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1

The Protestant recovery

One of the persistent myths of modern British history is the
mythof theso-calledevangelical revival.Fromabout1730(it is
said) a dramatic, divinely inspired return to true Christianity
balanced the moral budget of the British people. Lives were
changed, society was reformed, and in the longer run the
nation was saved from the tempting freedoms of the French
Revolution. A Protestant nationalism became the hallmark of
the British. The instruments of this divine intervention were
JohnWesley and his followers, the Wesleyans or Methodists.
In the full-grown version of the myth, the evangelical re-

vival is referredtoregularly,not justasanestablishedhistorical
event, but as evidence of the importance of religion in mod-
ern history, and even of the importance of a national return
to orthodox Christianity in the present day.
What then was Wesleyanism, and what actually happened

to give it this role at the centre of a myth, accepted by writers
in the United States as well as Britain? Why did it take root
in eighteenth-century British society? How did it leave the
bitter legacy of the ‘Religious Right’ in the United States?
The answer seems to be that in the 1730s the primary religious
impulses of certain social groups, especially in the Church of
England, were unsatisfied. The primary religious impulse is
to seek some kind of extra-human power, either for personal
protection, including the cure of diseases, or for the sake of
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2 Wesley and the Wesleyans

ecstatic experience, and possibly prophetic guidance. The
individual’s test of a religious system is how far it can supply
this ‘supernatural’ force. People ’s primary religious impulses
tend to accept a religious system, such as Anglicanism or
Roman Catholicism, because it is there, because they knew it
when they were children and had their minds tinged with its
view of the world. Truth and falsity hardly matter: one is to
a degree a product of Buddhism,Christianity, Islam and so on.

Wesleyanism took root and expanded because, in a slowly
modernising society, in which until the late 1780s the dom-
inant elites continued to become more tolerant and enlight-
ened in outlook, primary religion also inevitably survived,
exercising what we should now call fundamentalist pressure
on the existing religious institutions. John Wesley thought
that Wesleyanism grew because he was preaching the true
gospel, but he succeeded because he responded to the actual
religious demands and hopes of his hearers, many of whom
thought that religion ought to function as a way of influenc-
ing and changing the present, quite apart from what might
happen at the future moment when the Second Coming re-
vealed the wrath of God. They wanted a reduction in their
personal anxieties, a resolution of their practical problems,
and a greater degree of self-approval. This was not a matter
of class, and it was certainly not a product of poverty, though
at times those who were drawn into Wesleyanism came from
groups which had found themselves excluded from the main-
stream of eighteenth-century society. Many of those who re-
sponded toWesleyanismwere finding their personal existence
unbearable.TheWesleys helped them to create space inwhich
they coulddevelop themselves andfindnewrelationshipswith
other people. In effect, Wesley was offering a transformation
of personal identity as an antidote to despair or as a cure for
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circumstances, and it is evident from the start that his approach
appealed tonumbersof peoplewhoweredissatisfiedwith their
personal or social lives.
Historians of eighteenth-century England have usually

thought of ‘Christianity’ and ‘religion’ as interchangeable
terms. The religion of the English was Christianity, or, to
put it another way, when the English were being religious
they adopted some form of Christianity. This did not imply
social unity, because institutionally Christianity had divided.
The Church of England had survived the wars of the seven-
teenth century to become the state church of the Hanoverian
dynasty and so the official religion. There was, though, no
question of a confessional state – one in which members of
the state were automatically members of the Church, and
vice versa – because the competing groups of Dissenters
and Roman Catholics had also outlasted the time of trou-
bles, and had to be tolerated, however unwillingly, for pol-
itical reasons. There was no systematic expulsion of either
Dissenters or Catholics from the country, on the European
model; and in the late seventeenthandearlyeighteenthcentury
Huguenot refugees were admitted willingly, partly because
they were being violently persecuted by the French Catholic
state.
In some parts of Europe religious hysteria reached a pitch

at which it was respectable to believe that religious cleansing
(it could hardly be called ‘ethnic’) was divinely approved.
One can find social reasons for this hysteria, but little evidence
that religious leaders opposed such behaviour on religious
grounds. When their own group was in the ascendancy
they were happy to take advantage of what happened. In
England, where the domination of politics by religious forces
was dwindling rapidly during the reign of George I, the
relationship between the three main religious groups became



4 Wesley and the Wesleyans

as much political as religious, and a question of the official
position of Anglicanism. Although during the AmericanWar
of Independence in the 1770s many Anglicans blamed the
American secession on the plotting of English Dissenters
and became very hostile to them, there was no question
of the political leadership expelling English Dissenters to
America in order to cleanse the nation; and the deeper social
trend (with which the majority of Anglican ministers had
no sympathy) was towards giving the Dissenters greater
rather than fewer social rights. When the British seized and
occupied French Canada, no religious persecution followed,
and Lord North’s government accepted the legal presence of
the French Roman Catholic Church. There were moments
whenAnglican hostility toBritishDissent becameoppressive.
Thomas Paine (1737–1809), the radical political and religious
writer, who had a Quaker background, had to take refuge
in America from the 1770s. Joseph Priestley (1733–1804),
a liberal Unitarian scientist and political philosopher, also
retired there in 1794 as the ruling elites drew together
against the revolutionary French. Richard Price (1723–91),
a Welsh Dissenting minister who moved gradually towards
Unitarianism, was a distinguished moral philosopher who
applauded the early stages of the revolution in France, and
so found himself the target of Edmund Burke ’s rhetorical
denunciation. But no equivalent of these three Dissenting
intellectuals appeared in Hanoverian Wesleyanism.
In Hanoverian England institutionalised religion respon-

ded to the social need for ethical norms and for a coherent
vision of the world’s creation and future. What the apolo-
gists asserted was not necessarily religious in itself, but was
put forward as truth revealed from heaven. Protestant (and
Catholic)Christianity relied on claims– already challenged in
the seventeenth century – to the authority of a direct, written
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self-revelationof thedivineas interpretedbyvariousChristian
traditions to lay down both the theological system and the
ethical patterns by which people would, it was hoped, live
their lives. Everyone from the elites to the most wretched
shared in personal needs, hopes and anxieties, ranging from
a sophisticated dislike of intellectual incoherence to the fear
of death as extinction; they also shared, with varying degrees
of conviction, the hope that supernatural power might be in-
voked to ensure one ’s health, wealth, happiness and so on.
Primary religious practices – and it was often more a matter
of practice than theory – offered the possibility of harnessing
supernatural power.
By the early eighteenth century there could be a wide gap

betweenwhat ordinary peoplewanted from religion andwhat
different religious bodies offered, or thought they were offer-
ing. There had never been a perfect fit between the intellec-
tual structures of what claimed to be orthodox Christianity
and the alternative interests of proliferating local cults, often
with a long, varied history.More or less orthodox theologians,
men with a strong preference for the linguistic inheritance of
Christianity, elaborated ideas of human sin and redemption
around the figure of Jesus and the New Testament Epistles,
especially those of Paul. Other people were more concerned
to obtain supernatural power for a variety of human ends.
Evidence of the presence of divine power might be found not
only in specific cases of personal and communal ‘deliverances’
and healings, for example, but also in the form of prophecy,
‘spiritual guidance ’, ecstasies and glossolalia (speaking with
tongues). In England, however, official Protestant opinion
had become suspicious of claims about divine intervention at
any but the most general level, such as the fate of the nation
itself, and nursed the fear that religious ‘enthusiasm’ – the
word frequently used to identify the whole bundle of primary
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religious ideas and practices – could lead to a repetition of
seventeenth-century violence and social disruption.
This analysis may help us to see what was happening in

eighteenth-centuryEnglish religionmore clearly.One should
avoid making too simple a distinction between elite and other
ways of being religious, as though the distinction was social –
between what the better-educated believed and did, and
what was believed and done by the mass of illiterate and often
very poor people, in towns as well as in the countryside.
‘Popular religion’ is a term sometimes used to describe a sys-
temofwitches,wisewomenandcunningmen, and the charms,
curses and fortune-tellings they provided – in which case it
seems todenotenomore thanaparticular exampleof the forms
which primary religion has often taken. For example, ‘folk
religion’ isdefinedas ‘aresidueofpaganmagicandsuperstition
which in some areas exercised a powerful hold over the minds
of the common people well into the nineteenth century’.1 The
termisalso sometimesused to indicatea setof religious institu-
tions organised by poorer people, for example, working-class
people, such as agricultural labourers. This can lead to draw-
ing a thick boundary-line between popular religion and what
is regarded as official religion. In the case of the English eight-
eenth century, however, itwould seemamistake to distinguish
sharply within early Wesleyanism (that is, from the 1730s
into the 1760s) between one group of followers and another.
Letusdistinguish, therefore, aprimary levelof religiousbe-

haviour,whenhumanbeings, caughtbetween strong, limitless
desiresandfearsontheonehand,andaconscious lackofpower
over their situation on the other – and this applies whether
one is talking about material or moral needs and ambitions –
assert that there may be supernatural powers which can be
drawnadvantageously into the natural environment; they also
suspect the existence of hostile supernatural powers, against
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which defencesmust be devised.This fundamental level of re-
ligious behaviour should be distinguished from the secondary
theologies which develop around it, and which, in the world’s
religious systems, produce fresh expectations of what being
religious means and what effects being religious may have
on the individual. Institutionalised theologies are imposed on
the primary level of religion and breed sects, denominations,
churches, what you will – sources of power in themselves,
social and political. But the primary level, with its basic belief
in intrusive supernatural power, survives at all times and (and
this is frequently forgotten) at all social levels. Belief in an
interventionist version of Christianity, for example, is not a
product of social position.
Wearealsotooapt tothinkofreligionintermsof theologies,

insteadof analysing theology in termsof its relation to religion
and society. Thus both George Whitefield – a Calvinist, and
therefore technically with no use for human free will – and
the Wesleys – Arminian, and therefore anxious to preserve a
meaning for freewill, however abstruse and qualified – took it
for granted that what mattered in the activities in which they
were taking part was the speculative theology they used to
understand and control events. They believed that to satisfy
the conditions of salvation one must hold correct views on
matters like predestination, an idea which seemed to rule free
willoutof court, and ‘works’, adoctrinaldescriptionof human
effort which limited the possibility of human goodness to the
time after conversion. Fierce disagreements broke out at this
level, and the competingpreachers attributed success to divine
approval of their doctrine. They did not suspect that what
counted much more than doctrine was the freedom which
primaryreligiousaspirations foundforat least twogenerations
in the social frameworks which the various Methodist leaders
devised.
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The Anglicanism in which early eighteenth-century
Wesleyanism appeared no longer relied on early modern
Roman Catholic methods of harnessing the natural to the su-
pernatural, had dispensed with the Marian theology, and had
ceased to direct primary religious activity towards the shrines
of local saints; Anglicans had also become deeply critical of
the abstract Catholic theology which buttressed the system.
This was true of both evangelical and liberal Anglicans.
What gotWesleyanMethodism off the ground in the 1740s

was theWesleys’ encounter with and response to the demands
of primary religion, a passionate hunger for access to invisible
powers, and so for ways of changing the life and prosper-
ity of the adherent. Throughout the early period, as readers
of the Journals which men like George Whitefield and John
Wesley published as a public record of their activities, can see,
Wesleyanism hovered at the edge of claiming visible prodi-
gies, miracles in the commonsense meaning of the term, and
was often alleged to have done so by Anglican critics. Roman
Catholic apologetics had always appealed not only to themir-
acles described in the Bible and in the history of the early
Church,butalso tomodern, recentevidenceofdramaticaction
byChrist, theVirginMaryorthesaints.OfficialProtestantism,
however, inherited from the sixteenth century a deep suspi-
cion ofmodernmiracles. Thiswas a fundamental theme in the
mental processes of the Renaissance as well as of the Refor-
mation, but the liturgical language of Protestantism remained
ambiguous, because of its close ties with the language of the
Bible, as to how far divine intervention might be expected.
There was always the belief, for example, that Providence
must prefer the Protestant to the Roman Catholic cause. But
these were ecclesiastical or national expectations: it was easier
to believe in the providential control of history, in the signs of
the times, than to sanction a healing cult in a local Anglican
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parish church, or approve of the occasional exorcism.2

On its Hanoverian side the eighteenth-century Protestant
recoverywas both secular and political, the two facets supply-
ingmutual support forunitedexpansion.TheearlyWesleyans,
however, wanted divine action in everyday life for everyday
purposes,whether ‘miracle ’were the appropriatewordornot.
With these distinctions between primary religion and the-

ology in mind, let us look at some examples of eighteenth-
century Wesleyan religious behaviour:

Onmyway to meet MrWesley at Perth [in 1769] my mare fell with
me, and cut her knees so much, that I was obliged to go to Edinburgh.
‘What I do, thou knowest not, but thou shalt know hereafter.’ This
accidentmademevisitDunbar [his birthplace] sixteenor eighteendays
earlier than I should have done; where, to my great surprise, I found
my mother on her death-bed. I attended her in her last moments; and
sincerely hope that I shall meet her in that day when the Lord maketh
up his jewels. She had always been a tender and an indulgent parent
to me; and her best interests, present and eternal, always lay near
my heart. I could not help admiring the hand of Providence that had
arrestedme onmy journey, by themisfortune that befell mymare, that
I might once more see my mother before she died. About this time
one of the most amiable members of the society died also. She was a
sensible and pious woman. I preached a funeral sermon both for her
and my mother.3

This is aProtestant ex-voto, a characteristic accountof how
Providence ordered apparently hostile circumstances for the
good of the narrator, one of JohnWesley’s full-time travelling
preachers, Thomas Rankin (1738–1810), who was then about
thirty years old.The genre did not require illustration, though
pictures were sometimes added to make the story more vivid,
and the actionwas attributed directly toChrist or Providence,
because there was no question of saintly mediation. In this
case the narrator had not even asked for intervention – the
divinely controlled accident was an unsolicited favour, an
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event which showed how Providence, though a little hard on
mares, shaped a benevolent world for believers, and watched
over the spiritual interests of Rankin and his mother.
The widespread disappearance of images of and prayers

to Roman Catholic saints in eighteenth-century England,
Scotland and Wales did not mean an absence of effective
Protestant intercession, any more than the segregation of
the mass in the surviving Roman Catholic subculture meant
that the eucharist became unavailable to Protestants. There
was no significant spiritual deprivation. The fundamental im-
pulse to ask for supernatural intervention remained unaltered,
and found the customary satisfactions. The early Wesleyans
cultivated the habit of interpreting selected everyday events
as divine action, and as a sign of divine favour, while John
Wesley talked about the Last Supper as a ‘converting ordi-
nance ’, which hardly suggests a cult of absent power. Rankin,
though Scottish and Presbyterian in origin, became part of
the EnglishWesleyan drive to release the interventionist God
from the grip of amoderateAnglican lack of expectation.This
also helps to explain his comment on a drunken sea captain,
with whom he had sailed between America and England as a
youngman, that ‘he had been truly converted to God; and for
years was a burning and shining light; but that fatal opinion,
thathe couldnot fall fromgrace, hadbeen thebaneof his spiri-
tual happiness’. If one thinks of ‘faith’ as ‘trust’, onemight say
that two kinds of ‘trust’ wereworking here, both equally valid
(or invalid), but the Wesleyan characteristically thought that
the Calvinist kind of objective trust in predestination had no
warrant, and the Calvinist thought that theWesleyan claim to
subjective certainty (assurance) of personal salvation was just
as unwarranted. They were not in fact too far apart, because
the deep psychological attraction of Calvinism was that the
system freed the believer from anxiety about constant ethical
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failure. Rankin’s casual use of biblical quotation is interesting,
since the ‘burning and shining light’ refers to John the Baptist
(John 5: 35), the human witness who has to give way to the
new, more powerful messenger from heaven.
Rankin’s account suggests a mind fed on biblical language.

The traditional Christian claim that God had revealed the
meaning of the scriptures to the Church (and not, in the last
analysis, to the Jews), hadmade every verse and phrasewithin
a verse in the Jewish Old as well as in the New Testament
manipulable by the Christian imagination. In pure theory the
true believer’s imagination was helped or enlightened by the
divine Spirit, but in practice therewas no rational limit towhat
the texts might be made to mean: everything hinged on the
style of piety with which they were approached. So Rankin,
faced with the unexpected, quoted, careless of incongruity,
‘What I do, thou knowest not, but thou shalt know hereafter’,
a passage which comes from John 13: 7, and is Jesus’s answer
to Peter’s question at the Last Supper, ‘Lord, dost thou wash
my feet?’ In reply, Jesus explains the symbolic intention of
the footwashing – that ‘you also ought to wash one another’s
feet’ – and at the same time throws out hints that one of the
apostles is about to betray him. It was important that Judas’s
action should be seen to take placewithin a providential order;
Jesus is portrayed as knowingwhatwhatwas going to happen,
and telling his hearers that he would be betrayed.
The context of Rankin’s quotation was tragic, but he vir-

tually ignored the Crucifixion narrative and instead drew a
parallel between Peter’s failure to understand what Jesus was
doing and his own initial failure to grasp the significance of
the mare ’s injury. He used the biblical reference to underline
what he called the providential nature of the mare ’s accident.
‘I could not help admiring the hand of Providence that had
arrested me on my journey, by the misfortune that befell my
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mare, that I might once more see mymother before she died.’
This is Providence in Dr Johnson’s sense of ‘the care of God
over created beings’, and the idea is expanded by Rankin with
the further biblical picture of ‘that day when the Lord maketh
up his jewels’, a reference to Malachi 3: 17, where the Jewish
prophet sees God as promising that at the final judgement the
wicked would be destroyed but that ‘unto you that fear my
name the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in his
wings’, a promisewhichChristian theologianshad transferred
to Christians, interpreting the ‘sun of righteousness’ as Jesus.
God’s care for created beings extended to the destruction of
the wicked (including, presumably, the Calvinist sea captain),
but Rankin did not apply that idea directly to his mother,
whom, as he said, he sincerely hoped he would meet among
the jewels. It is worth noting, however, that at a much earlier
point in his narrative he had said that when he was a teenager,
and had lost his father, who been autocratic, ‘my mother was
too indulgent and fond of me (as she had never any other son
but myself ) and this made her authority but very light over
me – I bless God that I was mercifully preserved from open
wickedness’.4 Augustine of Hippo casts a long shadow.
This is very much a preacher’s narrative, intended to make

the reader recognise that Rankin’s life had been divinely
guided as a series of events in which one could not help ad-
miring the way in which the not altogether invisible hand
of Providence had mercifully preserved him. Others had not
been preserved, and the implication is always that they did not
deserve preservation.He recalled that when the British troops
and American colonists began to fight one another in 1775 he
had told his congregation ‘that the sins of Great Britain and
her colonies had long called aloud for vengeance ’.5 This was
traditional pulpit rhetoric, a standard reaction of the profes-
sionally religious to the disasters of the nation, any nation.
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In practice the war made Rankin a British revival preacher
increasingly unwanted in America, because, despite his de-
scription of the conflict as a deserved punishment for the
sins of the whole community, he fiercely took the side of the
Hanoverian regime.
So far we have discussed Rankin in terms of his attitude to

religionas thepracticeofapietywhichpromotes freedomfrom
anxiety and gives one, in theory at least, a moral superiority
to the current state of affairs, because one knows that when
things go wrong it is because Providence has moved from
judgement to vengeance. Whatever one ’s sufferings, one is
not a subject of that vengeance, but can count on appearing
with the jewels at the end of the day. This was not an unusual
kind of piety in the eighteenth century. Let us therefore also
look at an account which Rankin gave of a service he took in
the American Colonies in June 1776, some little distance from
Philadelphia, about a year after the battle of Bunkers Hill:

After dinner I observed to brother Shadford that I feared that I should
not have strength to preach in the afternoon. A little rest, however,
refreshedme, and at four o’clock Iwent to the chapel again. I preached
from Rev 3: 8 ‘I know thy works’. Towards the close of the sermon,
I found an uncommon struggle in my breast, and in the twinkling of
an eye my soul was filled with the power and love of God, that I could
hardly get out my words. I had scarcely spoken two sentences, while
under this amazing influence, before the very house seemed to shake,
and all the peoplewere overcomewith the presence of the LordGod of
Israel. Such a scenemy eyes saw, and ears heard, as I neverwaswitness
to before . . .Numberswere calling out loud formercy, andmanywere
mightily praisingGod their Saviour; while otherswere in an agony for
full redemption in the blood of Jesus. Soon, very soon, my voice was
drowned in the pleasing sounds of prayer and praise. Husbands were
invitingtheirwives togotoHeavenwith them,andparentscallingupon
their children tocome to theLordJesus; andwhatwaspeculiarlyaffect-
ing, I observed in the gallery appropriated to the black people, almost
the whole of them upon their knees; some for themselves, and others
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for their distressed companions . . .Asmy strength was almost gone, I
desired brother Shadford to speak a word to them. He attempted to do
so, but was so overcome with the divine presence that he was obliged
to sit down; and this was the case, both with him and myself, over and
over again. We could only sit still and let the Lord do his own work.
For upwards of two hours the mighty outpouring of the Spirit of God
continued upon the congregation . . . From the best accounts we could
receive afterwards, upwards of fiftywere awakened and brought to the
knowledge of a pardoning God that day; besides many who were en-
abled towitness that the blood of Jesus had cleansed them fromall sin.6

This second account points us to the distinguishing ele-
ments of the first two generations ofWesleyanism. In the first
passage quoted Rankin described a primary religious attitude
which above all helped to diminish anxiety: the value of reli-
gious practice was that it brought peace, calmness in the face
of life and death. The American example shows us something
altogether different, a state of passionate fear and ecstasy in
which not only the individual but the whole group felt bound
for the moment in a common experience in which they be-
lieved they had been possessed by supernatural power. The
belief that one could make direct contact as a group with su-
pernatural power in a visibly disorienting way, so that other
people could see what was going on, was vitally important.
There are many descriptions of such events, and here is

another, more individual, from the account which George
Shadford (1739–1816), who came from Lincolnshire, gave of
his sister’s conversion:

About this time [c. 1762], I went to see my sister, near Epworth [in
Lincolnshire], to inform her what the Lord had done for my soul. At
first when I conversed with her she thought that I was out of mymind;
but at length she hearkened to me. She told me a remarkable dream
she had some time before, in which she had been warned to lay aside
the vain practice of cardplaying, which she had been fond of. After
I had returned home, she began to revolve in her mind what I had
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said; and thought, ‘How canmy brother have any view to deceiveme?
What interest can he have in so doing? Certainly my state is worse
than I imagine. He sees my danger, and I do not . . . ’ She therefore
could not rest until she came to my father’s house; and before she
returned, was thoroughly convinced she was a miserable sinner. In
a short time I visited her again, and asked her to go to hear Samuel
Meggitt preach. She heard him with great satisfaction. Afterwards
there was a lovefeast, and she being desirous to stay, at my request,
was admitted. As the people were singing a hymn on Christ’s coming
to judgement, she looked up, and saw all the people singing with a
smile upon their countenance. She thought, ‘If Christ were to come
in judgement now, I shall go to hell, and they will all go to heaven.’
Instantly she sunk down as if shewere dying, and lay some time before
she was able to walk home. She continued praying and waiting upon
God for about a fortnight; when one day going to the well to fetch
water (like the Samaritanwoman at Jacob’s well) she found theGod of
Jacob open to her thirsty soul his love, as a well of water springing up
within her unto everlasting life; and as she returned from the well her
soul magnified the Lord, and her spirit rejoiced in God her saviour.7

The final sentence, which runs together references to Jacob,
Jesus, Mary and the Psalms, works in a preaching style to
authenticate the woman’s experience by identifying it with
biblical categories. It is not so much a description as a transla-
tion. Like the Samaritanwoman, Shadford’s sister at first does
not recognise the Messiah, but then she feels the springing up
of everlasting life in her soul and, like Mary, she is obedient.
This actually tells us very little about what may or may not
have happened, except for the suggestion that the symbol-
ism of drawing water from her local well played a part. In
thewhole story of her ‘conversion’, however, one gets further
glimpses of the background. In a familiar formula, thewoman
has already had a warning dream before her brother comes
to her, and the playing cards stand for the society of which
pietists disapproved. In the intense communal pressure of the
lovefeast (a quarterly meeting of the society, borrowed from
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the Moravians, at which everybody consumed plain cake and
water), her choice seemed to be narrowed to that between
heaven and hell, and no doubt she fainted, took time to re-
cover, and found it difficult to walk home. A fortnight later
she was convinced, when alone, that God had forgiven her.
In effect, she may have done no more than recover her self-
approval, shifted from an Anglican to a Wesleyan religious
style, and in doing so accepted that she could not leave the
social and family group fromwhich she came for another; but
at the same time she had, however briefly, felt herself in con-
tact with what she took to be supernatural power. And if the
supernatural power existed, it might be turned to for various
kinds of assistance on other occasions.
This is a domestic example of how religious power could

be used to change oneself. There is a sense, however, in which
the resources offered by religion were being used by those
whowanted to protest against the surrounding society. There
was not much left of the Levellers’ mid seventeenth-century
hopes of an abrupt eschatological transformation of society
into a communal banquet of peace and love, but in the first
generation of Wesleyanism (1740–70) the itinerant preach-
ers felt themselves to be at least the intermittent vehicles
of an interventionist power with which they could challenge
the local social leadership. The dominance of the gentry and
clergy had often been attacked in the previous century, and
now they frequently reacted violently against the influx of
new religious groups into the countryside and small towns.
This was dramatically described in the account John Cennick
(1718–55) gave of his adventures as a twenty-three-year-old
itinerant in Wiltshire in 1741. Cennick had been brought up
an Anglican by parents who had originally been members of
the Society of Friends, but between 1735 and the early 1740s
he moved throughWesleyanism inWhitefield’s direction; he



The Protestant recovery 17

started a number of societies in a socially disruptive tour of
part of Wiltshire, and ended by taking these groups with him
into the Moravian Church, which shared his sympathies with
predestination.
Cennick recounts how, on 23 June 1741, Howell Harris,

with about twenty-four on horseback, went from Brinkworth
to Swindon (both then quite small places).8 The party was
attacked by a mob, which fired guns over their heads, covered
them with dust from the highway, and then used an engine
to spray themwith ditchwater. They returned to Brinkworth.
‘This persecution was carried on by Mr Gothard, a leading
gentleman of that place, who lent the mob his guns, hal-
bert and engine . . . and himself sat on horseback the whole
time laughing.’9 The leading gentleman was almost cer-
tainly Pleydell Goddard, whose family had held the manor
of Swindon since the late sixteenth century, and continued
to do so until the middle of the twentieth century. There fol-
lowed a portent: in a storm ‘an oak-tree which stood in a field
ofMrGothard’swas split into the finest splinters and scattered
all over the field. This seemed to portend somewhat ill.’
When Cennick himself preached at Stratton, a village not

far from Swindon, the same mob obtained blood from a
butcher to use in the engine, ‘because I preachmuch about the
blood of Christ’.

But before I came to Stratton God struck with particular judgements
all the authors of this design at once. Mr John and Thomas Violet
esqrs, the parson of Stratton and Sylvester Keen a bailiff: all bled at the
nose and some at the mouth without ceasing till one of the former fell
into dead fits and could not be any more trusted alone. The Minister
did not recover until it brought him to the grave, and Sylvester Keen
continued to bleed at times at such an extravagant rate that it threwhim
into a deep decay inwhich he lingered ten dayswithout having anyone
who would come near him because he stunk alive and on March 31
following he died cursing terribly.10
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Whether these events happened exactly as described does
not matter, only that Cennick expected them to be believed.
They follow a recognisable pattern, and one of the biblical
roots of this kind of story may be found in the account given
in Acts of the death of Herod:

Upon a set day Herod arrayed himself in royal apparel, and sat on
the throne, and made an oration unto them. And the people shouted,
saying, The voice of a god, and not of a man. And immediately an
angel of the Lord smote him, because he gave not God the glory: and
he was eaten up of worms and gave up the ghost. But the word of God
grew and multiplied.

The divine punishment and terrifying death of the atheist,
the blasphemer or the tepidly religious became a staple of
eighteenth-century religious literature.
In August 1741 Cennick started a meeting-house in

Brinkworth which was to have a long history as a Moravian
chapel.On 13August 1741,whenhewas preaching at Foxham,
another of the small places in the area, another mob, led by a
Mr Lee, who seems to have been a farmer, attacked them:

But after he had done this several of his best horses died, his swine
were bitten by a mad dog, and all things made against him till he was
ruined andobliged to abscond.He lived in that housewhich afterwards
fell into the Brethren’s hands.The others were tried for horse-stealing,
and one of them was hanged and another transported.11

Rankin’s mare was as nothing when compared to this mixed
bag of horses and swine, nor is there any obvious sympa-
thy for the wretched human being involved, whose ultimate
damnation ismore or less taken for granted. The final reversal
of fortunes was that the farmer’s house fell into the hands of
the Moravian Brethren themselves.
What these accounts tell us about the Wesleyan and

Moravian mind is that the disappearance of Roman Catholi-
cism from wide areas of eighteenth-century English society
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did not make it any more difficult for ordinary people to sat-
isfy the needs of primary religion. In the absence of shrines
devoted to the Virgin Mary and to local saints, people re-
lied for supernatural intervention on direct invocation of the
persons of the Trinity, and especially of the crucified Jesus
or the Holy Spirit. As can be seen above, there was no lack
of apparent results, or any sense of an absence of supernatu-
ral power. The contrast between a Catholic and a Protestant
culture, when stated in terms of religious efficacy, has been
much exaggerated; the power of producing a visible effect
might rather be described as equal. One can discount the view
of Maximin Piette that Wesley’s career marked the point at
which Protestantism began to recognise the weakness of its
mistaken theology and to turn back in a Catholic direction:
any renewed Protestant vitality could therefore be attributed
to a Catholic source.12

The climax of the Wiltshire prodigies was still to come.
Cennick preached at Stratton on 6 September 1741. Fifty on
horseback and fifty on foot went with him from Brinkworth.
Gothard and the Swindon mob came again and dispersed
the meeting. The party withdrew towards Lineham, but ‘our
horses were so startled that it was a real mercy we had not
been killed, or killed others thatwere on foot, forwe rode thro
the midst of the people, for our persecutors whipped them
with all their might, while the footpeople to save themselves
rushed into the hedges and hid themselves where they could’.
Cennick’s shoulderswereblack fromtheblows for threeweeks
afterwards. However:

not many days passed, ere, as [Gothard] was riding on the same horse
on which he sat laughing to see us abused at Swindon, a servant of his
was cleaning the gunswhich had been fouled in firing at us, that letting
one off just as his master rode into the court his horse startled, and by
thatmeans he received some inwardhurt either fromhis saddle or from
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his fall which in a little while caused his death, and because he died
without a will and his relations did not know who should be his heir,
he was left unburied till the stench of his corpse was intolerable . . .He
left the world in about a fortnight afterwards raving with pain aged
about fifty years.13

Pleydell Goddard actually died in 1742, when the estate
passed toAmbroseGoddardofBox.Oneneednot assume that
Goddard’s resistance to Cennick sprang from any religious
convictions; his actions expressed the reaction of a closed local
community to invasion by ‘foreigners’. The Victoria County
History for Wiltshire notes that throughout the eighteenth
century Swindon remained closed to Wesleyanism and Non-
conformity in general. The first Nonconformist chapel to be
opened there was the Newport Street Congregational chapel
of 1804. The divine retribution alleged by Cennick had no
other effect as far as one can see.
Rankin’s claims that Providence had a hand, so to speak, in

the accident tohismare, and that one could feel and (in a sense)
see the supernatural forces acting in the Wesleyan meeting –
ideas echoed in Shadford’s story of his sister’s premonitory
dream, and of her fainting during the lovefeast, together with
John Cennick’s passionate belief in the willingness of super-
natural power to strike at his opposers – help to throw light on
the way in which many educated Anglicans reacted to these
fresh examples of primary religion. Few of them would have
foundRankin’s story of a supernatural powerwhich allegedly
lamed a mare in order to bring the Rankins together at a crit-
ical moment a cause for admiration, while Cennick’s view of
Goddard’s death would have seemed the survival of an unso-
phisticatedmoral sense, rather thanevidenceof a revival of the
proper understanding of Christianity. They would have felt
equally negative about George Shadford’s description of his
sister falling to the floor in a kind of a seizure at theWesleyan




