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Things You've Really Wanted to Know About the Wesleys 

In my years as a student of Wesleyana, there have been a number 
of people who have come to me and said, "There's always something that 
I've wanted to know about the Wesleys, but I never knew whom to ask." 
Then follows the question. And many of the questions deal with subjects 
that might well puzzle the average Methodist. Here is a sampling: 

1) Why was Charles Wesley buried in consecrated ground in an Anglican 
Church, but John Wesley was buried in unconsecrated ground behind City 
Road Chapel? 

Answer: Charles' respect, attachment, and love for the Anglican 
Chur·ch was so great that he requested to be buried in consecrated 
ground. It is likely also that he thought there was some spiritual 
significance in this manner of burial. John, on the other hand, looked 
upon the idea of "consecrated ground" as one of the innovations and 
superstitions of the Church of Rome. In his penetrating article en
titled "Thoughts on the Consecration of Churches and Burial 
Grounds," he asked, "Where do you find one word in the New Testa
ment enjoining such a thing?" Toward the end of the essay, John 
wrote ironically, "You say this is consecrated ground, so many feet 
broad and so many long. But pray, how deep is the consecrated 
ground?"- 'Deep! What does that signify?' 0 a great deal: for if my 
grave be dug too deep, I may happen to get out of consecrated ground: 
and who can tell what unhappy consequences may follow fromt4is?" 

It may shock some Methodists to learn that in the same and other 
essays Wesley pronounced himself opposed to the consecration of 
churches, chapels, fonts, chalices, bells, vestments, etc. 

As for this grave at City Road Chapel, one of the guides once said 
to me, "He is buried in consecrated ground. His very life consecrated 
the ground in which he was interred." 

2) It is said that the Wesleys served their children "small beer." What 
is the meaning of that expression? 
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Answer: For an answer to this question we need only turn to the 
Dictionary of Samuel Johnson, the great lexicographer of the eigh
teenth century. He defined "small" in a number of ways- one of which 
is "Little in principal quality, small beer; not strong; weak." Thus 
the Wesleys served their family weak beer. (See the letter from 
Susanna to her son John in G. J. Stevenson Memorials of the Wesley 
Family, 163. 

3) Since, in eighteenth-century England, highwaymen were common and 
travelers were often robbed, was Wesley ever stopped by a highwayman? 

Answer: There seems to be no record of Wesley's ever having been 
robbed on the open highways or even at the inns where he stayed. 
G. Holden Pike in his book Wesley and His Preachers writes that 
in 1777 Wesley stated, "I have travelled all roads, by day and by night, 
for these forty years and never was interrupted yet." Pike also states 
that "No roadside robber who knew him would ever have robbed John 
Wesley." The statement, if true, gives us some idea of the high regard 
many people had for Wesley. Charles, however, missed being accosted 
by a highwayman when he was delayed on a journey to Oxford. He 
relates the incident on page 241, Volume I of his Journal. A high
wayman accosted and shot a man an hour before the arrival of Charles 
and his party. 

4) Since it is well known that Wesley and his wife did not get along, were 
they ever officially divorced? 

Answer: A direct answer would be "No!" However, she left him to 
live elsewhere on numerous occasions. On January 23, 1771, he wrote 
in his Journal, "Non earn reliqui; non dimisi; non revocabo. "("I have 
not left her; I have not sent her away; I will not recall her.") However, 
the couple again lived together for a time. They eventually separated 
permanently. When Mrs. Wesley died on October 8, 1781, Wesley 
was not informed of her death or her funeral. He learned of these 
events on his return to London fro1n a preaching tour on the day of 
her burial. The marriage had been a difficult one. 

5) Who paid John Wesley and from what sources did he receive his 
income? 

Answer: In his childhood and youth, of course, Wesley's family 
cared for him and also helped him with his expenses at Oxford. He 
lived very frugally, refusing even to have his hair cut in order to save 
the barber~s price for this service. After he became a fellow at Oxford 
he received a regular stipend until he was married. He did well with· 
his book business; although, it is said, that he never used the pro
ceeds for himself. He did, however, arrange an annual income for 
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his brother Charles so that he could get married. The proceeds of 
the book business and other sources of income were controlled by 
the London society who paid Wesley fifteen pounds a quarter for his 
expenses. In addition, Wesley was well acquainted with a number of 
wealthy friends such as Ebenezer Blackwell who assisted him finan
cially. Blackwell was a London business man and banker who owned 
a summer home at Lewisham, Kent, where Wesley often stayed. 
Wesley's total income from all sources including gifts and his quarterly 
allowance was 581 pounds in 1782, 832 pounds in 1783, 534 pounds 
in 1784, and 857 pounds in 1785. He used about sixty pounds for 
his travels and clothes each year and gave the rest away. 

Recently I was speaking to Richard P. Heizenrater, one of the leading 
authorities on Wesley, and I asked him what questions he received from 
students and Wesley buffs. He laughed and said, "Usually they have a 
quotation in mind which they claim is from Wesley and they want to know 
where and when he said it. Often it is a misquotation which makes the 
search very difficult, and often it is something that Wesley never said at all." 

I was reminded of a letter I received from a friend who said that he 
had seen a painting of Wesley bidding Coke good-bye as Coke set sail 
for America and saying to him, "Offer them Christ!" My friend wanted 
to know where he could find a description of the incident and where he 
could find the quotation. I was forced to answer that, as far as I knew, 
the incident never occurred. According to Wesley's Journal, Saturday, 
September 18, 1784, when Coke and his party sailed for America, Wesley 
was preaching in the west country at Norton. 


