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Entering Lincolnshire, one pays the toll to cross the Trent, that sluggish swirling divide twixt northern and southern England. The road leads on through undulating fields, yellow with oilseed rape. Concrete water towers on distant wold-tops hint at low rainfall and plenty of sunny days.


My destination was the village of Epworth on the Isle of Axholme, north of Gainsborough. Before Verhuyden and his Dutch engineers arrived to drain the Lincolnshire fens, Axholme was an island reachable only by boat. Several of its parishes belonged to Newburgh Abbey, Yorks. About 1395, the Carthusians arrived at Low Melwood to form a monastery – one of their nine in England -  stone-built, moated, with fine gardens and orchards. They devoted their time to prayer and to copying manuscripts. 


On 14 May 1535 the Prior of Melwood, St Augustine Webster, was one of three Carthusian priors executed at Tyburn for refusing to swear the Oath of Supremacy to Henry VIII – the very first Catholic victims of his “reformation”.

Epworth turns out to be a village of tidy detached bungalows, looking like any suburban street rather than a place of pilgrimage. Even if most English forget it, over 70 million Methodists worldwide revere this place where their founding father, John Wesley, came into the world. 



Methodism was born as a reform of Anglicanism. Now present in nearly every country and reckoning 75 million adherents, the world Methodist population is almost equal to Anglicanism’s 77 million. It has been the formative influence upon characters as diverse as George Bush and Nelson Mandela. In Britain the Methodists rank as the fourth Christian denomination with over 5000 chapels and 280,000 total membership.


Epworth’s old rectory, now a Wesley Museum, gives intriguing insights into the home life which formed this greatest of all English Protestant preachers, John Wesley.


John’s father, Samuel Wesley senior arrived in Epworth in 1696 with his young wife Susanna, to take up his position as Rector of the parish church of St Andrew.  The house lies some distance from the church, because the Lord of the Manor owned the land in between.


Both parents had come from dissenting clerical backgrounds. After Cromwell’s protectorate, the restored monarchy passed the 1662 Act of Uniformity aimed to restore the dominance of Anglicanism and rid the church of Puritan “men of factious, peevish and perverse spirits”. It required Episcopal ordination for all clergymen, and enforced the use of the Book of Common Prayer. Among the 2000 ministers deprived of their livings in this Great Ejection were Samuel’s grandfather (in Devon) and Susanna’s grandfather (from St Giles Cripplegate, London).   Samuel’s father, also a clergyman, was once imprisoned for failing to use the Book of Common Prayer. 


Nevertheless, Samuel and Susanna, loyal to the Crown, had both converted back to the Established Church, while retaining a deep-rooted and independent minded piety. 


Susanna comes across as the more influential character. Married at 19, she bore 19 children, of whom nine lived to adulthood. She dedicated her formidable intellect and management skills to rearing, educating and regimenting her offspring. She home-schooled them to an intensive daily timetable of six hours’ study plus prayers. Once they learnt the alphabet, they started reading and memorising Bible passages. 


The central principle of Susannah’s child rearing technique was the need to eradicate the effects of original sin. She allowed no loud talking or playing. The children  must be still at family prayers, and ask a blessing immediately after meals. They could eat as much as they wished at mealtimes, but nothing in between. Crying won them nothing.


Honesty was the first rule, and if a child confessed to an accidental misdemeanour it was not beaten. However no deliberate sinful action, lying, pilfering, disobedience or quarrelling ever went unpunished. The girls were not put to household chores until they had learnt to read well. In fact, the Wesley girls were far better educated than the average females of their day.


Samuel, the father meanwhile was scholarly, but impractical, and inept with money. With deep convictions, he believed in plain speaking and in reforming the morals of his parishioners, but his lack of tact earned him enemies. He was not a man to win their hearts. Some villagers started a campaign of persecution.


In 1702 the rectory was set on fire and badly damaged. Two years later all the Rector’s crop of flax was destroyed by fire. In 1705 Samuel – despite their frugal living - was briefly consigned to the debtors’ prison in Lincoln Castle, to his wife and children’s distress. Someone maimed the family cattle. On another occasion an unruly mob menaced the Wesley children.


Both parents had a streak of obstinacy. In 1701 Samuel noticed that Susanna did not answer Amen to the prayer for King William’s health during family prayers. Susanna pointed out that the legitimate King, James II [a Catholic], had been overthrown back in 1688: William of Orange was a usurper. She would suffer him being King as her Christian duty demanded, but she could not be expected to pray for a usurper, and so to share in his sin.


The quarrel led to several months’ separation, from bed and later from board. Fortunately, King William died in 1702 and both Wesleys could with good conscience accept his successor Queen Anne. A year later, June 1703, her fifteenth child, John Wesley was born. Later Charles would arrive as the 18th. Evidently a Humanae Vitae household. Samuel later had problems finding suitable matches for some of his daughters.

 
Academically, Samuel spent twenty years on his life’s masterpiece, a commentary on the Book of Job. Finally he had the opportunity of presenting it to Queen Anne.  She received it graciously, commented on how pretty the binding was, and laid it to one side unopened. At least Samuel could practice the patience of his title character. The moral of the story? - Don’t rest much hope in the theological interest of the British monarchy!


The great calamity occurred in 1709. One night a fire – possibly started by arson - completely destroyed the old timber rectory with its thatched roof. Susanna, heavily pregnant, and all but one of the children escaped. Six-year old John, asleep in the attic, had not heard the commotion. Trapped at an upstairs window, he was rescued just as the burning roof collapsed inwards. His near miraculous escape gave rise to a belief that he had been spared for some special purpose. Later he used to refer to himself as “a brand plucked from the burning,” saved by Providence “from the wrath to come.” 


By the light of his home in flames, Rev. Samuel invited the villagers to kneel with him in prayer, saying: “God has given me all my eight children: let the house go, I am rich enough.”


It took more than a year, and kind sponsors, to rebuild the rectory, into the large Queen Anne house which stands today, of brick and roofed with tiles. The villagers were impressed at Samuel and Susannah’s determination to stay in Epworth, despite all they had suffered. Though they may not have loved them, they did come to a grudging respect. 


Susannah hadn’t liked the children being boarded out with friends and neighbours. She complained that “they got knowledge of several songs and bad things, which before they had no notion of. That civil behaviour which made them admired when they were at home, by all who saw them, was in great measure lost; and a clownish accent, and many rude ways were learnt, which were not reformed without some difficulty.”



In 1712, while Samuel was attending Convocation in London, Susannah began inviting people to her own home for instruction, counselling and prayer devotions on a Sunday afternoon. Evidently these sessions aroused a deep spiritual interest among the locals – as many as 200 people crowded the house. Samuel’s curate complained that she was holding Conventicles – illegal assemblies of dissenters – but she continued anyway until her husband’s return. 


From this rural nest of piety and good behaviour, John Wesley was ejected at the age of 10, to go to Charterhouse school in London as a “poor scholar,” and then at 16 to Christ Church at Oxford. He took his degree, stayed on for his Master’s, and in 1726 was elected to a fellowship. It was after his younger brother Charles came up to Oxford in 1727, that a group of them formed the “Holy Club” for prayer and Bible study. They were mocked as the “Bible moths” and the “Methodists.”


The story of Rev. John Wesley’s life runs on to his spiritual rekindling in Aldersgate, and then his fifty years’ criss-crossing England on horseback, the most powerful evangelical preacher to the millions of workers whom the Established Church left untouched.


His energy, his discipline and single-mindedness, his openness to lay leadership, his encouragement of group Bible study – so much of this came from his mother – coupled with his father’s intellect and sometimes emotional naivety.

Had John Wesley been a Catholic - hardly an option at the time - he might have been canonised by now. Perhaps those Carthusians’ prayers had more effect upon him than he realized. Whatever, it is right to pay homage to a man who loved the Lord so much.

