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SECOND PERIOD

FROM THE DEATH OF QUEEN ANNE TO
THE ACCESSION OF GEORGE III.

CHAP. I. NEW SECTS

SECT. I.—The Methodists

THIS name, which was originally given in derision, has been claimed by
two opposite sects; while it has also been applied to others, who, forming
no separate communion, have gone as far as conscience would permit
in high-church principles, to escape the sectarian appellation. Such is
the folly of attempting to put religion out of countenance with odious
epithets: for if they never become current, they fall harmless, as an
arrow which has missed its aim; and if ever they give a name to the
communion, they lose all their original venom, and acquire as much
respectability as is deserved by the sect, which soon learns to glory in
its own name.

The founders of Methodism, being students at Oxford, having united
in exercises of devotion, and in frequent communion, were ridiculed, at
first, under the name of the Sacramentarians, and the holy or godly club.
But, a fellow of Merton College, observing the regular method in which
they divided their time between their devotions, their studies, and their
rest, said, “Here is a new sect of Methodists sprung up, alluding to an
eminent college of physicians at Rome, who were called Methodistæ, for
putting their patients under a peculiar regimen.1  “But there was a party
in the Church of Rome called Methodists, from the peculiar method which
they adopted in the controversy with the Protestants.2  It is, however,
not generally known, that the name of Methodist had been given, long
before, to a religious sect in England, or at least to a party in religion,

1 Wesley’s Journals, vol. i., Preface, p. 10. Ainsworth calls them Methodici.
2 Mosheim, Eccles. Hist. 17th cent., sect. ii., p. 1.
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which was distinguished by some of the same marks as are now supposed
to apply to the Methodists. John Spencer, who was librarian of Sion College
during the protectorate, speaking of the eloquence and elegance of the
sacred Scriptures, asks, “Where are now our Anabaptist and plain pike-
staff Methodists, who esteem all flowers of rhetoric in sermons, no better
than stinking weeds?”3

The present Methodists, however, sprang from Oxford, so that the
nurse of high-church prejudices has given birth to sons who have enlisted
thousands in the ranks of dissent. It is, indeed, remarkable, that at a
time when the peace of the grave reigned there, and from the fellow of
a college, who had imbibed the true Oxonian abhorrence for
sectarianism, should have arisen the sect which has carried the
ministrations of unordained laymen to their utmost lengths.

Mr. John Wesley, a student of Christ Church, being elected fellow of
Lincoln College, seized that opportunity to shake off his old companions,
who had been a snare to him; to new model his life, regulate his studies,
and choose his future companions, with a view to his religious
improvement. Being designed for the ministry, he was ordained by Dr.
Potter, who was afterwards Archbishop of Canterbury. As tutor of Lincoln
College, Wesley laboured to form the young men to a just sense of the
importance of religion; and some, who differed from him in sentiment,
gratefully acknowledged his attentions. A serious man, whom Mr. Wesley
had travelled many miles to see, said to him,—“Sir, you wish to serve
God, and to go to heaven, remember you cannot serve him alone. You
must, therefore, find companions, or make them; the Bible knows nothing
of solitary religion.” It has been observed, that a sentiment boldly
conceived, and happily expressed, may overturn an empire. This
sentiment, so just in itself, and so vigorously expressed, though intended
only to benefit an individual, has created not merely a religious sect, but
several hosts, which have given an impulse to the moral world. Mr. Wesley
never forgot this remark, and immediately began to act upon it, by
communicating his views to his younger brother, Charles, who was then
a student at Christ Church. They soon after associated themselves with
Mr. Morgan and Mr. Kirkham, of Merton College. When this little band
first began to meet, in the month of November, 1729, they read divinity
on Sunday evenings, and on the other six, the Greek and Latin classics;
but, as they advanced, they become more decidedly a religious party. It

3 Spencer’s Things New and Old, p. 161, anno 1658.
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soon appeared to them necessary to keep the fasts of the Church of
England: they received also the Lord’s Supper, every week, and visited
the prisoners in the castle, as well as the sick poor in the town. “We were
now,” says Mr. Wesley, “fifteen in number, and of one heart and mind.”
Their scheme for self-examination, at this time, indicates the mystical
turn of mind with which they were feeling their way to heaven. They
“interrogate themselves whether they have been simple and recollected;
whether they have prayed with fervour, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday,
and on Saturday noon; if they have used a collect at nine, twelve, and
three o’clock; duly meditated on Sunday, from three to four, on Thomas
à Kempis; or mused, Wednesdays and Fridays, from twelve to one, on
the passion.”

They were joined by several of the students, and by Mr. Ingham, of
Queen’s College, Mr. Broughton, of Exeter, and Mr. James Hervey, who
afterwards became celebrated for his Meditations. But their grand
acquisition was in the year 1734, when Mr. George Whitefield, then about
nineteen, joined himself to the society, of which he was destined to be the
great Apollos. While yet ignorant of the Gospel, he practised such
austerities as reduced him to extreme debility. In this state of mind, he
was relieved by the kind attentions of Charles Wesley, who recommended
him to the society of more experienced Christians, whose conversation,
with the judicious application of medicines, healed both body and mind.

The two Wesleys, during the latter part of their stay at Oxford,
maintained a close intimacy with the celebrated mystic, Law, the author
of Christian Perfection, and the Call to a Devout and Holy Life. Two or
three times in a year, these young seekers travelled sixty miles (on foot,
that they might save their money for the poor), to visit this oracle, and
listen to its responses. At one time, Mr. Law said to John Wesley, “You
would have a philosophical religion, but there can be no such thing.
Religion is the most simple thing; it is only, we love him because he first
loved us.” With an affectation of luminous simplicity, this dictatorial
sentence is as ambiguous as any response which was ever delivered from
the delphic tripod; for the text of Scripture, as it is here quoted, may
signify two opposite sentiments,—either that our only motive for loving
God is, because he loved us, which is the selfishness of Arminianism; or,
that the true reason why we are brought to love God is, because he, in
love for us, gave the disposition, which is the humble and generous
acknowledgment of Calvinism. But these young Methodists were not
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sufficiently acute divines to see through the amphibologies of their oracle.
It was a pity that they who were looking around on every hand for tutors
and guides in the way of heaven, could discover no better luminary than
this ignis fatuus. If such was the light, what must the darkness have
been? What Mr. Wesley himself afterwards thought of the system which
he then adopted, we may judge from his own words: “In this refined way
of trusting to my own works, and my own righteousness, by pursuing
inward holiness, or an union of soul with God, so zealously inculcated by
the mystic writers, whom I declare, in my cool judgment, and in the
presence of the most high God, I believe to be one great Anti-Christ, I
dragged on heavily, till the time of leaving England.”4

But the Methodist Society in Oxford was broken up in 1735; for John
and Charles Wesley, Mr. Ingham, and Mr. Delamotte, embarked for
America. The death of his father had called John Wesley to London,
where he met with Dr. Burton, one of the trustees for the new colony of
Georgia, who requested him to go thither to preach to the Indians. Mr.
Wesley received his mother’s consent, in language which spoke her a
genuine daughter of Dr. Annesley, a puritan:—“Had I twenty sons, I
should rejoice that they were all so employed, though I should never
see them more.” During the voyage, the company of missionaries
employed their time in acts of devotion, in the study of the Scriptures,
and in the instruction of those who were willing to learn. “A woman
desired to receive the sacrament,” says Mr. Wesley, “but I thought it
necessary to instruct her first in the nature of Christianity, and therefore
read to her, every day, out of Mr. Law’s Christian Perfection.” Thus he
instructed her in the nature of Christianity, by the lessons of what he
afterwards pronounced the great Anti-Christ.

On board the vessel were several Moravian brethren, in whom Mr.
Wesley saw a meekness, purity, and benevolence, an air of heartfelt
satisfaction and joy, a superiority to the ills of life, and a victory over
the fears of death, to which he was conscious he had never attained.
The storms, which filled him with dread of eternity, awakened their joy
in the prospect of speedily beholding a reconciled God. He saw the
difference between their religion and his own. His biographers observe,
that “though he gave all his goods to feed the poor, and sacrificed ease
and honour, and every other temporal gratification, to follow Christ,
yet it is certain that he was very little acquainted with true experimental

4 Wesley’s Journal, vol. i. p.27.
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religion. This, the Lord began now to show him, first, by the fear of
death, which, notwithstanding all his efforts, brought him into bondage
whenever danger was apparent, which made him say, ‘I plainly felt I
was unfit, because I was unwilling to die;’ secondly, the lively victorious
faith he evidently perceived in his fellow-passengers, the Moravians,
still more convinced him that he possessed not the power of religion.”5

Though it may astonish many, that such a man should undertake such
a mission, it can excite no surprise in the breast of any real Christian,
that the mission should prove abortive. But, to the Indians, who were
the intended objects of Mr. Wesley’s ministry, he found no opportunity of
going; for General Oglethorp, the governor of the colony, detained him at
Savannah. Here, however, he soon became an unwelcome guest. Several
persons disliked his rigid attachment to the rubric of the Church of
England. “High-church principles, as they are called, continually
influenced his conduct; an instance of which was his refusing to admit
one of the holiest men in the province to the Lord’s Supper (though he
earnestly desired it) because he was a Dissenter, unless he would submit
to be rebaptised.” When high-church principles had afterwards tortured
him and his friends, till they were sore, he remarks, “Have I not been
finely beaten with my own staff?”6  It seems, however, that the blows of
this iron crosier are more severe than salutary, that it is only a rod of
persecution, and not of correction; for he that was finely beaten for his
fault, was not beaten out of it. He that professed to be then convinced by
the Moravians, that he was destitute of real religion, of which he saw
incontestable evidences in persons of other communions, was not the man
who was entitled to indulgence in unchristianising those who did not see
with his eyes, and would not be baptised into his sect.

Mr. Wesley was, indeed, regarded as an Ishmael; for his hand was
against every man, and every man’s hand was against him. Only among
the Moravians he found refuge and consolation. But the immediate cause
of his leaving America has, for a long time, lain under a veil, which, till
of late, has not been lifted up by his friends. The governor, perceiving
in Mr. Wesley an unusual energy of character, studied to decoy him from
the heights of mysticism to the level which would render him a
convenient instrument to execute the schemes which the general had
formed. For this, he sagaciously selected one of the daughters of Eve,

5 Coke and Moore’s Life, p. 97.
6 Life, p.112.
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whose charms had nearly succeeded. But, on consulting with the
Moravians, whether it would be expedient for him to marry Miss
Causton, the governor’s niece, they forbade the banns, and Mr. Wesley
escaped the snare. The lady afterwards betrayed the deep hatred of
despised beauty, and proved a persecutor of her former lover, who, after
having been pursued by a malicious lawsuit, judged it proper to leave
America, where all his success seemed to consist in enlarging his own
knowledge of mankind and of himself. So unpropitious was the first
mission of the Methodists to that part of the globe, where they were
destined afterwards to reap a harvest so large.

During all this time, the cause of Methodism was rising to
unparalleled popularity in England, by the zeal and eloquence of Mr.
Whitefield. When the first societies broke up from Oxford, he went to
Gloucester, for the benefit of his native air; for the mistaken austerities
which he had practised, had so reduced him, that he was scarcely able
to walk. But it pleased the God of all grace to reveal to him the way of
salvation by faith; so that, while Mr. Wesley was discovering that he
had no religion, his younger companion was rejoicing in the power, and
riches, and sovereignty of divine grace. Devoting himself to the study
of the Scriptures, in which, under the guidance of the Spirit of Truth,
he made eminent advancement, he panted to tell of the divine goodness;
for which purpose, he formed a little society in his native place, and
braved the reproach, which he knew would be heaped upon them, for
forming conventicles. He read to a few poor people, several times a week,
and visited and prayed with the prisoners in Gloucester jail.

Being now about one-and-twenty years of age, Mr. Whitefield was
informed by Dr. Benson, Bishop of Gloucester, that although he had
resolved to ordain none under three-and-twenty, he should reckon it his
duty to ordain him, whenever he should choose to apply. With this view,
the young evangelist began to study, with great seriousness, the thirty-
nine articles of the Church of England, to know whether he approved of
them or not, in which, if he had more imitators, the establishment would
have fewer ordained contradictors of her articles. Mr. Whitefield perused
the epistles of Paul, to know whether he possessed the qualifications of a
Christian bishop, and was at length ordained at Gloucester, in the year
1736, and, on the following Lord’s-day, preached his sermon, “On the
necessity and benefit of religious society.” “Curiosity,” says he, “drew a
large congregation together. The sight, at first, a little awed me. But I

History of the Dissenters
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was comforted with a heartfelt sense of the divine presence, and soon
found the advantage of public speaking when a boy at school, and of
exhorting and teaching the prisoners, and poor people at their private
houses, whilst at the university. By these means I was kept from being
daunted. As I proceeded, I perceived the fire kindled, till at last, though
so young, and amidst a crowd of those who knew me in my childish days,
I trust I was enabled to speak with some degree of authority. Some few
mocked, but most for the present seemed struck; and I have since heard,
that a complaint was made to the bishop, that I drove fifteen mad the
first sermon. The worthy prelate wished that the madness might not be
forgotten before next Sunday.”7

Whitefield shortly after removed to Oxford, and from thence to
London, where his first sermon, at Bishopgate church, fixed the
attention and excited the serious surprise of those who seemed disposed
to sneer at his boyish looks. But his principal field of labour, in London,
was at the chapel in the Tower where he took great pains with the
soldiers, and drew many serious young men to his sermons. Matthew
Henry’s Commentary on the Scriptures was the book from which he
derived that knowledge of scriptural theology, that serious evangelical
train of thinking, and that simple, popular mode of instruction, for which
he afterwards became so deservedly renowned. He is said to have studied
this book literally on his knees, to have read it through four times, and
to have spoken of the author with the most profound veneration, ever
calling him the great Mr. Henry.

Mr. Whitefield went to preach at Dummer, in Hampshire, but being
invited by the Wesleys to go over to Georgia, to their help, he went to
London, to wait on General Oglethorp. During this visit to the
metropolis, he frequently preached to the most numerous assemblies;
for the hearers hung on the rails outside the parish churches, climbed
on the leads, and, after all, multitudes went away unable to hear. These
were new scenes to the members of the Church of England; for since
the days when Baxter, Vincent, and some others of the Puritans, filled
the parish churches, they had seldom been troubled with excessive
popularity. But now, the managers of all the charities in London invited
Whitefield to preach for them, and replenish their exhausted coffers.
Though he generally preached four times on the Lord’s-day, he could
not comply with all their invitations, without procuring the use of the

7 Whitefield’s Letter.
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churches on the working-days. Nine times a week he preached; and when
he administered the Lord’s Supper before day-light, the streets were
illuminated with lanterns. He refused a very lucrative curacy in London,
that he might go and preach to the ignorant inhabitants of Georgia. In
the ardour of youth, when such popularity as he enjoyed is peculiarly
intoxicating, he resolved to tear himself from London, which he might
easily have persuaded himself was a field of usefulness, superior to the
deserts of America. But having determined on his departure, he visited
first his native place, and from thence made a tour to Bath and Bristol,
attracting, by his popular preaching, immense numbers in every place,
and rousing not a few to a serious solicitude for their eternal happiness.

Such popularity and zeal provoked envy, and kindled opposition. Two
clergymen told him, he must not preach for them any more, unless he
would recall a part of the preface to a sermon, which he had lately
published on regeneration. The obnoxious sentence expressed a wish,
that his brethren would entertain their auditories oftener with discourses
on the new birth. Those gentlemen must have been excessively delicate,
who could not bear a hint so gentle. If they objected to the doctrine of
the new birth, they should have insisted on his renouncing it, as contrary
to the principles of their church. But, if the clergy approved of the
doctrine, as Mr. Whitefield preached it, surely he might be allowed to
express, in decent language, a wish that it were more frequently taught.
The Dissenters flocked to church to hear Mr. Whitefield; and some of
them told this zealous churchman, that if the doctrine of the new birth,
and justification by faith, were preached powerfully in the established
church, there would be no Dissenters in England. Those who made this
assertion were probably dissenters from the preaching, but not from
the principles of the establishment; for they were evidently not aware of
a fact, which has been proved since evangelical preachers have increased
in the Church of England, that there are multitudes, who are so deeply
convinced that the whole constitution of the hierarchy is unscriptural
in its principles, and pernicious in its tendency, that no preacher could
allure them into its communion.

Having parted with his London friends, amidst many prayers and
tears, Mr. Whitefield embarked for Georgia. On the voyage he endured
much distress from the profligacy of the crew, but was shortly delighted
with the change which his presence and counsels produced in their
behaviour. “They were now as regular as a church. Mr. Whitefield
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