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DISCOVERY

Edited by

FREDERICK E. MASER

AN IMPORTANT LETTER FROM CHARLES WESLEY

Among the Wesley manuscripts which I purchased in London last
year was a letter by Charles Wesley. Tyerman, a nineteenth century
biographer of John Wesley, seems to have known of the letter, and it was
published in the mid-twenties in a magazine not readily available to the
general students of Methodism. Under these circumstances I thought it
would be helpful to Wesley scholars and Methodist readers to republish
the letter, this time fully annotated by one of the greatest Wesley scholars
of our day. I, therefore, forwarded the letter to Richard P. Heitzenrater of
Perkins School of Theology in Dallas, Texas. Dr. Heitzenrater has
become internationally known for his work on the early diaries of John
Wesley and for his general knowledge of Wesleyan Methodism. I deeply
appreciate his willingness to undertake this task of annotating and explain
ing what is in truth a very important and, at the same time, a very enter
taining letter by Charles Wesley.

His commentary follows along with the full text of the letter.

CHARLES WESLEY LETTER ON
LAY PREACHING AND SEPARATION

RICHARD P. HEITZENRATER

The nature of the ministry in historic Methodism will be a frequent
topic of discussion during this bicentennial year. Much of the attention will
focus on the ordinations of 1784. The larger issue, however, of John
Wesley's authorization and appointment of lay preachers and its possible
consequences in the separation of Methodism from the Church of England
(deserting '"the old ship") had come to the fore three decades earlier.

Charles Wesley was one of the most insistent and persistent op
ponents of any activity that would jeopardize the Methodists' good stand
ing within the Church. Charles was a moderating influence in the power
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struggles between his brother and the Methodist preachers, trying to keep
John's authority "within due bounds," while opposing the lay preachers'
pretensions to a sacerdotal office.

Charles enlisted the support of some evangelical Church of England
clergy, such as Samuel Walker, in his attempts to convince John that
many of the preachers' demands would bring sure disaster to the
Methodist movement. The issue came to a head at the Conference of 1756,
and the correspondence between Charles Wesley, Samuel Walker, and
John Wesley provides a running commentary on the developments. 1

One key letter from Charles Wesley to the Rev. Walker just prior to
the Conference provides a good summary of Charles' position. The letter
has never been published in an accurate, full transcription, nor is it
generally accessible in any recent publication (an edition of Charles
Wesley's letters still being a desideratum).2 Since the holograph has again
come to light, a reliable text can now be presented, with only the spelling
and punctuation modernized.

Bristol, Aug. 21 [1756]

Dear Sir,

Your last brings a blessing with it. 3 I hope to consider it fully
with my brother, who is expected every hour. 4 I have not time to
answer; only in a few words.

Lay preaching, it must be allowed, is a partial separation, and
may, but need not, end in a total one. 5 The probability of it has made
me tremble for years past and kept me from leaving the Methodists.a

I stay not so much to do good as to prevent evil. I stand in the way of
my brother's violent counsellors, the object both of thei~ fear and
hate.7

The regulations you propose are the same in substance which I
have been long contending for in vain. 8 God incline my brother's
heart to admit of them! I know he will not hear of laying aside his lay
preachers, in so many words. All I can desire of him, to begin, is (1)
to cut off all their hopes of his ever leaving the Church of England;9

IThe correspondence is contained in Edwin Sidney's Life and Ministry of the'Re,~. Samuel
Walker (London: Seeley and Burnside, 1838), pp. 201-235. For an account of the controver
sy, see Frank Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970),
pp. 161-179.
2Luke Tyerman presents an abridged version (taken from Sidney) in The Life and Times of
the Rev. John Wesley (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1872), II, 247-48. Albert F. Hall, a
previous owner of the holograph, provided a nearly accurate transcription in the Proceedings
of the Wesley Historical Society early in this century (Sept. 1925, pp. 70-71).
3Samuel Walker's letter of August 16, 1756, answering Charles' letter of August 7; see
Sidney, pp. 207-214.
~John Wesley was returning from a trip to Ireland; this day he was at Wednesbury, and
arrived in Bristol on August 25.
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(2) to put a stop to any more new preachers till he has entirely
regulated, disciplined, and secured the old ones. 10 If he wavers still,
and trims between the Church and them, I know not what to do. As
yet it is in his power, if he exert himself to stop the evil. But I fear he
will never have another opportunity.ll The tide will be too strong for
him and bear him away into the gulf of separation. Must I not
therefore enter my protest and give up the preachers formally to
him?12 Hoc Ithacus velit,lS and they impatiently wait for it. 14 The
restless pains of bad men to thrust me out from the Methodists
seems a plain argument for my continuing with them. I want light,
[and] would have no will of my own, but prove what is that good and
perfect will of God. In my next I may have time for a more particular
answer. Be so good to write again, and continue your prayers for,
dear sir,

Your SIncere, though weak and despised brother,
C. Wesley

5Charles is here agreeing with Walker's comment that "lay preaching is a separation in part,"
but not admitting his friend's further assertion that continued union with the Church of
England is not possible "unless lay-preaching is laid aside." Sidney, p. 209.
6See Frank Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Letters (London: Epworth Press,
1948), p. 91.
7The preachers pressing John Wesley on the matter of ordination and the sacraments in
cluded Charles Perronet and Thomas Walsh. Samuel Walker also notes that "most of the
preachers in the north are warm upon it." Sidney, 162.
sIn his last letter, Walker had suggested "(I) That as many of the lay~preachersas are fit for,
and can be procured ordination, be ordained. (2) That those who remain be not allowed to
preach, but be set as inspectors over the societies, and assistants to them. (3) That they be not
moved from place to place, to the end they may be personally acquainted with all the
members of such societies. (4) That their business may be to purge and edify the societies un
der their care, to the end that no person be continued a member, whose conversation is not
orderly and of good report." He adds that this is mentioned "only as an incomplete sketch."
Sidney, pp. 210-11. Charles especially favored Walker's first suggestion.
9At previous Conferences, Charles had been instrumental in drawing up agreements to this
effect, signed by the Wesleys and their preachers.
lOCharles wrote his brother two months later, reinforcing Walker's arguments (made directly
to John), emphasizing again that "much greater deliberation and care" be taken in admitting
preachers. Baker, Charles Wesley, pp. 96-97.
llWalker had pointed out to Charles that there could never be "a nearer connection between
the most zealous clergy of the Church of England and the Methodists" until this "block" was
removed, and Charles felt that time was running out. Sidney, p. 210.
12Charles' responsibilities included helping to station the preachers and examining their lives
and moral behavior. In consequence of his examinations of 1751, he threatened that if John
refused to make the preachers continue working at a trade, he, Charles, would "give both
preachers and society to his sole management, for this ruin shall not be under my hands,"
Baker, Charles Wesley, pp. 81-85.
13"This the Ithacan would wish." A eneid. II. 104.
HIn his letter to John two months later, Charles promised that he would devote the short
remains of his life to following these preachers "with buckets of water, and quench the flame
of strife and division which they have, or may kindle," Baker, Charles Wesley, p. 97.
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