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The question I will explore in this paper is a practical one: "Is there 
anything in John Wesley's understanding of education that might inform the 
United Methodist Church in a time when there is serious discussion about 
the nature and practice of Christian education?" 

The question is an attempt to take seriously the dimension of tradition in 
the quadrilateral. I t is not an attempt to transfer and eighteenth-century 
experience into the twentieth century. The cultural context is much too 
different f or such a transference t o t ake pl ace . Rather , t he quest i on i s 
whether or not biblical, theological, or educational insights might inform 
or stimulate reflection. 

John Wesley had a significant interest in and concern for education. At 
the Methodist Conference in 1744 Wesley posed three questions: "What do we 
teach? How do we teach? What do we do? " Wesley printed and distributed 
tracts. He urged that persons read and study the Bible and a broad range 
of other books. He sold books in paperback so more persons could afford to 
purchase them. His sermons were instructional. He started a school for 
boys at Kingswood. He actively supported the fledgling Sunday School move
ment. 

For the purposes of this paper I will limit my exploration to Wesley's at
titude towards the educational institutions of his day, the Kingswood School, 
Wesley's relationship to the Sunday School movement, and the educative f unc
tion of the family. 

The Kingswood School was located about three miles from Bristol. 

"It was quite private, remote from all high roads •••• I built the house 
1 capable of maintaining fifty children besides masters and servants •••• u 

When the school opened in 1748 there were 50 boys between the ages of 6-12 
as boarders. Some of the boys were sons of Methodist lay preachers and some 
were boys from poor families. 

Sunday Schools were not originally part of the Methodist movement nor part 
of Wesley's plan. The first mention of a Sunday School is a reference to 
Hannah Bell who apparently began a Sunday School in 1769, 14 years before 
Robert Raikes began his in Gloucester. In 1770 she wrote to Wesley, "The 
children meet twice a week, every Sunday and Monday. They are a wild little 
company, but some seem willing to be instructed. I labor among t2em, ear
nestly desiring to promote the interest of the Church of Christ." While 
the Sunday Schools were "undenominational," they were often led by Method
ists. Wesley encouraged the development and growth of the new movement. 



Wesley's concern for the educative role of the family is seen in two ser
mons, probably preached in 1783: "On Family Religion" and "On the Educa
tion of Children." These three resources (Kingswood, the Sunday School, 
and the two sermons) provide some insight to Wesley's understanding of 
education. 

It is important to note that when we speak of education in relationship to 
Wesley we are speaking about classical education as well as religious edu
cation. We cannot look at Wesley through the more restrictive lens of Chris
tian education. 

I 

In this paper I will limit my comments to five dimensions of Wesley's under
standing of education. 

A. First of all, John Wesley believed that classical study and religious 
instruction should go together. 

He was critical of contemporary education, methods, and teachers. His 
concern ranged from the behavior of children and their negative influ
ence on one another to the choice of subjects and the order in wh3ch 
they were taught to the lack of religion among the schoolmasters. 

Wesley said he looked for schools without these shortcomings. Finding 
none he ~eflects, "A thought came into my mind of setting up a school 
myself." 

Furthermore, many children of the poor did not have the opportunity to 
attend school. If wealthier parents did not like what was happening 
in the schools they simply secured tutors in their homes for their chil
dren. 

Wesley's design was to train children, especially the poor, in every 
branch of useful learning and to provide religious training. 

"Our first point was to answer the design of Christian education 
by forming their minds, through the help of God, to wisdom and 
holiness, by instilling the principles of true religion, specula
tive and practical, and training them up in th~ ancient way, that 
they might be rational scriptural Christians." 

The aim of education for Wesley was ultimately a religious one. 

"For what end do you send your children to school? 'Why, that 
they may be fit to live in the world.' In which world do you 
mean? This or the next? Perhaps you thought of this world only; 
and had forgot that

6
there is a world to come--yea, and one that 

will last forever!" 

And in his sermon on "The Education of Children," Wesley said, "The 
grand end of education is to cure the general diseases of human nature" 
(which he earlier listed as atheism, self-wfll, pride, love of the 
world, anger, lying and acts of injustice). 
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In this view of education Wesley seems to be saying that if a child is 
properly educated they mi ght make a commitment to Christ, not so much 
in terms of a conver sion as in terms of affirmation. That is, educa
tion helps children come to a f u l l consciousness of God's prevenient 
grace so they can affirm it and accept it for themselves. 

Initially, Kingswood was ''made up of eight classes with each class hav
ing a prescribed curriculum of reading, writing, mathematics, languages, 
sciences, history, geography, music and religion. Religious studies 
included certain book~ of the Bible and a variety of books related to 
the Christian faith." 

Charles Wesley captured the vision John had for Kingswood in a hymn he 
wrote for the opening of the school in 1748: 

"Unite the pair , so l ong disjoined, knowledge and vital piety." 9 

The concern t o b lend knowledge and vital piety is a l so seen in John ' s 
support for and encouragement of the Sunday School movement. It is 
important to understand that Sunday School is not the one-hour experi
ence with which most of us are familiar today. It usually met all day 
on Sunday so that it did not interfere with the working schedule of 
children. One picture of the work of the Sunday School emerges in the 
tract on "The Life and Death of Mr. Fletcher," where there is the de
scription of students being taught to read and write and the princi
ples of religion in order "to plant useful ky8wledge in the minds and 
piety in the hearts of uneducated children." 

Wesley's warm approval of the Sunday School can be seen in his Journal 
entries. When a Sunday School was established in Chester he wrote: 

"It seems that these will be one great means of reviving religion 
throughout the nation." 

Following a visit to the Bingley Church he noted, 

"Before the service I slipped into the Sunday School. Two-hundred
forty children are taught there every Sunday by several masters. 
So many children in one parish are restrained from open sin and 
taught good manners as well as to read the Bible. I find these 
schools springing up wherever I go. Perhaps God may have a deeper 
end than we know of. Who f~ows but some of these schools may become 
nurseries for Christians." 

So Wesley saw two institutions begin to address his concern about educa
tion in his day and to live towards his aim of uniting knowledge and 
vital piety. 

At Kingswood the "uniting" took on an unusual form. In May, 1768 Wesley 
received a letter from the headmaster, James Hindmarsh. The letter 
described in detail, extreme emotionalism and all, a religious revival 
among the boys. Hindmarsh concluded the letter by saying, 
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"This is the day we have wished for so ly~g--the day you had in 
view which made you go through so much." 

The Journal contains a description of another revival in sy~tember, 
1770, with vivid details of the "enthusiasms" of the boys. 

There is a hint that Wesley may have been concerned about the emotional 
dimensions of the experiences and whether or not the experiences would 
last. He talkey

5
with the older children one on one, "advising them as 

each had need." And later, when the boys had been confessing their 
sin and ~6aying he "instructed them on the meaning of the Lord's 
Prayer." 

Wesley's worst fears about his overall support for the revivals is seen 
in a 1771 Journal entry referring to the 1770 revival: 

"What is become of the wonderful work of grace which God wrought 
in them last September? Is it gone? Is it lost? It is vanished 
away! There is scarce any trace of it remaining! Then we my,t 
begin again; and in due time we shall reap if we faint not." 

Wesley believed that classical study and religious instruction should 
be together because persons are not simply being prepared to live ef
fectively in the temporal world; persons are being prepared for God's 
Kingdom, which lasts forever. 

B. Second, John Wesley's concern for education extended beyond the bounds 
of the church and societies. He was concerned about education of the 
public, especially the poor. 

Wesley's vision for Kingswood is that in the usual hours of the day 
poorer children would be taught to read, write, and caste accounts, 18 
but more especially "to know God and Jesus Christ, whom he hath sent." 
In addition, older people might be educated too, but they should not 
mix with children: 

"Expect some of the scholars to be grey-headed, taught either in 
the ear19 morning or late at night so their work might not be hin
dered." 

I have not been able to find further references about the education of 
adults so I do not know if that part of his vision was realized. 

Another part of his vision for Kingswood was to develop it into a col
lege so youth might begin and end their education in the same place. 
Originally, he expected graduates of Kingswood to enter Oxford or 
Cambridge or a university of their choice. But six Kingswood students 
were expelled from Oxford and one was refused admittance. Thus his 
vision for Kingswood expanded: "Blessed be ~fld, I can do all the 
business which I have in hand without them." That part of his vision 
was not reached in his lifetime. 

The work at Kingswood and the other schools that followed, including 
schools for girls, constituted an alternative school system for the 
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public. Through the work done in developing these schools, Wesley made 
an important contribution t~yards a universal system of education that 
later developed in England. 

The Sunday School movement had a similar focus into the community. 
The current expression of the Sunday School in North America tends to 
be for the members of a congregation. The leaders of the Sunday School 
movement in Wesley's day purposed to teach the children of the communi
ty to read and wr i t e as well as to instruct them in the Christian faith. 

While the focus of education at Kingswood and the Sunday School was 
into community, the purpose of such education was probably not intended 
to help persons escape from the structures of poverty. Wesley probably 
did not see learning as "'

2
ticket to preferment or privilege but as a 

way to promote holiness." This attitude is seen in his sermon, "On 
Family Religion." Wesley says, 

"I have been shocked above mea sur e in ob serving how l i t t le t hi s 
is attended to (laying up treasures in heaven), even by pious 
parents! Even these consider only how he may get the most money, 
not how he may get holiness! ••• Do not regard if your son gets less 
money, provided he gets more holiness. It is enough, though he 
has 2~ss of earthly goods, if he secures the possession of heav
en." 

Teaching the "three R's" in Sunday Scho2¼ was even seen as necessary 
preparation for the study of the Bible. 

To summarize, the aim of education for Wesley was a religious one. 
His concern was t o help persons live more fai thfully and fully whatever 
their economic condition was. 

C. Third, John Wesley, ever the pragmatist, utilized a variety of educa-
tional theories and experiences upon which to build Kingswood. 

"About forty years ago, one or two tracts upon education fell into 
my hands, which led me to consider the methods pursued in that 
great school wherein~$ had been educated ..•• I spent many thoughts 
on this subject •••. ""-

In his "Plain Account of
2
iingswood School," Wesley refers to Milton's 

"Treatise on Education." Others propose that Loche's tract on educa-
tion may have been utilized by Wesley too, but I have not been able to 
discover that in the Wesley material I read. In addition, Wesley ~7s
ited "some of the most celebrated schools in Holland and Germany." 

One needs to be careful not to stress too much the effect of a clearly 
thought out educational theory upon which the Kingswood experience was 
built. But there are some theoretical influences. For example, it is 
quite possible that Wesley viewed children as little adults and had 
them taught accordingly. It was a common view of his day . Further, 
he was concerned about the kind of life teachers lived and the influ
ence they had on children. Finally, Wesley was committed to blending 
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knowledge and experience at Kingswood. In short, Wesley was pragmatic. 
If it worked he used it to inform his work at Kingswood. 

However, it is my sense that Wesley's ultimate goals and purposes were 
determined using biblical and theological sources. 

D. Fourth, Wesley reminds us that persons, including children, are "bent 
to sin." 

In the sermon, "On the Education of Children," Wesley implies that chil
dren are sinful adults in all but age, that you need to have disciplined 
rules for immature minds, and that you

2
geed to "break the wills" of 

children in order to save their souls. While breaking the wills of 
children may not be a view we would hold, it was probably a fairly 
typical view in the eighteenth century. To "break the will" was not 
meant to break a person as much as it meant to learn submission to au
thority and to gain self-discipline. 

Kingswood was organized with discipline and strictness in mind. The 
rules were to be strictly followed, by both masters and scholars. 

There were six general rules at Kingswood developed to carry out 
Wesley's educational theories. The rules covered the daily schedule 
which included rising at 4:00 a.m., work and study schedule (there was 
not to be any time for play. "He that plays when he is a child will 
play when he is a man."), details were given about diet for the week, 29 Sunday schedule, what was taught and when, and sleeping arrangements. 
One of the main features of the rules was to keep the children under 
control. 

Now, it is one thing to set strict rules. It is quite another to have 
them followed. The Journal is filled with references to problems. 

"I rode to Kingswood concerned to find that several of the rules 
had been habitually neglected. It is necessary to lessen the 
family, suffering none to remain therein who were not cl~5rly 
satisfied with them and determined to observe them all.'' 

n1 talked at large with the masters of Kingswood School concerning 
the children and the management. They agreed that one of the boy 
students labored to corrupt the rest. I would not suffer him to 
stay a~f longer under the roof, but sent him home that very 
hour." 

And then the strongest word of all: 

''I told my whole mind to the masters and servants, and spoke to 
the children in a far stronger manner than I ever did before. I 
will kill or cure. I wi~z have one or the other--a Christian 
school, or none at all." 

The Journal reflects times when things went well at Kingswood too. 
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"I had much comfort among t he childre~
3
in Kingswood, finding sev

eral of them that really feared God ." 

"I rode to Kingswood and rejoiced over the school which is at 
length what I have so long wished it to be--a blessing to ~¼1 that 
are therein and an honor to the whole body of Methodi sts. " 

However, one comment is revealing about what too much strictness might 
do to children: 

"I spent some time with the children at Kingswood. They are all 
in health; they behaved well; they learn we3!; but alas! (two or 
three excepted), there is no life in them." 

Wesley was concerned about the behavior of the children of his day. 
They lacked discipline and were involved in the many vices of the day. 
He believed that the times called for intellectual, moral, and reli
gious dis cipline . Tha t belie f gui ded lif e a t Kingswood . 

E. Fifth, Wesley was aware of the powerful influence of the family on chil
dren and their faith experiences and religious education, probably re
membering the time spent with his mother and the influence of his father 
who was well versed in the classics. 

Parents could be a negative influence. In his sermon, "On Family Re
ligion," he states that the "wickedn~gs" of children is related to the 
"fault or neglect of their parents." Negative family influence con
cerned him so much i.n relationship to Kingswood School that he kept 
parents and children separated. Parents had to agree "that they will 
not take him f~9m school, no, not for a day, till they take him for 
good and all." This rule was reasonable to Wesley in that childre~8 
could "unlearn as much in one week as they have learned in several." 

But not all children were at Kingswood! Wesley had a concern for the 
education of children, not only for their own spir39ual well-being but 
for the ongoing vitality of the Methodist revival. He believed the 
family played a key role in both. 

He preached a series of sermons on "family religion." In the sermon, 
"On Family Religion," he provides guidelines for educating children: 

"Instruct them early in the morning. Speak to them plainly. Ob
serve the few ideas they have and g45£t what you say upon them. 
Teach them frequently. Persevere." 

In the sermon, "On the Education of Children," Wesley continues to pro
vide guidelines for parents. While I do not intend to relate that ser
mon in detail I find his guideline in dealing with the atheism of chil
dren intriguing with contemporary application. He suggests that parents 
feed the atheism of their children when they talk about daily events 
in terms of chance, good or ill fortune. 
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"What can be done to cure it (atheism)? From the first dawn of 
reason continually inculcate, 'God is in this and every place. 
God made you, and me, and the earth, and the sun, and the moon, 
and everything ••.• As God made the world, so God governs the world, 
and everything in it. Not

4
fo much as a sparrow falls to the ground 

without the will of God.'" 

In the education of children parents play a key and vital role, both 
in what they teach and .how they live. 

I am interested in your discussion and reflection on these five dimen
sions of education out of Wesley's experience. 

But as one who must practice ministry I am interested in what way, if 
any, these five dimensions might inform our discussions on Christian 
education in the United Methodist Church. 

I would like to propose several possibilities. We have explored five 
dimensions of education out of Wesley's experience. 

But as one who must practice educational ministry I am interested in 
exploring in what way, if any, do these traditions inform our discus
sions on Christian education in the United Methodist Church. 

I would like to propose several possibilities and invite your response 
as a reader of this paper. 

II 

The question I proposed to explore at the beginning of the paper was, "Is 
there anything in John Wesley's understanding of education that might inform 
the United Methodist Church in a time when we are examining our understanding 
and practice of Christian education?" 

I share these preliminary conclusions: 

A. First, teaching will be seen as a fundamental ministry of the church. 
It is a fundamental ministry because of the United Methodist understand
ing of grace., 

Because of God's prevenient grace we teach so children and persons who 
have never heard the story of God's grace will come to understand that 
God is the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of life. 

Christian education, in this sense, will not be seen as a ministry "for 
members only." There are large numbers of persons in the world, nearly 
everywhere the United Methodist Church is in ministry, who do not know 
anything or very little about the Christian faith. Is it time for us 
to concern ourselves more intentionally with "Christian apologetics"? 

Because of our belief in God's justifying grace, we teach in order that 
persons can make informed decisions about the faith and make a commit
ment to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. For some persons that may 
mean personal affirmation about what they already experienced in bap-
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tism. For others, it may mean conversion. It is time to explore more 
fully the relationship between evangelism and Christian education. 

Because of our belief in God 's sanctifying grace, we t each i n orde r 
that persons might be formed more closely into the image of Jesus. 
Christian education will have a strong formational dimension to it as 
well as informational. We will teach persons to pray as well as teach 
them a theology of prayer. We will teach persons to read and study 
the Bible as well as teach them information about the Bible. We will 
help persons be in mission as well as teach them about mission. 

B. Second, biblical and theological understandings will determine the ba
sic aims and purposes of Christian education. The preceding statement 
is one attempt to begin to live into that conviction. 

We will be informed, as was Wesley , by a variety of other disciplines. 
In our time that will be educational, personality and developmental 
theor i es. 

The key words are "determined by" and "informed by." The issue for me 
is where we find the primary source of understanding for our task. 
For Wesley it was biblical and theological. It should be no less for 
us. 

C. Third, if the above statement is true, then we will re-examine educa
tional theories in terms of their views of persons. My experience is 
that many of us have an overly optimistic view of persons. Have we 
taken seriously enough the view that persons are "bent towards sin"? 

Further, while we may be uncomfortable speaking about "breaking the 
wills" of children, is there not a need for persons to develop a sense 
of self-discipline and obedience to God without which there is no 
freedom? 

D. Fourth, we will find ways to work more closely with families and in 
all of their varied expressions in our churches and communities. Par
ents will be supported, encouraged, and trained in their parenting role 
and in their responsibilities and opportunities to share their faith. 

Conclusion 

A more extensive study of John Wesley would no doubt lead to the discovery 
of more contributions to a discussion of education. 

There are at least two other areas that I have identified that might benefit 
from further exploration. 

1) How might Wesley's view of sanctification inform faith development 
theory? James Fowler has used faith development theory as a lens 
through which to view and reflect upon the faith experiences of 
John Wesley . What insights might we gain for education if we used 
Wesley's understanding of growth and development in the faith to 
examine faith development theory? 
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2) Is there a "core of beliefs" or are there "essentials of the faith" 
in Wesley that might be important to identify to end some of the 
confusion about what United Methodists believe in our time? Would 
it be fruitful to explore that issue, including possible implica
tions for curriculum, to the end that there would be fewer United 
Methodists who say, "I don't know what I believe!" Or worse yet, 
"I am a Methodist and I can believe anything I want!" 
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