, the journal indicates clearly that over the next sev
eral weeks Charles considered the prospect of marriage to "Sally" Gwynne very 
carefully. On June 26, 1748 he entered into his journal the shorthand note "today 
I asked and obtained permission to speak to her mother."54 

51 Cf. Rev. 10:7. 
52 Journal, 2:588. The entire passage is in shorthand. 
53 Journal, 2:527-528. The passage beginning with the words "At night my dearest Sally" is in 

shorthand. except for the date "Monday, April 4." 
54 Journal, 2:530. 
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By November Charles's mind seems made up and he speaks to his brother. 
The (longhand) entry for November II, 1748 reads 

Friday, November 11. My brother and I having promised each other, (as soon as 
he came from Georgia), that we would neither of us marry, or take any step towards 
it, without the other's knowledge and consent, today I fairly and fully communi
cated every thought of my heart. He had proposed three persons to me. S. P., 
M. W., and S. G.; and entirely approved my choice of the last. We consulted 
together about every particular, and were of one heart and mind in all things. 55 

Charles had not been duplicitous here, although it does seem that by the time he 
spoke to his brother on November 11, 1748 his marriage plans were a good deal 
more advanced than John might have had cause to think. As we have seen, 
Charles had actually proposed to Sally Gwynne some seven months before this. 
However, the journal also makes it plain that even before the proposal to Sally, 
Charles had communicated his "embryo thoughts" of marriage to his brother who 
had "neither opposed, nor much encouraged" it.56 

A few days later there is some more shorthand in the journal. Charles's plans 
are reaching the point whereby he needs to be sure of an income sufficient to sup
port his wife. (On Monday, December 5, 1748, the figure later agreed with Mrs 
Gwynne was £100 a year.) His first step was to approach John, which he did on 
Wednesday, November, 16. In his journal for that day he wrote, in shorthand, 
"Talked with my brother about a provision, in case I married, and he said [that] 
the church could not afford it. Then I thought, the church did not deserve a gospel 
minister."57 The next day he again wrote in shorthand, "Consulted old Mr 
Perro net, who thought a few of my particular friends might subscribe what would 
be sufficient for my maintenance, and offered himself to set the example."5!1 

Again we could go on with this sort of material and dig out of the journal, 
sometimes from the shorthand, little but significant snippets of information that 
give insight into Charles's living of his Christian life. Snippets like the one that 
indicates that he took the view that sometimes in his preaching his brother John 
"misspent his strength in trifies."59 

But the information can be more than snippets--either in content or extent. 
For good reason, that being that the material is relatively well-known, we have 
not here even touched upon the tale told by what is without doubt the most sub
stantial section of the shorthand in the journal, namely the one found in the first 
several pages. This runs to about four thousand words. It is left others more to 
explore that section more 

55 Journal, 2:559. 

56 JounUll, 2:528. 

57 Journal, 2:599-560. 

5R Journal, 2:560. 

5'} Journal, 2:602 (entry for January 13, 1751). 
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7. Conclusion 

In this article I have tried to give some sense of what a study of the MSJ might 
reveal about Charles Wesley. There is, of course, much more to be said on this 
matter, but at least the text of that substantial volume is now reasonably secure. 
When studied in its entirety, however, this substantial volume is a gold mine of 
information and presents a story of Charles Wesley that goes well beyond the 
common picture of him as the diligent hymn-writer quietly working away in the 
attic of number 4 Charles Street, Bristol. Such is clear from the journal and our 
knowledge of some of the issues discussed briefly here may well be enhanced 
even further with the publication of the "journal letters." 

What has been outlined, however, is that the journal is able to give us real 
insight into the life and work of Charles Wesley, and it is not all a story of joy and 
triumph. As we have seen, there is clear evidence of Charles's bouts of depres
sion. There is evidence too of his doubts and of his contesting with God; and evi
dence that he at times questioned his own place in the plan of things and was, at 
times, not at all sure of his own salvation. 

It is plain too that he had his struggles with his own brother and with some 
others in the early Methodist societies. We have skimmed across the surface of 
some of this. There is much more to be done, but as we have seen, the shorthand 
sections of the journal in particular are particularly revealing in this regard. 

It is worth asking of course whether anything positive can come from a "warts 
and all" portrait of Charles Wesley such as been hinted at here. What is to be 
gained from any identification of what some might think are the more negative 
aspects of Charles and his relationships (including his relationship with God). 
Indeed, would such an endeavor be simply an attempt to detract from the status 
of Charles as one of the great spiritual figures of the eighteenth century-a man 
whose work has had so profound an effect on others? 

Icons do need shattering. However, that is not the purpose of this essay. 
Rather it is simply an attempt to suggest that while there are those for whom 
Charles is a man of immense spiritual power and a person to whom some look for 
guidance, such confidence is not dulled by the sort of detail that the journal sup
plies. Indeed, the opposite may be true. The Christian journey can at times be a 
difficult and even lonely one and it is good if on that journey one can find others 
who can help point out the way. Charles is such a figure, at least he is for me. 
And in that context I am strengthened by his flaws and faults, his "downs" and 
his tribulations, almost as much as I am by his "ups." For all his genius, for all 
his spiritual power, theological insight, and lack of trepidation in proclaiming the 
gospel message, the journal reveals that Charles was no stranger to the darker side 
of Christian existence or to the mess that is sometimes human existence, includ
ing difficult relationships even with those that we love. In fact the evidence of 
the journal is that he knew these things very well. For me this gives him greater 
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not less importance. It helps me to see him as a more and not a less significant 
authority as a spiritual mentor and a guide to Christian living. In short. I think 
that any hagiographical account of Charles does him a disservice and indeed, if I 
may put it bluntly, short-changes the grace of God. 

Yes, Charles Wesley can still speak to us today. And for me at least, I find the 
portrait of him that comes across in the journal a powerful "counterbalance to"
no let me rather say "context of'-the poetical compositions that show him as 
one who can himself soar spiritually and help others to do likewise. This "warts 
and all" portrait of Charles (which is how Cromwell wanted to be painted, you 
will remember) is, for me at least, a more inspiring one than one of him with a 
halo. Charles Wesley knew the Christian life; he knew it for its "ups" and it" 
"downs." And therefore, he is for many, a figure of more than simply historical 
interest. 


