
Some background to Wesley Day 

Wesley Day (otherwise known as Aldersgate Sunday) is held on or around May 24th each year and is a 

time when the Methodist Church remembers the conversion experience of John Wesley.   

John Wesley was born on June 17th 1703 and was the fifteenth of nineteen children. His early life was 

lived at the rectory at Epworth in Lincolnshire where his father was the rector. One of his formative 

memories was when the rectory caught fire in February 1709 and young John was dramatically 

rescued from the flames. His mother Susanna claimed that he was ‘a brand plucked from the burning’ 

and felt that God has been with him then.   

John and his brother Charles were both students at Charterhouse School and later at Oxford 

University.  While in Oxford they joined a group of serious minded students who rose early for prayer 

and who went about doing good works, including visiting the prison in Oxford.  This ‘Holy Club’ asked 

its members to be methodical in prayer and study.  It was here that the nickname ‘Methodist’ was 

first used.  John was later to be ordained as a Priest in the Church of England in which he began his 

ministry. Both John and Charles are seen as minor saints in the Anglican church. May 24th is celebrated 

in both Church of England and Methodist Churches.  

John’s experience took him from the Holy Club in Oxford, to ordination in the Church of England, to a 

difficult time in America, to a chance meeting with a group of German Moravian Christians who 

showed great calm, sharing prayers during a storm when he was coming back to England.  All of these 

events lead John to question his faith as he became increasingly uncertain as to what God wanted him 

to do. As Peter Bohler, one of the Moravian bishops who spoke with John during this period said to 

him, ‘Preach faith until you have it and when you have it preach faith’, which is what John Wesley was 

to do.  

John’s brother Charles had shared an experience of deepening faith prior to John. For both of them, 

as for us, the way that faith is lived, explored and expressed is part of a process of discernment and 

discovery. For Wesley it was not a straightforward journey. His search though, took him to a day, in 

May 1738 when he was renewed and assured in his faith.  Previously he had been seeking to find faith 

by doing good works, through the rituals of the Church in his work as a Priest and as through 

conforming to the expectations of a Priest in his day.  

His questioning though brought him to St Pauls Cathedral and later on to a society in Aldersgate Street 

in London on the 24th May 1738.  As he says in his journal which puts the day into context for us 

  
“I think it was about five this morning, that I opened my Testament on those words  ‘There are given 
unto us exceeding great and precious promises, even that ye should be partakers of the divine nature’. 
(2 Pet, i.4.)  
  
Just as I went out, I open’d it again on those words ‘Thou art not far from the Kingdom of God’. 
  
In the afternoon I was ask’d to go to St. Paul’s. The anthem was ‘ Out of the Deep have I call’d unto 
thee, O Lord: Lord, hear my Voice’. 
  
In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s 
Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change 
which God works in the heart thro’ faith in Christ , I felt my heart strangely warm’d. I felt I did trust in 
Christ, Christ alone for salvation: And an assurance was given to me, that He had taken away my sins, 
even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” 
 
The quotation ‘I felt my heart strangely warmed’ has been at the centre of Methodist faith and practice 
from then until now as a recognition of when faith came alive and reached new depths for Wesley.  
John went to that meeting in Aldersgate street ‘very unwillingly’ but the words that he heard from 
Luther’s preface to the letter to the Romans changed his life.  It is often said that this was the defining 



moment for Wesley, as indeed it was, but as his journal and his life experience show there is a process 
to faith development, demonstrated by Wesley’s experience before, during and after the ‘warmed 
heart’  moment that her found on May 24th.  
 
The Methodist understanding of Christianity is based on the way that Wesley recognised that faith is 
lived out within the world.  He sees that when people experience God in this way then they are 
changed in one way or another.  John’s faith after May 24th led to him enthusiastically preaching the 
gospel of God’s love, forgiveness and commitment which was not what people of the Church of 
England of his day were used to. As a result of his newly found enthusiasm John was barred from 
preaching from the pulpits of the Church of England.  
 
Having been barred from the pulpits of the Church John went against all of what he had grown up 
with, which was a ‘right’ way of acting in Church.  Having been influenced by the contemporary field 
preacher George Whitfield, John took to preaching in the open air.  Even though this was something 
that he was very reluctant to do, this was to be the beginning of the Methodist movement. Instead of 
expecting people to come to church so as to explore and find faith, he took the Church to the people, 
especially to miners and farm workers.  Wesley saw that all, from all backgrounds and experiences, 
could come to God, encounter God and know the assurance of faith, something which is still at the 
heart of Methodist Doctrine, faith and practice. 
 
This ‘Arminian’ theology (after Jacob Arminius an 18th Century theologian) is still at the heart of  
Methodism as the Methodist people seek to respond to the needs and opportunities of our 21st 
century.  Arminians believe that whatever the atonement accomplished, it did so universally for all. 
This idea ‘for all’ was taken up by John Wesley and remains at the heart of Methodist doctrine, faith 
and life. 
 
When I was first training as a Local Preacher back in the 1980’s one of the first things that I learned 
was the 4 ‘alls’ of Methodism.  They are  
 
All can be saved               All can be saved by grace through faith                    All can know they are saved 
 
                                              All can be saved to the uttermost 
 
John Wesley had a renewed sense of God’s presence which was to lead him to found a movement 
which would change many people’s lives.  The way that Methodism was organised was through small 
meetings which met outside of Sunday worship.  There were two meetings for fellowship, the class 
meeting where people would meet and share in bible study and prayer. When they became members 
of the Church then they would go to a band meeting where people talked of their walk with God and 
were accountable to one another for their faith experience. It was this emphasis on small groups 
within larger Methodist societies where people found a place for conversation, study, prayer and a 
deeper exploration of people’s walk with God.  
 
Part of John Wesley’s skill was in his organisational ability, especially with the foundation of the 
Methodist Conference.  He also recognised early on (influenced by his mother Susanna) the way that 
lay leadership could be developed, especially the ministry of local preachers, with his helpers (who 
were to become ordained ministers) working with a society for a year originally.  Again, this emphasis 
on a shared task between lay and ordained members, women and men, within the Church was a 
emphasis which remains within the Methodist church today.  
 
In recent years thoughts have moved again to the way that the Methodist Church might become a 
movement shaped for mission.  The early Methodist movement was influenced by Charles’ hymns and 
John’s preaching and writing within their emphasis on human thriving in God’s grace.  Methodism 
remains indebted to them while at the same time is exploring ways that we may ‘serve the present 
age, our calling to fulfil’ as Charles wrote many years ago, but which has resonance with us still.  
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