
Some Observations on John Wesley's
Relationship with Grace Murray
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By Frank Baker

I wish to congratulate my good friend Dr. Frederick 11aser on a
perceptive article based on sound research, and to thank my other
good friends, Dr. John Ness and Mrs. Louise Queen, for the courtesy
')f inviting me to write a companion article on Wesley and Grace
Murray. Even if other work were not so pressing, however, I most
certainly would not wish to become embroiled in a controversy over
what are basically different interpretations of the same facts, nor to
respond with a detailed running commentary upon the article. Some
general observations, however, do seem in order.

Dr. Maser is perfectly correct in suggesting that the reference
which I gave in footnote 7 to the mutual dissolution of spousals, and
which underlay my statement on pagp rn4 (Swinburne, op. cit., p.
236), related to contracts de futuro rat.~t than de praesenti, though
the imposing of conditions such as first securing the consent of
Charles Wesley and John Bennet did in some measure reduce the
contract de praesenti to one de futuro, so that no "perfect
matrimony" was possible, and the contract might be subject to
dissolution (Swinburne, pp. 129-33). As Dr. Maser points out, the
conditional nature of this contract de praesenti may have furnished
Wesley with a possible escape route, rather than the legal force of
any mutual agreement to break it. All this is highly technical,
however, and open to different interpretatjons by different lawyers
on different occasions, even before 1754 (as Swinburne himself
makes clear), let alone in 1977 by two historians who confess
themselves not to be legal experts.

The sad series of events is in any case the most important issue,
the legal problem an interesting and puzzling subsidiary issue. For a
full understanding of the incident it is essential to read all the
contemporary records fully, especially the circumstantial narrative
with inserted documents left by Wesley himself, and given in
lavishly documented form in Augustin Leger, John Wesley's Last
Love (London, Dent, 1910). After again checking with this, as well as
with Swinburne's Spousals, I find my sympathies are still mainly
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put asunder" - even though the events disproved this allusion to
the Prayer Book "Form of Solemnization of Matrimony" which they
had apparently used. (Leger ,po 89) On October 3, the very day on
which Grace and Bennet were married, George Whitefield told
Wesley "it was his judgment that she was my wife, and that he had
said so to John Bennet," though Whitefield had been unsuccessful in
trying to persuade the pair to wait until Wesley could arrive to
unravel the situation. (Leger, p. 87) After this explanation (Alas, too
late!) even Charles Wesley realized his own impetuous error, and
"blamed her only." (Leger, p. 88) Although I do not wish to sum
marize all the details, it does seem to me that Wesley's legal case
was stronger than Goole's had heen, but this again is a matter of
interpretation, and interpretation long after the event. Certainly I
am heartily glad that he did not attempt to test the issue in the
courts, for his was a far more complex story, about which he ob
served: "Hardly has such a case been from the beginning of the
world!" (Leger, p. 99) But whatever the rights and wrongs and
possible legal interpretations of the situation, he saw his own course
clear before him. Without (as he had claimed a few days earlier) "a
minute's resentment toward those who tore her from me," he "knew
God called" him to the work of his societies, even though his "heart
was sinking in [him] like a stone". (Leger, pp. 83-4) In thirty-one
stanzas he summarized his love story. We may close with the last
six, referring to the days after his contract de praesenti:

26. Companions now in weal and woe,
No power on earth could us divide;

Now summer's heat, nor wintry snow
Could tear my partner from my side;

Nor toil, nor weariness, nor pain,
Nor horrors of the angry main.

27. Oft (though as yet the nuptial tie
Was not), clasping her hand in mine,
'What force, she said, beneath the sky,
Can now our well-knit souls disjoin!

With thee I'd go to India's coast,
To worlds in a distant ocean lost!'

28. Such was the friend than life more dear
Whom in one luckless baleful hour

(For ever mentioned with a tear)
The tempest's unresisted power



SOMr<~ CHJSE:l{V ATIONS

(0 t 11(' u nu tll'l'ahl(' smart!)
Ton' from my inly bll'(-'ding hearL.

2~L Unsl'archahle thy judgnwnts an',
n Lord, a botlomll'ss abyss!

Yl~l Stll'(' lhy lovl'.lhy guardian earl'.
O\'r alll hy works rxll'ndl'd is.

o why didsL thou the blessing send?
Or why thus snatch away my friend'!

30. What thou has dO!1l' I know not now!
Suffi('(' I shaillwreafter know!

Ikneath thy chastning hand r bow:
Tha Lstill I liv(' to Thee lowe.

o (each thy deeply-hum hied son
To say. 'F'atlH'r, lhy will he done!'

31. Teach me. from l'very pleasing snarl'
To kl'l:'p till' issues of my heart:

13(' thou my love. my joy. my fear!
Thou my eLl'rnal portion art.

Ik thou my never-failing Friend.
And love. 0 love me to the end!
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