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Wesley, Wales & the rest of the world 

An address to the Friends of Brecon Cathedral, in the presence of  

the Right Revd John Davies, Bishop of Swansea and Brecon, and  

The Dean, The Very Reverend Geoffrey Marshall,  

on the occasion of the commemoration of the 200
th

 anniversary of  

the death of Revd Dr Thomas Coke 

 

First of all I would like to express to you, as representatives of the Cathedral 

community, my thanks and the thanks in particular of the Methodist Heritage 

Committee of the Methodist Church, for your willingness to share in this 

commemoration weekend of the life, work and legacy of the Revd Dr Thomas Coke 

and to open your Cathedral and hearts to us to do so ecumenically and with the civic 

leaders here. It has been a pleasure and a privilege to cooperate in this way.  

 

So, as if you hadn’t had enough of a Methodist invasion already this weekend, the 

Dean kindly invited me to come and address you this afternoon about the wider 

heritage of Methodism, particularly here in Wales. I am going to tell you something 

of the history of Methodism and why ‘Welsh’ Methodists are most definitely not 

happy being called ‘English’ Methodists or ‘Wesleyans’, and I will tell you about the 

work I now do towards conserving and promoting the heritage of the British 

Methodist Church.  

 

The Methodist Church’s commemoration of its missionary endeavours at home and 

abroad began last October with the 200th anniversary of the founding missionary 

society of the Methodist Church, which was a fundraising and later organising body 

for overseas mission by the Wesleyan Methodist Church. The MMS was initiated in 

1813 as a Leeds district-level society, and was later adopted by the whole Wesleyan 

Connexion in 1818, after it found itself almost entirely dependent in this regard on 

the efforts of the Revd Dr Thomas Coke, one time son of this city.  
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Besides Thomas Coke, Methodism is celebrating a series of other anniversaries this 

year linked to mission, and focused in large part on one place… John Wesley’s 

Chapel in Bristol; also called the New Room. This month is the 275th anniversary of 

the laying of the foundation stone of the New Room – the first-ever purpose-built 

Methodist building in the world. It was constructed as a response to the needs created 

by the success of the ‘field preaching’ ministry of one of the most prominent early 

leaders of Methodism, John Wesley. A ‘high Church’ Anglican clergyman, the Revd 

John Wesley was not exactly predisposed to preaching outside to Bristolian coal 

miners: in his journal or diary, which he kept throughout his life, he says he 

“submitted to be more vile” in doing so! But on 12 May 1739, John Wesley was 

laying the foundation stone of his first ‘preaching house’ in the heart of Bristol. A 

place that would offer practical support through education and as a medical 

dispensary, as well as offering spiritual nurture and nourishment to the ‘members’ of 

his new Bristol ‘societies’ – essentially religious groups for those who were little 

touched by the ‘established’ Church of England..  

 

Going to the people was to become characteristic of Methodist mission. John Cennick, 

the first of the ‘sons of the gospel’ as Wesley’s unordained lay field preachers were 

originally called, began preaching in June 1739, just a month after the New Room 

was begun: his was another beginning for Methodism, this time of a tradition of 

travelling or itinerant lay preachers within Methodism that continues to today. Our 

local preachers study and are carefully coached and mentored to serve in a ‘circuit’ or 

local group of chapels, but are not ordained ministers and usually have an alternative 

trade or profession.     

 

And all that began only a year after Wesley’s own ‘evangelical conversion’.   
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On 24 May 1738, John Wesley finally found the assurance of salvation that he had 

spent a decade seeking. By that I mean that, although an ordained priest he had never 

until that point been thoroughly convinced of his personal salvation through belief in 

the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ: what in the 1980s and ‘90s was often heard 

to be called being ‘born again’. And then he discovered his younger brother, the well-

known hymn-writer, the Revd Charles Wesley, had also been ‘born again’ as they say 

- 3 days previously!  

John’s conversion experience took place at a religious ‘society’ meeting in 

Aldersgate in London. The building is no longer there, but a gigantic metal flame 

memorial sculpture stands outside the Museum of London on the spot where that 

pivotal event took place. John recorded the moment in his journal – which is also the 

inscription on the monument: 

"In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one 

was reading Luther's preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before 

nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith 

in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for 

salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine 

and saved me from the law of sin and death."  

 

The Georgian era was to become a period with a complicated religious ‘landscape’. 

The concept of other denominations proliferating and worshiping freely alongside the 

‘Established Church’ was unheard of in the 18thC, and ‘dissent’ was an anathema to 

most Anglican clergy. Of course, over the previous 200 years, since King Henry VIII 

had made himself head of the Church in England, exactly which Church was the 

‘established’ or state-sanctioned Church to which you were expected to ascribe had 

varied, and continuing commitment to the ‘wrong’ established Church had potentially 

lethal consequences as Catholic and Protestant monarchs and their ‘enforcer’ advisors 

alternately came to power. The fight for religious freedom would become exactly that 

during the English Civil War. By the 17thC, even when they agreed broadly that 
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spiritual authority should not lie with the Pope in Rome, the Protestant clergy did not 

necessarily all support the detail of the theology or liturgy of the Established Church. 

In 1662 on St Bartholomew’s Day in August, all Anglican priests who would not 

conform and adopt the new Anglican Book of Common Prayer were ejected from 

their parishes –  both John Wesley’s grandfathers were victims of the Great Ejection, 

and thereby became ‘dissenters’. Interestingly, John’s parents and Wesley himself 

rejected dissent and always proclaimed themselves to be loyal members of the 

Church of England!  

 

You may be familiar with the aspiration of the minor gentry to get their second sons 

into the Church – now somewhat stereotypical thanks to the novels of Jane Austen 

and the Brontes –and then buy ‘livings’ for them that would provide the boys with an 

income e.g., from tenants on their land, for limited actual effort in preaching or 

pastoring a parish. A far more robust, aesthetic Protestantism, with ‘fire and 

brimstone’ preachers, had spread to Britain from the Continent. Hogarth’s satirical 

cartoons of the Georgian church, poke fun at the sleepy, self-satisfied Anglican 

Church where priests could buy into good parishes and the dissenter preachers, who 

are caricatured as fanatics.  

 

John Wesley is usually credited with founding Methodism, but actually the start was 

no where near so clear cut – and I ‘blame’ the Welsh! ‘Methodist’ started out as a 

term of insult – it was a pejorative term used to deride religious ‘enthusiasts’, much 

as ‘fundamentalist’ might be used today. And so in the early days Methodism was 

‘enthusiastic’ revival – a reaction against purchasing livings in 18thC Anglicanism, 

and, for the Wesleys and other revivalists, a desire to improve from within. But the 

theology was varied and has resulted in various modern denominations. The 

Methodism of the modern Methodist Church in Britain might arguably be claimed as 

the result of the Pietist movement and the influence of the Moravian Church, both 

from Germany. We know that John Wesley’s mother, Susanna, although a staunch 



Wesley, Wales & the rest of the world 

An address to the Friends of Brecon Cathedral, May 2014 

5 

Anglican, was inspired by Pietist writing. She may have shared her reading and 

responses to it with her sons.  

 

Welshmen Daniel Rowland and Howell Harris had caught the fire of Continental 

revival as followers of the teaching of Swiss 16thC reformer John Calvin, who 

emphasised the sovereignty and role of God in the conversion of the individual.    

You may have heard the phrase ‘the elect’ applied to Calvinists who believed they 

were predestined to be saved. Harris and Rowland became the founders of Welsh 

Calvinistic Methodism, a title adopted in 1811, and replaced in 1923 by 'Presbyterian 

Church of Wales'.  

 

Howell Harris was born at Trefeca, Talgarth, on 23 January 1714. Initially intended 

for holy orders, his father's death in 1731 interrupted his education and he began his 

career as a schoolmaster. Converted in 1735, he was soon involved in an itinerant 

ministry and in setting up societies. He made several applications for ordination, but 

was turned down, and therefore remained an Anglican layman throughout his life. He 

met George Whitefield and the Wesleys in 1739. George Whitefield was another 

18thC Calvinist, and a friend at Oxford University in the 1730s of Charles Wesley. 

But Charles, and his elder bother, John, were to become a different kind of 

‘Methodist’ – they were to become what is called ‘Arminian’ in their beliefs:  a 

prominent theology for those German Moravians I mentioned earlier, who were to 

become a key influence on John Wesley. Arminians believe that the choice to heed 

the call of God and the choice of whether or not to accept the offer of salvation falls 

on the individual and the opportunity to be saved is freely available to everyone – no 

chosen few, no doubt about how saved you are.  

 

John Wesley first preached in Wales at Devauden near Chepstow on 15 October 1739 

and made frequent visits, often on the way to Ireland. He did not originally intend to 

form his own societies in Wales, and worked closely with Howell Harris. The first 
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joint association meeting was held by the Calvinists at Watford near Caerphilly in 

1743. Howell Harris often travelled to London to assist at Whitefield's Calvinistic 

‘Tabernacle’. A long period of co-operation between Harris and Wesley followed, 

despite doctrinal differences, but the first English-speaking society, formed in Cardiff 

in April 1740, allied itself with Wesley rather than Harris the following year. 

However, during the latter half of the 1740s Harris’ less orthodox beliefs, a suspect 

female relationship and his autocratic manner resulted in his separation from co-

revivalist Daniel Rowland and the majority of the Welsh Methodists. In 1752, he 

retired to Trefeca and established a Christian community that became known as the 

'Trefeca Family'. 

 

With his elder brother Joseph, Howell was involved in the formation of the 

‘Brecknock Society for the encouragement of Agriculture and Manufactures’ (the 

first of its kind in Britain) and was one of its most prominent and influential members. 

In the late 1750s, he served as Captain Lieutenant in the Brecknockshire militia, 

formed in response to the threat of a Catholic invasion during the Seven Years' War. 

He equipped five young men from his community to join the 58th Regiment at 

Hereford. When the regiment was disbanded in 1762, he was reconciled with his 

former co-revivalists and resumed travelling preaching. By then, however, a new 

revival had broken out in Wales and Harris was marginalised by a new generation of 

Methodists. Following the death of his wife in 1770, Harris' own health began to 

deteriorate, and he died on 21 July 1773 and is buried at Talgarth.  

 

While life-long friends, the difference in theology would bitterly divide George 

Whitefield and John Wesley’s ministry, and the kind of revival theology they 

preached and the movements they inspired. In England, Calvinistic Methodism 

eventually spread to inspire the Congregational Churches – today part of the URC.  
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Wales was in the first list of circuits in the 1747 Minutes of Conference and by 1770 

there were three Welsh circuits of chapels: Pembroke, Glamorgan and here, Brecon. 

But progress was slow, especially in Mid and North Wales, and when John Wesley 

died in 1791 there were only 600 members in the whole of South Wales. Ninety per 

cent of the population was still only Welsh-speaking in the mid 18thC. Linguistic 

practicalities (John’s lack of Welsh and Welsh-speaking preachers) seem to have 

dictated a tacit agreement between John Wesley and the eighteenth-century Welsh 

evangelicals, by which Wesley confined his activities almost exclusively to English-

speaking societies. But that severely hampered the effective competition for converts 

of Arminian ‘English’ Methodism (still known by some here as ‘Wesleyanism’) with 

‘Welsh’ Calvinist Methodism. To add to the confusion, we inevitably have English-

speaking and Welsh-speaking ‘English’ Methodists. 

 

As I shall explain further, Methodism split into a number of sub-denominations in the 

19thC after Wesley’s death: the Wesleyan and Primitive Methodists being the biggest 

two groups. Industrial development and an influx from England to work in mining 

and industry helped nineteenth century growth of Wesleyan Methodism in Wales, 

especially in the south. Leading industrialists such as Sir Thomas Guest and Richard 

Crawshay had Methodist roots and gave practical support. In north Wales, incomers 

and the development of the holiday trade led to growth, particularly along the coast, 

supported by missionary outreach from the Chester and Shrewsbury areas. Until a 

separate North Wales District was formed in 1987, Methodist circuits there belonged 

to the Liverpool, Chester & Stoke and Wolverhampton & Shrewsbury Districts. 

Primitive Methodism developed as a mission from Oakengates, Shropshire, to 

Pembrokeshire and the Blaenavon/Pontypool area. The Blaenavon (later Pontypool) 

Circuit missioned the Glamorgan and Monmouthshire valleys, and later Newport, 

Cardiff and Swansea, reaching Cardiff in 1857.  
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Welsh-speaking Wesleyan Methodism was not established until 1800, when the 

Methodist Conference sent missionaries to Wales! By ‘proper’ Welsh (i.e., 

Calvinistic) Methodists, Welsh-speaking Wesleyan Methodism was often viewed as 

suspiciously 'English' because of the authority position of the Conference, and the 

training of ministers in England. Many Cornish Wesleyans came to work in the 

Ceredigion mines, and chapels were built as part of the missionary enterprise of 

Welsh-speaking Methodists among their English-speaking neighbours. Members of 

the minor 19thC Methodist denomination of Bible Christians – more on them later – 

came from Devon and Cornwall to work in South Wales industries and established 

chapels which were often paired with chapels in the West Country. Even then Welsh-

speaking Methodism struggled for 100 years to get enough traction to establish two 

circuits of chapels and operated locally independent of the English-speaking 

Wesleyan Methodist chapels until the establishment of a Standing Committee for 

Methodism in Wales in 1957. In 1974 Welsh-speaking Methodism was restructured 

as one Cymru District. There was an imaginative but unsuccessful Wesleyan 

Methodist experiment in bi-lingual work, based in the Brecon and Brynmawr areas, 

in 1814-17. A similar venture in Merthyr in 1912 survived much longer. The bi-

lingual Ceredigion Circuit is a more recent move in the same direction. Welsh- and 

English-speaking Methodists have tended in the main to go their own ways. But in 

1997 Y Gymanfa was formed for overall strategic planning and consultation, spear-

headed by the All-Wales leadership team. And in 2007 the Conference approved The 

Methodist Church in Wales working as two parallel Districts with their own District 

Chairs: Synod Cymru, working mainly in the Welsh language, and the Wales Synod, 

comprising Circuits working mainly in the English language, with a single co-

ordinating team for this work. Welsh Methodism plays a full part, both nationally and 

locally, in Churches Together in Wales and is committed to work towards visible 

unity in the Covenant, which is the cutting edge of ecumenism in Wales.  
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John and Charles Wesley, their elder brother, Samuel, 7 sisters and at least 9 other 

babies who died in infancy were born in the Lincolnshire village of Epworth, near 

Doncaster. In 1709 the family’s house, very likely half-timbered with brick fireplaces 

at the heart, burned down – probably due to arson, started by disgruntled parishioners 

of the Wesleys’ Anglican rector father, also Samuel. John was only 5 and got left 

behind in the panic of the burning building and was only just saved from the fire 

before the ceiling caved in. The house was rapidly rebuilt – and is still standing after 

300 years; a Grade 1 listed Queen Anne house; now a visitor attraction and accredited 

museum – the first of 4 Methodist museums that I help to promote and will be 

introducing to you. And I guess that is the first myth of Methodist Heritage to bust – 

we deal in buildings other than chapels, as well as archives and artefacts ranging from 

musical instruments to ceramics and medallions.  It was at the Epworth Rectory that 

John’s mother, Susanna, educated her 10 children in reading, writing, arithmetic, 

Latin, Greek and scripture, and where, when her husband the rector was away (an all 

too common and debt-ridden experience) she held prayer meetings in the kitchen: 

instilling in John and his brother the discipline and foundations of faith that they 

would take into adulthood.  

 

John went to school at the Charterhouse in London and then on to Oxford University. 

After graduating, John decided to seek ordination as an Anglican clergyman. He was 

ordained in Oxford’s Christ Church Cathedral. John was later elected a Fellow of 

Lincoln College. His younger brother, Charles, was also ordained at Christ Church, 

after schooling at Westminster in London, where their elder brother Samuel was by 

then a tutor. So both Wesley brothers were ‘high Church’ Anglicans. As we have 

explored, although both their grandfathers had been ‘dissenters’, both John Wesley’s 

parents, Samuel and Susanna, had gone on to reject the grandparents’ dissent and 

return firmly to the Church of England: albeit with different views on who should be 

king – the anointed and crowned, James II (who had fled to France), or the Dutch 

prince, William. When Susanna refused to say “Amen” to Samuel’s prayers for ‘the 
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King’, Samuel refused to sleep with her – or indeed even stay in the house – and went 

off on one of his many trips to London in high dudgeon; on this occasion to represent 

the Diocese as ‘Proctor’ in ‘Convocation’, and early precursor to the General Synod. 

Samuel and Susanna were inevitably eventually reconciled, when the accession of 

(Stuart) Queen Anne appeased loyalties – and John Wesley was born exactly 9 

months later! 

 

Samuel senior had also been educated at Oxford, but as a poor ‘servitor’, before 

becoming a priest and being granted the living of Epworth by a wealthy benefactor – 

so you could say the Wesley boys had joined the family business! Indeed, when ill 

health forced his father to stop work for several years, John was drafted home to take 

over for his father as his curate in Epworth. The Wesleys never set out to start a new 

church, separate from the Church of England; they wanted to revive the Anglican 

Church with their religious societies - preaching and Bible study ‘clubs’ if you like. 

They never timed their meetings to clash with parish church services so their 

members could go to both.  

 

The Wesley boys started off as typical students at Oxford – enjoying the social life 

and occasionally remembering to study. But eventually they settled down and Charles 

Wesley and a number of others formed a group at University to pray together, read 

the Bible and do good works like visiting the poor, sick and those in prison. Then 

John came back to Oxford from his Epworth curacy and started organising them! His 

‘methodical’ approach to faith got them all sorts of nicknames: Bible Moths, Holy 

Club and yes, Methodists. In the end (some 15 years later), John Wesley was to 

actively adopt and rehabilitate that title.  

 

After university, the Wesley brothers tried being missionaries – travelling to the New 

World of America to support the colonists and preach to the Native American Indians. 

It was a disaster – Charles soon came home sick, and John came back in trouble with 
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the law due to an alleged broken engagement and even nearly got ship wrecked in a 

storm. But that storm was a new beginning for John Wesley in two ways. First, on the 

ship were a group of Moravians – while everyone else ran about screaming they were 

going to die, the Moravians sang hymns and prayed. John recognised that he did not 

have their assurance of salvation and eternal life and thus their calm approach to 

possible impeding death. And second, he was introduced to the Moravian approach to 

Christianity, rather than the ‘high’ Anglicanism and good works into which he was 

baptised and by then ordained. He set about learning from the Moravians – whose 

leader Peter Bohler advised Wesley: “Preach faith until you have faith”. 

 

Back to the Holy Club – by the late 1730s George Whitefield had taken to outdoor or 

field preaching, and invited John to Bristol to cover for his ministry while he went to 

America. John, despite initial reservations, turned out to be a good outdoor preacher 

and in 50 years was to travel some 250,000 miles on horseback and later by chaise to 

preach all over Britain and Ireland, but George Whitefield was reputedly better in the 

pulpit: 18thC actor and theatre owner David Garrick is said to have wished “If only I 

could say ‘Oh’ like Mr Whitefield”.  

 

John Wesley’s talent was as an organiser and he quickly recognised that the interest 

he created with outdoor meetings needed to be nurtured and the people’s physical 

needs met also, and that all required a building to do it in and manage the work from. 

Today, ‘Our New Room’ as John called it, is another Grade 1 listed building and the 

second of the 4 nationally accredited museums that I support. This is the chapel 

looking towards the 3-tier pulpit. The preacher is at eye-level with the gallery. This is 

a stage and conductor’s podium in one and the congregation are in the pit and the 

gods, in essence – it’s not accident that it looks like an 18thC theatre. It’s arranged 

for effective projection of the Word. But our museums at churches are still a living 

breathing witness to the faith of the Methodist Church and the New Room is used 

every week for services and community events and receives thousands of visitors and 
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tour groups. A project is underway to build a multimillion pound education and 

visitor centre beyond that window at the back. And because of its city centre location, 

as I am sure is true of Brecon Cathedral, some of the visitors come not as tourists but 

seeking the help and guidance of the Church to deal with difficult personal 

circumstances or tragedy and loss. Today, the weekly Friday service is usually Holy 

Communion, but that was not the case in 1739. John Wesley’s intention was to be a 

supplement to the Anglican Church, and for his members to receive Communion and 

the other sacraments, such as baptism, in their local parish church. So preaching 

houses had no altar or communion table. Later, after it became inevitable that 

Methodism would separate from the Church of England, there might be a table in a 

back room where members could receive the sacrament after the preaching service. 

Another of John’s organisational firsts was to make lists of his members and issue 

them with ‘tickets’: tickets were also a recent, new-fangled invention in the 18thC. 

The keenest of those members he grouped into ‘bands’ with a leader to support each 

other’s spiritual growth.  

 

Our 4 museums are known as our ‘key heritage sites’, and we have 2 national archive 

collections. Deposited with the University of Manchester’s John Rylands Library are 

the papers of John Wesley and the early Methodist leaders and the later central 

management of the Church by ‘the Conference’, the Church’s highest governing 

body and originally the body that became John Wesley’s legal successor in managing 

the property of his societies after his death in 1791. The records of the missionary 

societies from the late 1780s are deposited at the School of Oriental & African 

Studies at the University of London.  

 

Our other 2 museums are at the Grade I Wesley’s Chapel site on the edge of the City 

of London and the Grade II Englesea Brook Chapel and Museum of Primitive 

Methodism, near Crewe. Our London museum has 8 listed buildings within its 

‘campus’, which includes the ‘cathedral’ of Methodism. The house is where John 
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Wesley lived in the winter months of the last 12 years of his life, when he was not 

able to travel about preaching due to impassable roads.  His house was shown to 

visitors by the house-keepers from shortly after his death, much to the annoyance of 

the subsequent ministers who lived there, but at least some of Wesley’s rooms were 

set apart as a museum officially from the 1890s. Just a year ago, we opened a £1.4m 

refurbishment of the museum in the crypt of the chapel. This was funded $1m by a 

single Methodist Church in S Korea – Kwanglim Ch has 16,000 members. 

We aim for each Methodist museum to emphasise a different aspect of the Methodist 

story – to have its own ‘heart beat’. This new museum emphasises why John Wesley 

first set up the ‘The Foundry Chapel’ in an old canon works near Moorfields, London, 

before building this large ‘New Chapel’ with houses for himself and his preachers, 

and tells the story of the activities that he initiated from this base including extensive 

publishing, which was designed to bring in much needed income to sustain the work 

as well as propagating Wesley’s writing. Celebrity and self-publicist are not new 

concepts! John Wesley died and was buried here, and now you can exit the museum 

by large glass doors at the back directly to his tomb. 

 

As with the death of any strong leader, after John Wesley died in 1791 the future of 

the organisation became a matter of debate, and splits were to develop on grounds of 

personality, policy and priority throughout the 19thC: the first being as early as 1797 

with the formation of the Methodist New Connexion. We still use this rather quaint 

18thC term, connexion spelled with an x, for the Church ‘network’.  

 

The biggest split happened when the leadership of the ‘Wesleyan Methodists’ 

expelled the two leaders of a group who called themselves ‘Primitive Methodists’. An 

American preacher called Lorenzo Dow had arrived in the early 1800s with the idea 

of camp meetings – all day and night payer and preaching meetings, lasting several 

days. Hugh Bourne, a Shropshire wheelwright looking for a way to engage the local 

people and turn them from the sinful lives was taken with this model and so tried it 
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out for a day on this Cheshire hillside. It was a hit – with the working class people. 

The conservative Wesleyan Methodist leadership feared its American and, by 

definition of the times, revolutionary fervour. It took 2 years, but in the end they told 

Bourne and another leader of the ‘Primitive’ movement, William Clowes, to leave. 

‘Primitive’ because they felt they were getting back to the spirit of early Methodism: 

revival enthusiasm, ‘ranter’ field preaching, and going to the people in their need. 

Bourne and Clowes took thousands with them, and from 1807 set up the strongest 

Methodist denomination in competition with the Wesleyans. They built their first 

preaching house in 1811; officially in Tunstall, Shropshire but there is research going 

on into whether a property in Boylestone, Derbyshire, was actually the first. These 

things matter to local historians.  

 

Englesea Brook Chapel is our 4th museum and focuses on life and religion through 

the lens of Primitive Methodism in the Victorian and Edwardian period. Hugh 

Bourne is buried in the graveyard opposite. Their current temporary exhibition is 

‘Blood & Guts: a community at war’ exploring the variety of opinions in Methodism 

and particularly the Concientious Objector movement during WWI.  

 

Throughout John Wesley’s life his societies had started building preaching houses in 

which to meet. The Anglican clergy, with a few notable exceptions, were increasingly 

antagonistic and jealous of the Methodists’ appeal, particularly to the working classes, 

and rejected Wesley’s preachers, refusing them access to their pulpits and even on 

occasion encouraging violence against them – in 1742 and 43 John and Charles were 

famously attacked in Wednesbury, and the mob tried to drag John before the 

magistrates. So the Wesleyan preaching houses were supplemented by Primitive 

chapels, often only a few hundred yards away. Both movements grew, fuelled by the 

prosperity and optimism of the industrial revolution. And they both built to 

accommodate the whole possible community, not just their particular society 

members – so in a village of hundreds you may have two chapels that would seat a 
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thousand each. In many cases, they went on to add a schoolroom or if they built a 

new, larger chapel and keep the old one for the hall-cum-schoolroom. The Wesleyan 

Methodists were to have a further series of problems in the mid 1840s when one 

particularly strong and innovative leader, the Revd Jabez Bunting, began to be 

considered by some as distinctly too big for his boots – there were anonymous 

pamphlets or ‘fly sheets’ printed in rebellion against him and his colleagues; and 

more groups of reformers left or were expelled from the Wesleyans to set up 

congregations in competition – cue more chapel building. These minor groups 

eventually mostly banded together to become in 1907 the third main Methodist ‘sub-

denomination’, the United Methodists. 

 

When talking about the way Wesleyan Methodism spread into Wales I mentioned the 

Bible Christians. They are perhaps the one minority group to emerge in the 19thC 

that is notable enough, particularly here, for a mention. The Bible Christians were a 

distinctly south-west kind of Methodism. In the 1851 Religious Census, the most 

Methodist county in England was Cornwall, where 48% of churchgoers were 

Methodists; next was Yorkshire with 26%. Here the Bible Christians were doing their 

own thing, alongside the Wesleyans, of course. Wesley had taken Methodism to an 

eager Cornish mining community largely abandoned by the established Church. Here 

their very own brand of Methodism could develop, with local leadership and an 

emphasis on women in ministry long before the rest of the Methodist Church caught 

on. Miners from Cornwall took their tunnelling skills, Methodism and the Cornish 

pasty across the world.  

Many big cities, including my own home of Coventry, had a central hall built in the 

late 19th or early 20thC. The TV pictures of William & Kate’s royal wedding were 

taken from the roofline balcony of the Central Hall in Westminster, opposite 

Westminster Abbey.. Look out for it in London based TV drama series and as the 

setting for big Government investigations – it gets used a lot, and was built for that 

purpose as well as religious meetings  One of its most famous starring moments was 
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as the venue for the first meeting of the UN General Assembly. The money for it was 

raised by an appeal to commemorate the 100th anniversary of John Wesley’s death - 

1m Methodists giving 1m guineas (£1.05) to build a new national centre for the 

Church, but also place for meeting and debating, and to build many other chapels and 

schools and to support missionaries and children’s homes.You may not realise it but 

our high streets and entertainment is littered with Methodist luminaries: Boots the 

Chemist, WHSmiths, Hovis bread, Hartley’s jam and Rank – both for flour and 

cinematography – are Methodist at their roots. The Forward Movement was one of 

the Wesleyan Methodists’ last great ideas – an attempt at revival and taking Christian 

faith to the urban masses, but particularly temperance and ‘the pledge’ – the 

commitment to total abstinence from alcohol for which Methodism became famous – 

or is that infamous? Many Methodists do drink alcohol today, but the message is 

moderation and avoiding destructive excess. It is still banned in Methodist churches. 

And to persuade people out of pubs in the 19thC, they starting building alternative 

places for wholesome entertainment, as well as social outreach – and preaching. The 

Rank connection – flour milling money helping fit out the halls – explains why so 

many had tip up seats and even projection equipment to show appropriate films.  

 

In 1932 the three stands of Methodism reunited to form today’s Methodist Church. A 

few of the small groups and individual chapels stayed independent. And in some 

places physically moving into one building took a long time – I know of a church in 

the north-east whose reunification service took place in 1958 – it only took them 25 

years or so to agree in which building to worship together! Today Methodism has 

c5.5k chapels and about 10% are listed buildings – that’s way too many for <300k 

worshippers nationally, but the process of managing overstock can be painful. 

 

Methodist mission overseas began in 1760, when one Nathaniel Gilbert arrived home 

in Antigua from London and began to preach to his slaves having read and later heard 

John Wesley. For the 30 years until his death in 1814, Methodist missionary work 
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would be organised largely by one man – the Revd Dr Thomas Coke. Thomas Coke 

was born here in Brecon in 1747. In 1764 he entered Jesus College, Oxford. When he 

returned to Wales he had two degrees and had been ordained as an Anglican deacon; 

later being conferred a Doctorate in Civil Law. Coke was elected as bailiff (mayor) of 

Brecon for 1771 – the same year he became assistant curate in South Petherton, in 

Somerset. He was ordained priest in 1772. John Wesley first met Thomas Coke in 

1776. And the following year he welcomed Coke to “…preach the Gospel to all the 

world!” How come? Because Coke was expelled from his Anglican pulpit on Easter 

Sunday 1777 for ‘Methodist’ (over enthusiastic!) preaching. Thomas Coke’s Address 

to the Pious and Benevolent of 1786 proposed mission to Scotland, the Channel 

Islands, British North America, and the West Indies – but Coke’s mind was also 

already turned to the East and India. Later in 1786, he was driven off course by a 

storm and instead of Nova Scotia, landed in Antigua. This was the beginning of a 

successful mission to both slaves and landowners. He crossed the Atlantic 18 times to 

and from the American colonies; and established a mission at Sierra Leone in 1811. 

Ultimately, Coke would die and be buried at sea on 3 May 1814 – while on his way 

East at last, to preach the Gospel in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). 

 

On 6 October 1813, on the eve of Coke’s departure on that fateful trip, the Revd 

George Morley, superintendent minister of the Leeds Wesleyan Methodist Circuit, 

convened a meeting at the Old Chapel – also known as the Boggard House – in Leeds. 

The meeting resulted in the local ministers and laymen forming the Leeds District 

Missionary Society (followed by similar societies in Halifax, York, Sheffield, 

Cornwall and Newcastle). Leeds was the ‘foundation stone’ of the connexional 

Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, established five years later in 1818 to 

replace Methodist dependency on Thomas Coke (and the fortunes of his two wives!) 

for fundraising and personal donations towards the missions, as well as the 

organisation of early Methodist missionary work. Also, other Christian 
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denominations had set up missionary societies, such as the London Missionary 

Society (1794), which threatened Methodist efforts. 

 

We have discussed how Methodism split into sub-denominations and re-united in 

1932. Each Connexion by then also had a missionary society supporting worldwide 

mission and in 1932 those societies were joined together too; to form the ‘Methodist 

Missionary Society’ (MMS). And as a symbol of this new unity, ‘Mission House’ 

was built from 1939 in Marylebone Road, London – with the inevitable building 

hiatus for WWII. This building now houses the Church’s ‘head office’ team and is 

my official workplace. 

 

Although the Methodist Missionary Society continued to exist, in 1973 responsibility 

for overseas work was assumed by one of seven new Divisions of the Methodist 

Church, the Overseas Division, and the MMS was no longer technically a separate 

'society' of the Methodist Church. Further restructures followed and in 1996 

responsibility for relationships with mission partners around the world passed to the 

World Church Office, now called the World Church Relationships Team.  

 

Today 75 million people around the world call themselves Methodist. All the 

missionary outposts established have become independent Methodist Churches, 

largely led by indigenous leaders, though often with UK-funded projects and mission 

partners sent from the UK to supplement local skills. The Methodist Conference took 

the historic decision last summer to finally and formally wind-up the MMS. Not 

because mission is no longer part of the Methodist Church’s purpose, but in 

recognition that mission at home and overseas is all ‘One Mission’.  

 

My role was created in 2008 because the Methodist Church was convinced that our 

heritage has a lot to tell people about the social history of Britain, how we come to be 

who we are, and to encourage people to think about the relevance of Christianity 
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today. The Conference believed there was untapped mission potential in the Church’s 

heritage. I want to end with two quotes that underline that premise – John Wesley 

wrote this….  

“As God is one, so the work of God is uniform in all ages.  

May we not then conceive how he will work on the souls of men in times to come by 

considering how he does work now? And how he has wrought in times past?” 

 

The past can speak to the present and help us shape the future, confident in an 

unchanging and unfailingly faithful and loving God. 

 

And this is from the Gospels… John 20 says: “
30 

Now Jesus did many other signs in 

the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. 
31 

But these are 

written so that you may come to believe
 
that Jesus is the Messiah,

 
the Son of God, and 

that through believing you may have life in his name.” 

 

Writing was a laborious business in the past and such effort was not squandered on 

jobbing carpenters executed as enemies of the state. It was reserved for kings and 

generals from whom readers could learn strategy and tactics. So John clearly believes 

that the story of Jesus has something beyond the obvious facts to offer his readers – 

and so do we. The Methodist Church supports its heritage as a vehicle for 

contemporary mission: for telling the story of our inspiration, growth and current 

campaigns. It continues speaking the love of Christ into the lives of those who seek it 

out in research or encounter it through family history or visits to heritage sites – or 

through commemoration events like the one we have shared this weekend. Thank you. 


