
~,-, ---------------------· 
Methodist History, 32:3 (April 1994) 

DISCOVERY 
Edited by , 

FREDERICK E. MASER 

Facts About Preaching and Methodism 
Not Generally Known 

Item One: In a letter To the Methodist People written from Bristol 
September 11, 1789, John Wesley states, " ... we were not the first 
itinerant preachers in England. Twelve were appointed by Queen Elizabeth 
to travel continually, in order to spread true religion through the kingdom; 
and the office and salary still continue, though their work is little attended 
to. Mr. Milner, late Vicar of Chipping in Lancaster, was one of them." 

Though I carefully searched for some enlightenment on these twelve 
I could find no direct reference to them in histories about Elizabeth and 
her reign. However, the possibility is not at all unlikely. When Elizabeth 
came to the throne, church worship and preaching were in great confusion. 
Henry VIII had decreed that four sermons a year were all that were neces
sary to give people adequate religious instruction. Edward VI extended 
this decree to at least eight sermons a year, and, of course, Mary, being 
an ardent Roman Catholic, changed all regulations, frowning also upon 
the use of the Edward VI Prayer Book. When Elizabeth I ascended the 
throne, as would be expected, the church itself was in some dis~rray. For 
a time she forbade the preaching of any sermons. This did not mean the 
people were bereft of religious instruction. In a service there was usually a 
Postiller, a preacher who explained a particular passage of scripture to his 
people. Then there was one who read the Homily, a moral discourse pre
pared and published by the church to illustrate the nature of any particular 
department of Christian duty or doctrine. This was different from a ser
mon which was written by the minister to demonstrate the teaching of a 
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particular portion of the Holy Writ called the Text. For a time Elizabeth 
feared the sermon, since here a great many novel ideas might be presented. 
It is understandable, therefore, why she temporarily forbade the preaching 
of sermons, and yet chose twelve special preachers to rove the country 
as itinerants to preach true religion throughout the kingdom. It would 
be interesting to know more about this office which Wesley said was still 
continued in the eighteenth century. Who were these itinerants and how 
did they relate to the Methodist itinerancy? At least it demonstrates, as 
Wesley indicated, that the itinerancy was not a new thing in England. 

Item Two: It is generally known that Wesley's itinerant system was 
often under attack. Most Methodists are aware of Wesley's statement that 
if, he, himself, preached in one place for more than a year, he was con
fident that he would preach himself and the congregation asleep. Most 
Methodists are not aware that the more astute and spiritually minded 
persons of Wesley's day did not object to the itinerancy on the ground 
that they had no need for change, or because it was in opposition to 
Anglican custom. Rather, they saw it as spiritually debilitating. An itinerant 
taught people how to be saved, but he did not remain long enough in his 
station or circuit to teach them much else. Alexander Knox, a friend of 
Wesley's, once said, "Though I give the Methodists all credit for making 
first impressions, I cannot regard them as equally fitted for leading the 
true Christian onward." (The English Church in the Eighteenth Century 
[London: Abbey and Overton, 1878], Vol. I, 420f.) 

Two aims are essential to great preaching. It is necessary to teach 
persons how to become Christians, but it is equally important to teach 
them what Christians should become. Wesley sought to accomplish this 
latter goal with his numerous rules for the Societies, etc. and his emphasis 
on Christian perfection. But this was not enough. He often lamented the 
transiency of his work. Possibly it was for this reason that he opposed 
so strongly separation from the Anglican Church. Methodism was not 
really made to stand alone, separate from the Church. In this Wesley was 
right. Had Methodism and Anglicanism become one, both would have 
gained immeasurably. The Church would have gained exactly what it 
needed, and Methodism would have been no less a gainer. Wesley, 
however, had no intention of giving up the itinerant system, partly because 
it gave him extensive power and made it possible for him to use uneducated 
preachers who were able to hold a pulpit for a short term, although the 
people would have tired of them had they stayed longer. On the other 
hand, he realized he needed the Church to give his movement the stability 
the Church could provide. Methodism, in its origins, was not meant to 
stand alone. Hence, he was desperately opposed to any separation from 
the Church of England. Nevertheless, he held on to his own system and 
partially defended it by pointing out that it was really no new thing in 
England. And, of course, he was right. 

l i 
:1 

I 

I 
I 

, I 

l 
J 

I 

l 
1 
I 
i 
I 

· I 

l 

I 

I 
I 

I 
1 
I 
1 
! 
5 



rr 
t I 
l \ 

l 
~' 

' I 

I 
I 
! 
f 
I 

i 

Discovery 197 

Item Three: There are a great many neglected fields of inquiry in the 
history of Methodism, especially in the realm of biography. I have in my 
library a book entitled An Extract of the Life of Madame Guion. The 
extract was made by John Wesley but the book was once owned by Alex
ander Knox and bears his signature as well as that of Mary Knox who 
may have been his wife or sister or some other relative. Few Methodists 
today know much, if anything, about Alexander Knox. However, he was 
a close friend of John Wesley who wrote him possibly as many as forty 
or fifty letters, over twenty-five of which can be found in Telford's edi
tion of Wesley's Letters. In addition Knox wrote a carefully drawn picture 
of John Wesley's character at the special request of Robert Southey who 
wrote the first biography of John Wesley that obtained literary standing. 
The third edition of this entertaining work is probably the most valuable. 
It contains Notes by the late Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Remarks on 
the Life and Character of John Wesley by the Late Alexantier Knox. It 
was edited by The Rev. Charles Cuthbert Southey, M.A., curate of Cocker
mouth. It was published at London in 1846 by Longman, Brown, Green 
and Longman and usually comes in two volumes. Knox, himself, was a 
descendant of John Knox (the Scottish Reformer) and a noted writer in 
the field of theology. It is said that his father was the first to welcome 
Wesley to Londonderry, Ireland in 1765, and Wesley often stayed at the 
Knox home on subsequent visits. 

Unfortunately, John and Charles Wesley have usurped the field for 
the biographical studies of early Methodism, and it is doubtful if any 
publisher would clap hands for joy on receiving a manuscript on the life 
of Alexander Knox. But the man's life is worth studying, especially in its 
relation to Wesley and Methodism, and his comments are clear-headed, 
astute, and penetrating. 

Another fascinating character in early Methodism was the book seller, 
James Lackington. He wrote his own biography and later rescinded some 
of the things he wrote. In short, he was an "on again, off again" Methodist. 
He received his start in the book business through some financial help from 
the Methodist Loan Fund established by John Wesley, and he became one 
of the largest book-sellers in the trade. His descriptions of early Methodist 
meetings would probably surprise many Methodists today, and might 
shock their sensibilities, but they make for interesting reading. Thomas 
Shaw, who wrote a short article on the man for the Encyclopedia of World 
Methodism speaks of him as an "unpleasant personality," and he probably 
was. Unfortunately, some so-called unpleasant personalities are more in
teresting than the so-called saints, just as Satan is probably the most in
teresting character in Milton's Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. 

Another man who proved himself of great value to Wesley and 
Methodism was Ebenezer Blackwell. Unfortunately, his biography is given 
only a few lines in the Encyclopedia of World Methodism. There is more 
information given in the Curnock edition of Wesley's Journal. He was a 
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partner in Martin's Lombard Street Bank and had a country residence at 
Lewis ham in Kent. In later years Wesley was accustomed to retiring to 
Lewisham when seeking the quiet necessary for writing, especially when 
writing for the press . Many of his works are dated from Lewisham. He 
came here when he was ill in 1754, and he often confided in Blackwell 
concerning his matrimonial affairs and other matters. Blackwell entrusted 
considerable sums of money to Wesley for the poor, and Wesley sought 
Blackwell's aid when he was seeking assistance for his brother-in-law 
Richard Ellison. A glance through the index of the Telford edition of 
Wesley's Letters will demonstrate how much Wesley relied on Blackwell's 
friendship and judgment. Unfortunately, as most early Methodists, 
Blackwell was so overshadowed by John and Charles Wesley that we know 
comparatively little of him. However, there is sufficient information in 
the Letters and Journal of Wesley to write a small book or a long essay 
on a man who made a very important contribution to Methodism and 
to the life of John Wesley. Possibly our readers may think of other early 
Methodist lay persons about whom they would like to know more. 

Item Four: Who was Keturah Belknap? I learned about Keturah 
Belknap through a desk-top published quarto of a volume entitled On Her 
Way Rejoicing: Keturah Belknap's Chronicles etc. The material was 
gathered by Charlotte and John Hook from Belknap's notes and other 
sources. Charlotte Hook is the Archivist of the Oregon portion of the 
Oregon-Idaho United Methodist Archives, and her husband, John, joins 
her in her archival researches. The attractively printed quarto was sent 
to me by Ms. Nancie P. Fadeley, a member of the General Commission 
on Archives and History. Since I received the work only a few days before 
leaving for Europe I could not give it a careful study, but what I read 
proved fascinating. 

Ms. Fadeley speaks ofKeturah Belknap as "an enthusiastic Methodist. 
In her home (whether on the frontier in Ohio, in Iowa, or in Oregon 
County) she provided for church services and a bedroom for visiting 
preachers and their wives. She traveled the Oregon Trail in a covered wagon 
with a party of Methodists." 

A vivid writer, Keturah recorded more about the delivery of the prayer 
meeting message than about the delivery of her children. Of particular 
interest is her description of the arrival of Bishop Matthew Simpson at 
the second Annual Conferencein Oregon. She also has an important note 
"on the worshiping together of Methodists and United Brethren in the 
Oregon Country." 

Simpson was one of the greatest orators of his day, a friend of 
Abraham Lincoln, and the chosen key-note speaker for the first Ecumenical 
Methodist gathering in London in 1881. The worship service mentioned 
anticipated the later union of the Methodists and the Evangelical United 
Brethren in 1968. 
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The book is divided into logical sections, beginning in 1818 and ending 
in 1852. The Appendix contains a great deal of additional information. 
A careful study, attractively presented, the book also contains a number 
of interesting early prints and pictures. 

~his short statement is by no means a review of the work but simply 
a notice that DISCOVERY readers can secure the Chronicles by writing 
to Oregon-Idaho Archives, Willamette University, 900 State Street, Salem, 
Oregon 97301. Checks for $12.50 per copy should be made out to "Con
ference Treasurer." 


