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JOHN WESLEY'S LETTERS OF ORDERS 
AS DEACON (1725) AND AS PRIEST (1728), 

TRANSLATED 

David H. Tripp 

The two "Letters of Orders" issued for John Wesley are among world 
Methodism's foundation documents, placing him within Christian history 
and providing him with models, even if not to be exactly followed, for his 
own later certificates of the acts by which he engendered Methodist minis
terial succession. The original Latin texts are accessible in the Methodist 
Archives at John Rylands University Library, Manchester, England. 
Translations of these documents are not readily accessible and are provided 
below. 

The two letters consist of the same text, printed in a "copper-plate" 
type-face, with the blanks filled in by hand-more exactly, in different 
hands. One hand, the signature at the end, is that of Bishop John Potter him
self. Another hand, that of Bishop Potter's Registrar, or perhaps his 
Chaplain, has inserted the name of the ordained, his degree, and his ''Title," 
that is, the position for which John Wesley was ordained. In later years, 
Wesley defended his non-parochial ministry, exercised without a diocesan 
bishop's license or an Archbishop's general license, by the fact that he was 
ordained priest on the Title of his Lincoln College Fellowship and because 
that College was founded to prepare preachers against ecclesiastical heresy 
throughout England. He was, therefore, el_ltitled to, "look upon the world as 
[his] parish. " 1 

The printed text of the letters is a standard form, printed for the Diocese 
of Oxford (the abbreviation "axon." is printed at one point), with precisely 
the same wording for both diaconal and presbyteral ordinations. This trans
lation observes one standard text, but adds manuscript insertions, those 
common to both occasions, in italics, those for deacon's orders in bold ital
ics, those for priest's orders in bold italics underlined. Abbreviations have 
been expanded in the translation, but indicated by marks of insertion, e.g., 
where John Potter signs himself "Jo. Oxon." for ''Johannes Oxoniensis," lit-

1See John Whitehead, The Life of the Rev. John Wesley, MA., ... together lvith the Life of 
the Rev. Charles Wesley, MA .... (Boston: Dow & Jackson, 1845), 353: "Your lordship knows, 
being ordained a priest, of the commission I then received, I am a priest of the church univer
sal: and being ordained as a Fellow of a college, I was not limited to any particular cure, but 
have an indeterminate commission to preach the word of God, in any pa.it of the Church of 
England." It is not often noted that his argument in this statement is two-fold, theological (on 
the universality of ordination as such), as well as canonical (on his interpretation of ordination 
on the title of a college fellowship). On his mistake in readingjus ubique docendi as equivalent 
to jus ubique praedicandi, see Rupert E. Davies, Methodism (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
1963), 76. 
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erally, "John of Oxford," the rendering is "Jo<hn, Bishop> of Ox<ford.>. " 
The text of Canon 36, mentioned in the certificates, is offered as a sup

porting document. Two other related documents, illustrative of the Bishop of 
Oxford's certificates, Wesley's certificate of his setting apart of Thomas 
Coke as a Superintendent, and his certificate of setting apart Henry Moore 
as a Presbyter, are also included below. These documents are an interesting 
and informative contrast to each other. 

THE TEXT OF THE LETTERS TRANSLATED 

By the wording of this document, we, John, by divine permissi~n 
Bishop of Oxford, make known to all persons that we, the bishop aforesaid, 
did, on the Lord's Day, namely, the nineteenth I twenty-second day in the 
month of September, in the year of the Lord one th9usand, seven., hundred 
and twenty-five I seven hundred and twenty-eighJ_, in the Cathedral Church 
of Christ at Oxford, while celebrating Holy Orders under the protection of 
God Almighty, did admit I did .admit and advance, according to the usage 
and lites of the Church of England, 

Our beloved in ChristJohn Wesley, Bach<elor> ofA.rt<s>, graduate of 
Christ Church, Oxford l Mas<ter> ofArt<s>, Fe.llow of Lincoln College, 
Oxford, commended to us by several persons for his praiseworthy life and 
the gifts of his morals and virtues, and also as being sufficiently learned in 
the teaching and knowledge of the Sacred Scriptures, after the oath for the 
acknowledgement of the Supremacy of the Royal Power in all causes and 
matters whatsoever, Ecclesiastical and temporal, had been sworn by him 
upon God's Holy Gospels, in due form of law, and in addition those three 
Articles contained in the Thirty-sixth Canon had been subscribed by him 
freely and willingly; 

To the Sacred Order of the Diaconate I Presbyterate, and did then and 
there in the proper manner and canonically ordain the same as a Deacon I 
the same as a Presbyter. Given under our Episcopal seal for the accredita
tion and testimony of the matters aforesaid on the day of the month and of 
the year of the Lord stated above, and in the year of our consecration the 
eleventh I fourteenth . .. 

lo<hn> [Bishop} of Ox <ford>. 

COMMENTS ON THE TRANSLATIONS 

(1) "By the wording of this document": Tenore praesentium [litter
arum, understood], ''by the meaning of these presents," i.e., these present 
letters, this present official document. 

(2) "by divine permission": the conventional title of a diocesan bishop; 
an archbishop is described, "by divine providence." 

(3) "the Cathedral Church of Christ": "cathedral" is an adjective, a 
''cathedral church" the one church in a diocese where the bishop's cathedra 
(throne, teaching chair) has its place. The cathedral of the diocese of Oxford 
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bears the dedication, "of Christ," shared with the college, "Aedes Christi,'' 
literally "the House of Christ," of which the cathedral is also the chapel. 

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS 

"The Thirty-Sixth Canon" 
No person shall hereafter be received into the ministry, nor either by 

institution or collation admitted to any ecclesiastical living, nor suffered to 
preach, to catechise, or to be a lecturer or reader of divinity in either univer
sity, or in any cathedral or collegiate church, city, or market-town, parish 
church, chapel, or in any other place within this realm, except he be licensed 
either by the archbishop, or by the bishop of the diocese where he is to be 
placed, under their hands and seals, or by one of the two universities under 
their seal likewise; and except he shall first make and subscribe the follow
ing declaration, which, for the avoiding all ambiguities, he shall subscribe in 
this order and form of words, setting down both his Christian and surname, 
viz.: -

"!, A.B., do solemnly make the following declaration: 
"I assent to the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, and to the Book of 

Common Prayer, and of the Ordering of Bishops, Priests, and Deacons: I 
believe the doctrine of the Church of England, as therein set forth, to be 
agreeable to the Word of God; and in public prayer and administration of 
the sacra1nents, I will use the form in the said book prescribed, and none 
other, except so far as shall be ordered by lawful authority. 

And if any bishop shall ordain, admit, or license any, as is aforesaid, 
except he first have declared and subscribed in manner and form as here we 
have appointed, he shall be suspended from giving of orders and licenses to 
preach, for the space of twelve months. But if either of the universities shall 
offend therein, we leave them to the danger of the law, and his Majesty's 
censure.2 

JOHN WESLEY'S CERTIFICATE SETTING APART THOMAS 
COKE AS A SUPERINTENDENT. 

To all to whom these Presents shall come John Wesley, late Fellow of 
Lincoln College in Oxford, Presbyter of the Church of England sendeth 
greeting. Whereas many of the People in the Southern Provinces of North 
America who desire to continue under my care and still adhere to the 
Doctrines and Discipline of the Church of England are greatly distrest for 
want of Ministers to administer the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord's 
Supper according to the usage of the said Church And whereas there does 
not appear to be any other way of supplying them with Ministers. 

2Text from John Henry Blunt, The Book of Church Law, being an Exposition of the Legal 
Rights and Duties of the parochial Clergy and the Laity of the Church of England, revised by 
Walter G. E Phillimore, 3rd edn, (London: Rivingtons, 1883), 388-389, adapted to the form in 
force before the union of the Church of England and the Church of Ireland. 



John Wesley's Letters of Orders, as Deacon and Priest... 195 

Know all men that I John Wesley think myself to be providentially 
called at this time to set apart some persons for the work of the ministry in 
America And therefore under the Protection of Almighty God, and with a 
single eye to his Glory, I have this day set apart as a Superintendent, by the 
imposition of my hands and prayer (being assisted by other ordained 
Ministers) Thomas Coke, Doctor of Civil Law a Presbyter of the Church of 
England, a man whom I judge to be well qualified for the great work And I 
do hereby recommend him to all whom it may concern as a fit person to pre
side over the Flock of Christ. In testimony whereof I have hereunto set my 
hand and seal this second day of September in the year of our Lord one thou-
sand seven hundred and eighty four. ·· ., 

John Wesley 
[seal]3 

JOHN WESLEY'S CERTIFICATE OF ORDINATION 
OF HENRY MOORE AS A PRESBYTER 

Know all men by these Presents that I John Wesley, late Fellow of 
Lincoln College in Oxford, Presbyter of the Church of England did, on the 
day of the date hereof by the imposition of my hands and prayer being 
assisted by other ordained ministers set apart Henry Moore for the Office of 
a Presbyter in the Church of God, a man whom I judge qualified to feed the 
flock of God and to administer the Sacraments of baptism and the Lord's 
Supper according to the usage of the Church of England and as such I do 
hereby recommend him to all to whom it may concern. In testimony where
of I have hereunto set my hand and .seal this twenty-seventh day of february 
[sic] in the year of our Lord 1789. 

Present and Assisting 
The Revd J as Creighton 
The Revd Peard Dickenson 
Presbyters of the Church 
of England4 

John Wesley [seal] 

\ 

3Jeremiah Curnock, ed., The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M. (London: Epworth 
Press, Bicentenary Edition, 1938), Vol. VII, facing p. 16. 

4Curnock, Journal, Vol. VII, 505. 
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