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Ab stract
This es say re vis its John Wes ley’s A Calm Ad dress to Our Amer i can Col o nies

in an at tempt to con trib ute to the re newed in ter est in the global and trans at lan -
tic di men sions of the Amer i can Rev o lu tion, par tic u larly its re li gious as pects.
Map ping Meth od ist re sponses to the Rev o lu tion on both sides of the At lan tic
may pro vide a help ful mi cro cosm of re sponses in the broader re li gious world.
It cau tions against see ing Wes ley’s po lit i cal views as ex treme Toryism and
draws on re cent schol ar ship to dem on strate that Wes ley sup ported a con sti tu -
tional mon ar chy since its finely tuned bal ance of power be tween king, par lia -
ment and peo ple needed only to be pre served in or der for gen u ine lib erty to
pre vail. The myth that Meth od ists de stroyed cop ies of the Calm Ad dress when
they reached Amer ica in or der to avoid be ing seen as Loy al ists is dis proved.
Meth od ist re sponses to the Rev o lu tion were var ied, rang ing from strong op po -
si tion to ac tive sup port, but Wes ley’s po lit i cal views were not un usual in the
hotly con tested world of eigh teenth-cen tury rhet o ric on lib erty even if Meth -
od ists would dis tance them selves from them in the more po lit i cally re form ist
at mo sphere of the nine teenth cen tury.
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In tro duc tion

John Wes ley’s A Calm Ad dress to Our Amer i can Col o nies was a Loy al ist
pam phlet pub lished in Sep tem ber 1775 three months af ter the hos til i ties at
Lexington and Con cord, Mas sa chu setts, that launched the Amer i can Rev o lu -
tion. It de fended the right of Par lia ment to tax the Amer i can col o nies, pointed
Amer i cans to the lib er ties they al ready en joyed un der the crown, and ended
with an ex hor ta tion to “fear God and hon our the king.” Go ing through nine -
teen edi tions, 100,000 cop ies were cir cu lated within a year.1 

The Calm Ad dress is prob a bly the best known of John Wes ley’s po lit i cal
tracts and is usu ally con sid ered the pri mary source for as cer tain ing his views on 
the Amer i can Rev o lu tion. It is chiefly re spon si ble for the sus pi cion that Meth -
od ists in Brit ish Amer ica were Loy al ists and trai tors to the cause of free dom,
and as a piece of Chris tian dis course at a turn ing point in hu man his tory it is
valu able in shed ding light on con cepts of po lit i cal lib erty in the eigh teenth-
cen tury world. Un der stand ably, along with Meth od ist re sponses to the Rev -
o lu tion in gen eral, the Calm Ad dress be came the fo cus of a con sid er able num -
ber of pub li ca tions around the time that the United States cel e brated its
Bi cen ten nial in 1976.2 A re turn to the Calm Ad dress at a dis tance from that
par tic u lar cel e bra tion may con trib ute to the re newed in ter est in the global and
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1 This essay is the result of research undertaken at the Divinity School at Duke Univer-
sity, North Carolina, during the Wesley Research Seminar of June 2011. I want to express
appreciation to Randy Maddox, Richard Heitzenrater, and Russell Richey for the gracious
assistance offered during that time as well as to archivist Michael Shumate and the staff of
the Special Collections area of the Perkins Library.

A Calm Ad dress to Our Amer i can Col o nies  first appeared in Bristol but it is the second
edition published in London shortly after that appears in the so-called Jackson edition of
Wesley’s Works. This second edition carries a slight amendment. The statement “Our
sovereign has a right to tax me . . . whether we have votes for Parliament-men or no” is
softened by the addition of a footnote on p. 21, that qualifies the King’s right to tax his
subjects—“That is, in connection with the Lords and Commons.” I have worked primarily
from the London edition printed by R. Hawes, in Dorset-Street, Spitalfields, 1775, though I
reference the version in the Jackson edition of Wesley’s Works in this paper for the con-
venience of readers. The circulation figures are drawn from Ellis Sandoz, ed., Political
Sermons of the American Founding Era, 1730–1805 (Indianapolis: Liberty Press, 1991), 410.

2 Owen H. Alderfer, “British Evangelical Response to the American Revolution: The
Wesleyans,” Fides et Historia 8/2 (1976): 7–34; Stuart Andrews, “John Wesley and America,”
History Today 26/6 (June 1976): 353–59; Frank Baker, “The Shaping of Wesley’s ‘Calm
Address,’” Methodist History 14 (1975): 3–12; Tremayne J. Coppleston, “John Wesley and
the American Revolution,” Religion in Life 45/1 (Spring 1976): 89–105; Donald H. Kirkham,
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trans at lan tic di men sions of the Amer i can Rev o lu tion, par tic u larly its re li gious
as pects.  

The ear li est his to ries of the Amer i can Rev o lu tion tended to see things
from the Amer i can per spec tive. A he roic in ter pre ta tion of good men over -
throw ing ty rants even tu ally gave way to a Whig in ter pre ta tion that stressed
Amer ica’s des tiny and the in ev i ta bil ity of his tor i cal prog ress. The can ons of
early twen ti eth-cen tury his to ri og ra phy soon dealt with what it con sid ered
such flights of fancy and sought to ap ply ob jec tive, un bi ased, sci en tific anal y sis, 
lead ing to a va ri ety of ap proaches, most fo cus ing on the di men sion of so cial
strug gle in her ent in the events. By the late 1960s, Charles M. An drews’ in ter -
pre ta tion had come to dom i nate schol ar ship. The source of the con flict lay in
the in abil ity of the co lo nial as sem blies to see them selves as sub or di nate to
the Brit ish Par lia ment. The Amer i can leg is la tures thought of them selves as
on equal foot ing with the House of Com mons and equal in power to the Brit -
ish Par lia ment. Need less to say, Par lia ment did not see the au thor ity of such
up start pro vin cial as sem blies in quite the same light.3 Ber nard Bailyn ar gued
per sua sively that the Amer i can Rev o lu tion arose out of a per ceived threat to
Brit ish lib er ties oc ca sioned by ma lev o lent forces within the Brit ish Par lia -
ment. Iron i cally the only way to pre serve the free doms orig i nally guar an teed
by the crown was to throw off the shack les of a cor rupt gov ern ment and start
again.4

Re cent de cades have in cluded a fo cus on pre vi ously ne glected par tic i pants
such as Na tive Amer i cans, slaves, and women.5 The in ter na tional di men sions
of the con flict, how ever, re main rel a tively un ex plored, though there have been
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“John Wesley’s ‘Calm Address’: The Response of the Critics,” Methodist History 14 (1975):
13–23; James W. May, “Francis Asbury and Thomas White: A Refugee Preacher and His
Tory Patron,” Methodist History 14/3 (April 1976): 141–64; David T. Morgan, “The
Dupes of Designing Men: John Wesley and the American Revolution,” Historical Magazine
of the Protestant Episcopal Church 44/2 (June 1975): 121–31; Allan Raymond, “‘I Fear God
and Honor the King’: John Wesley and the American Revolution,” Church History 45/3
(September 1976): 316–28.

3 Charles M. Andrews, The Colonial Background of the American Revolution (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1924). I have drawn the historiographical analysis from
Bernard Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics (New York: Vintage, 1970), 3–13.

4 Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics, 10–58. See also Bailyn, The Ideological
Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1992). 

5 These participants are all discussed in Robert Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause: The
American Revolution, 1763–1789 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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some re cent im pres sive ap proaches.6 It is in creas ingly rec og nized that the Rev -
o lu tion was a global war: one phase of Brit ain’s war with France as well as
Amer ica’s first civil war, which was fought be tween fel low Brit ons. The trans at -
lan tic and global di men sions need fuller ex plo ra tion, es pe cially the re li gious re -
sponses to the con flict.7 Though Meth od ism was a tiny sect in Brit ish Amer ica
at the out break of hos til i ties, it was at that very time be ing es tab lished as a
trans at lan tic move ment.8 This essay re visits Wes ley’s Calm Ad dress as the be -
gin ning point of map ping Meth od ist re sponses to the Rev o lu tion on both sides 
of the At lan tic, hop ing that such an in ves ti ga tion may pro vide a help ful mi cro -
cosm of re sponses in the broader re li gious world.

A Calm Ad dress to Our Amer i can Col o nies
The over all ar gu ment of the Calm Ad dress is that the Eng lish Par lia ment

has the right ful power to tax the Amer i can col o nies and that the in hab it ants of
Brit ish Amer ica re main ob li gated to sub mit to the king’s au thor ity. Ev ery one is
born the sub ject of some state or other and they are born duty bound to ac cept
the laws that ex ist within that state. If the Amer i cans claim the rights to lib erty
guar an teed to Eng lish sub jects they must be sub ject to Eng lish laws. Those
who form a col ony in a far away land do not for feit their le gal rights un der the
crown but they have lost the ca pac ity to ex er cise the right of rep re sen ta tion in
Par lia ment. The col o nies were es tab lished un der royal charters and have no
more right to es tab lish their own leg is la ture than the mul ti tudes in Eng land
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6 Two examples of the recent global history vein are David Armitage, The Declaration
of Independence: A Global History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007) and
Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2007). 

7 Mark A. Noll’s helpful study Christians in the American Revolution (Vancouver:
Regent College Publishing, 2006) is strong on Presbyterians and Congregationalists but
provides a less detailed analysis of Methodism, considering it in his broader discussion of
the Loyalist response. It is also somewhat dated being a reprint of his dissertation first
published in 1977. Dee E. Andrews, The Methodists and Revolutionary America, 1760–1800: 
The Shaping of an Evangelical Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000) is a
masterful treatment but focuses more on the internal culture of Methodism rather than the
broader canvas of the transatlantic political world which is of interest to me here. 

8 As David Hempton has argued, “any account of Methodism that failed to take into
account its international dimensions was by definition incomplete, perhaps even dangerous.”
David Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2005), 5.
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who have no vote have a right to es tab lish their own Par lia ment. There is no
clause in any co lo nial char ter which ex empts any col ony from pay ing taxes for -
ever; there fore, they are all ob li gated to pay them.

The real cause of dis con tent in Amer ica is the ag i ta tion of those in Eng land
plot ting to over throw the gov ern ment and es tab lish in its place a Crom well ian- 
style com mon wealth. If Amer ica se cedes from Brit ain these in cen di ar ies will
take the op por tu nity to over turn the gov ern ment while the mil i tary is oc cu pied 
else where. But what ad van tage could pos si bly be gained from such a sce nario?
There is no greater or more se cure lib erty, ei ther civil or re li gious, than that
which is pres ently guar an teed un der the au thor ity of the crown and par lia ment
and no gov ern ments are as des potic as re pub lics and com mon wealths. The av -
er age Amer i can is un aware of the real plot and would be sur prised to dis cover
it. He should not be de ceived by such schem ers but should seek peace and
unity under the authority of God and the king. 

The bulk of the Calm Ad dress was bor rowed (pla gia rized, said Wes ley’s de -
trac tors) from Sam uel John son’s Tax a tion No Tyr anny pub lished in the same
year.9 Wes ley re pro duced the first eigh teen pages of John son’s tract and then to 
fill it out added a five-page re sponse by Wil liam Smith of the Col lege of Phil a -
del phia from A Ser mon on the Pres ent Sit u a tion of Amer i can Af fairs. Allan Ray -
mond sug gests that Charles Wes ley may have writ ten to John af ter the first
edi tion urg ing him to write to John son and ask him to clear him of the charges
of pla gia rism.10 For his part, John son was not both ered but de lighted by John
Wes ley’s ap pro pri ation of his ma te rial. On Feb ru ary 6, 1777, he would write to
Wes ley re fer ring to the Calm Ad dress as “your im por tant suf frage to my ar gu -
ment on the Amer i can ques tion. To have gained such a mind as yours may
justly con firm me in my own opin ion.”11 In fact, Wes ley did John son a fa vor by
plac ing his flow ery prose into a more read able style and thus more ef fec tively
spread ing the gov ern ment’s po si tion to a wider au di ence. 

The Prime Min is ter Lord North’s gov ern ment was also de lighted, know -
ing that Wes ley, by this time sev enty-two years of age and one of the best-
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9 Samuel Johnson, Taxation No Tyranny: An Answer to the Resolutions and Address of
the American Congress (London, 1775). 

10 Raymond, “I Fear God and Honor the King,” 321.
11 Samuel Johnson to John Wesley, 6 January 1776, in Sandoz, 424. Raymond argues

that Johnson probably encouraged Wesley to publish a popular edition and even suggests
the pamphlet was “produced at the urging of the government” but admits there is no proof
of this. Raymond, “I Fear God and Honour the King,” 321–22. Wesley certainly had greater
appeal to the masses than Johnson.
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known men in Eng land, was gladly heard by many. The gov ern ment pur chased 
the en tire first edi tion and cir cu lated it to ev ery church in Lon don.12 When
asked what the gov ern ment could do to as sist Wes ley and his peo ple in re turn
for the writ ing of the Calm Ad dress, he re plied that he wanted no fa vors, but ul -
ti mately ac cepted fifty pounds for the re lief of the poor. Later he ex pressed re -
gret that he had not “re quested to be made a royal mis sion ary, and to have the
priv i lege of preach ing in ev ery church.”13 

It seems odd that Mark Noll would claim that John Wes ley took a “spe cif i -
cally bib li cal ap proach” to the con flict and that he should see this as strangely
out of step with Loy al ist rhet o ric and more in keep ing with Whig pol i tics.14

This may be an as sump tion on Noll’s part since an ac quain tance with Wes ley’s
po lit i cal tracts shows that he rarely ap pealed to the Bi ble in set ting out his case
in sup port of the king and the Par lia ment. The con clud ing ex hor ta tion in the
first edi tion of the Calm Ad dress ech oes Galatians 5:15 (“Let us not bite and de -
vour one an other”), Romans 14:19 (“Let us fol low af ter peace”), and 1 Pe ter
2:7 (“Fear God and hon our the king”), but ex plic itly bib li cal ar gu ments are not 
made in the body of the work. Ron ald H. Stone de scribes Wes ley’s po lit i cal
writ ings as “philo soph i cal” and as ex press ing “the po lit i cal work of the in tel lec -
tual.”15 He agrees with Da vid Hempton that Wes ley’s po lit i cal con ser va tism is
based not only on an amended Toryism but also on his ap pre ci a tion for the lib -
erty en joyed by “the free-born Eng lish men.”16 One may as sume that bib li cal
prin ci ples such as the sub mis sion to God-in sti tuted au thor ity urged upon be -
liev ers by Paul in Romans 13 lie be hind Wes ley’s po lit i cal con ser va tism, and he 
does char ac ter is ti cally end his po lit i cal tracts with an ap peal to the sov er eign
God who rules the world with wis dom and with a call to re pen tance be fore the
in ev i ta ble Judge ment ar rives. These are of course bib li cal themes, but the ar gu -
ments them selves are based more on po lit i cal the ory and on no tions of nat u ral
law rather than on ex plic itly theo log i cal grounds. In fact, Wes ley states in
Thoughts upon Slav ery that he de vel ops his ar gu ment against slav ery “set ting
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12 Sandoz, 424. 
13 Cited in William Warren Sweet, Methodism in American History (Nashville: Abingdon

Press, 1953), 80.
14 Noll, 116. 
15 Ronald H. Stone, John Wesley’s Life and Ethics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001),

173. 
16 Ibid., citing David Hempton, The Religion of the People: Methodism and Popular

Religion, c. 1750–1900 (London: Routledge, 1996), 82. 

http://www.methodistreview.org


the Bi ble out of the ques tion.”17 Slaves have the right to re bel against any sys -
tem that takes away their nat u ral right to lib erty, “which they have as much
right to as the air they breathe.”18 

Of course the ab sence of ex plic itly bib li cal ma te rial in Wes ley’s po lit i cal
tracts does not mean that there was no the ol ogy at all be hind Wes ley’s pol i tics.
Ja son Vickers has ar gued that in the eigh teenth-cen tury con text of a “con fes -
sional state,” Wes ley’s ec cle si as ti cal, po lit i cal, and theo log i cal com mit ments
are “in ter re lated, mu tu ally en forc ing and gen er ally of a piece with each other,”
so that in in ter pret ing Wes ley “ev ery po lit i cal state ment must be ‘mon i tored . . . 
for its theo log i cal and ec cle si as ti cal im pli ca tions.’”19 Cer tainly for Wes ley hu -
man lib erty is de rived from the nat u ral im age of God be stowed at cre ation
rather than from any con tin gent po lit i cal con di tion.20 This would be but one of
many pos si ble ex am ples of the way in which Wes ley’s po lit i cal state ments are
un der pinned by theological convictions, notwithstanding the absence of any
explicit appeal to the Bible. 

Wes ley’s Po lit i cal Writ ings Prior to the Calm Ad dress
The Amer i can Rev o lu tion was the most widely re ported event in the

eigh teenth-cen tury Brit ish world. The size of the printed out put on the sub ject
in news pa pers alone can hardly be over es ti mated. Be ing a civil war within the
Brit ish col o nies, the hun ger in Eng land for news of the con flict was in sa tia ble and 
by the mid-eigh teenth cen tury the Brit ish con sumed news pa pers so vo ra ciously
that ev ery body thought them selves to be ex perts on ev ery as pect of global pol i -
tics.21 Ac cord ing to Troy Bickham, “an ex am i na tion of the Brit ish press dur ing
this pe riod dem on strates that the re sponses and ex pe ri ences of or di nary Brit ons
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17 John Wesley, “Thoughts upon Slavery,” The Works of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A., ed.
Thomas Jackson, 3rd ed., 14 vols. (London: Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1872;
reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), 11:70. Hereafter Works (Jackson).

18 Ibid., 11: 68.
19 Vickers, 108. 
20 John Wesley, Sermon 60, “The General Deliverance,” in Sermons, ed. Albert C.

Outler, vols. 1–4 of The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1984–1987), 2:439. Hereafter Works.

21 Troy Bickham, Making Headlines: The American Revolution as Seen Through the
British Press (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2008), 3–4; Solomon Lutnick, 
The American Revolution and the British Press 1775–1783 (Columbia, MO: University of
Missouri Press, 1967), 1–3. 
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who stayed at home and did not en gage di rectly in the con flict were sig nif i cant
and had con se quences for peo ples on both sides of the At lan tic.”22 

For con tem po rar ies, the con flict was as much about Brit ain los ing its 
col o nies as it was about the col o nies win ning in de pend ence. . . .
Amer i can col o nists were fel low na tion als in the eyes of many Brit -
ons, and for those Brit ons the con flict was noth ing short of a tragic
civil war. More over, ris ing na tion al ism in Brit ain dur ing the sec ond
half of the cen tury meant that over seas vic to ries and de feats had an
im pact on in di vid u als’ sense of self-worth at home.23

Ac cord ing to Ber nard Bailyn, the op po si tion press in Eng land was the sin -
gle great est in flu ence on early Amer i can pol i tics.24 The rise of the mass me dia,
and par tic u larly news pa pers, dur ing this pe riod is one rea son why Brit ons were
so di vided over the Amer i can cri sis. For the first time in mod ern his tory “a lit er -
ate pub lic sus tained a ma jor, wide spread cri tique of their gov ern ment’s use of
mil i tary force as a tool of pub lic pol icy.”25 Dif fer ences over the con duct of the
war in a newly me dia-sat u rated cul ture di vided house holds and led to civic un -
rest and vi o lence at home. John Wes ley was only one of many who re sponded
to wide spread pop u lar crit i cism of the gov ern ment as dis loyal and even trea -
son ous. Rather than be ing seen as an “arch-Tory” out of step with po lit i cal re al -
i ties, Wes ley should be seen as hold ing views typ i cal of a large sector in the wide 
public debate on the American question. 

The Calm Ad dress is best un der stood when read in the con text of Wes ley’s
other po lit i cal tracts and his broad po lit i cal views.26 Wes ley’s de fense of the
poor, his ad mi ra tion for the com mon sense of the or di nary per son, and his
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22 Ibid., 251–52. See also Dora Mae Clark, British Opinion and the American Revolution
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1930).

23 Ibid., 7. 
24 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 38–9.
25 Bickham, 8. Even being illiterate or unable to afford the relatively expensive three-

pence for a daily newspaper was no barrier since newspapers were often read aloud in coffee
houses, a service provided for patrons and a practice that contributed to the twenty-fold
increase in the circulation of ideas and opinions published. Lutnick, The American Rev-
olution and the British Press, 2.

26 Wesley’s political tracts have not yet made their way into the Bicentennial Edition of
Wesley’s Works, though the proposed Volume 14 under the capable editorship of David
Hempton will be dedicated to Social and Political Tracts. The forthcoming Volumes 14 and
15 of the current Wesley Works Project were originally conceived as a single unit to be
entitled “Pastoral and Educational Works,” edited by A. Lamar Cooper. It has now been
divided into two proposed volumes, vol. 14 on “Social/Political Tracts” edited by David
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stress on re li gious so ci et ies ded i cated to self-im prove ment might sug gest Whig
pol i tics. He was in fact, as is well known, a po lit i cal con ser va tive with a pas sion -
ate com mit ment to the prin ci ples of sub mis sion to the di vinely in sti tuted au -
thor ity of the crown. Though Wes ley claimed no spe cial ex per tise in the area of
pol i tics, he did write a con sid er able num ber of po lit i cal tracts and ex pressed
very strong po lit i cal opin ions. He of ten wrote let ters to friends lead ing up to
par lia men tary elec tions ad vis ing them about can di dates for whom they should
cast their vote, and is sued warn ings against the brib ery which was rife through -
out the par lia men tary sys tem of pre fer ment.27 

Wes ley’s fear of Eng lish rad i cal ism un der girds all of his po lit i cal tracts.
Both John and Charles fre quently com pared the Amer i can Rev o lu tion with
the Eng lish Civil War. One of Charles’ Hymns on Pa tri o tism reflects this:

The hor ror of the good old Cause
The hate of Kings and Church and Laws
Thou wilt, O God, ex pel,
And then the king dom of the Fiend
Shall come to a per pet ual end
And sink again to hell.28

As Ber nard Bailyn made clear in his clas sic work The Or i gins of Amer i can
Pol i tics, it was dif fi cult in the eigh teenth cen tury to con ceive of “sus tained op -
po si tion to con sti tuted au thor ity as any thing other than the work of par ties
[which] were be lieved nat u rally to de gen er ate into con spir a to rial jun tas whose 
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Hempton and vol. 15 on “Catechetical/Educational Works” edited by Rex Matthews and
Rebekah Miles. Information drawn from the Inventory of the Wesley Works Archives,
1976–1996 and undated, bulk 1724–1791, 1960–1996 [UPDATED_April-26-2011], Rare 
Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke University. In the meantime
many of the important political tracts, including the Calm Address are found in volume 11 of 
the Jackson edition of Wesley’s Works. See also Graham Maddox, ed., Political Writings of
John Wesley (Durham: University of Durham; Bristol; Stirling, VA: Thoemmes, 1998);
Jason E. Vickers, “Honouring the King: The Politics of Divine Right,” ch. 3 of Wesley: A
Guide for the Perplexed (London and New York: T & T Clark, 2009), 60–82; Theodore R.
Weber, Politics in the Order of Salvation: Transforming Wesleyan Political Ethics (Nashville:
Kingswood Books, 2001) especially chapter 5, “Liberty and Independence: The American
Colonial Rebellion,” 111–54. 

27 See Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 52–57, for a description of political culture of
Britain in the eighteenth century. 

28 CW, “Hymns on Patriotism,” 23, lines 67–72, cited in Donald S. Baker, “Charles
Wesley and the American War of Independence,” Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society
34 (1964): 161. 
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aim in the end could only be the over throw of the ex ist ing gov ern ment.”29

Wes ley’s conservative out look was cer tainly not, there fore, un usual.
The Wesleys shared the com mon be lief that the French were plan ning to

in vade Eng land. A French fleet did in fact ap pear off Plym outh on Au gust 17,
1779, but was turned back due to an out break of small pox.30 Wes ley was fear ful
that a rev o lu tion ary storm be gun in Amer ica would soon spread to Eng land.31

The Amer i can trou bles were be ing fo mented by those at home who wanted to
over throw the crown, and the col o nists were but pawns in a game, un aware
that they were be ing played by ma lev o lent forces of rev o lu tion there.32 He
wrote to his brother Charles in Oc to ber 1775 that he was in dan ger of los ing his 
love for Amer i cans, at least for their lead ers. “The bulk of the peo ple both in
Eng land and Amer ica mean no harm; they only fol low their lead ers, and do as
they are bid, with out know ing why or where fore.”33 Wes ley would make this
con spir acy the ory quite ex plicit in the Calm Ad dress:

Be no lon ger the dupes of de sign ing men! I do not mean any of your
coun try men in Amer ica; I doubt whether any of these are in the se -
cret. The de sign ing men, the Ahithophels, are in Eng land; those who 
have laid their scheme so deep, and cov ered it so well, that thou -
sands, who are rip en ing it, sus pect noth ing at all of the mat ter. . . .
They love nei ther Eng land nor Amer ica, but play one against the
other, in sub ser vi ency to their grand de sign of over turn ing the Eng -
lish gov ern ment.34

The sug ges tion that pro-Amer i can par lia men tar i ans were play ing into the
hands of those en gaged in a trea son ous plot to over throw the mon ar chy and es -
tab lish a Pu ri tan-style com mon wealth while Brit ish troops were oc cu pied in
Amer ica was deeply re sented by many mem bers of Par lia ment.35 For their part, 
the pa tri ots in Amer ica also dis cerned a con spir acy but one of an op po site kind. 
Rob ert Midlekauff at trib utes to “the char ac ter of their Prot es tant ism” the view
of “the chil dren of the awak ened” that “an evil plot against their lib er ties had
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been hatched in a cor rupt and faintly ‘Cath o lic’ Eng land.”36 This line of in ter -
pre ta tion is in keep ing with the ear lier view of Ber nard Bailyn that the roots of
the con flict lay in a con spir acy be tween min sters of state and their sup port ers
to over throw the Brit ish crown both in Eng land and Amer ica and thus se verely
limit if not an ni hi late Eng lish lib er ties.37

The im pris on ment of the rad i cal MP John Wilkes in 1768 and the sub se -
quent civil up ris ing in pro test which led to sev eral deaths and Wilkes’ ex pul sion 
from the House of Com mons prompted Wes ley to re spond in Free Thoughts on
the Pres ent State of Pub lic Af fairs (1768).38 Wilkes had pub lished a no to ri ous
tract in 1763 in which he ac cused the king of be ing a liar and a bumbler. The
Prime Min is ter Lord Grenville is sued a writ of li bel and ar rested Wilkes, who
was ex on er ated on a tech ni cal ity. When he re pub lished his li bel lous tract, Par -
lia ment ex pelled him from the coun try. He fled to France but re turned in 1768
and was elected mem ber for Middlesex. When Par lia ment de nied him a seat
there were ri ots in the streets as mobs called for jus tice and cast the king and
par lia ment as des pots and de stroy ers of lib erty with Wilkes seen as a cham pion
of civil lib er ties.39 For Wes ley, the king and the Par lia ment rep re sented the best 
method of se cur ing and main tain ing gen u ine lib erty and Wilkes and his radical
followers the surest way of destroying it.  

At first, Wes ley showed con sid er able sym pa thy for the Amer i can cause.
His strong af fec tion for Amer ica and Amer i cans can be traced back to his time
spent in Geor gia from 1735 to 1736.40 He wel comed the pub li ca tion in 1775 of
the anon y mous pam phlet An Ar gu ment in De fence of the Ex clu sive Right Claimed
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by the Col o nies to Tax Them selves.41 Wes ley’s op po nent Ca leb Ev ans main -
tained that Wes ley had be come con vinced by this that “the Amer i cans were an
op pressed, in jured peo ple, and that Great Brit ain had no right what ever to tax
them.”42 Wes ley rec om mended it to his brother Charles and sug gested that his
printer Wil liam Pine might wish to pub lish ex cerpts from it in his news pa per
the Bris tol Ga zette, which the lat ter did.43 

He wrote to the Earl of Dartmouth, sec re tary of state for the Amer i can col o -
nies and a friendly Evan gel i cal, and the fol low ing day es sen tially the same let ter
to the Prime Min is ter Lord North, out lin ing his con cerns about the Amer i can
sit u a tion.44 Wes ley felt that the Amer i cans had some cause for com plaint but
pleaded ig no rance on the po lit i cal mat ters at the heart of the dis pute. He was
bound, he ad mit ted, to take a con ser va tive stance be ing “a High Church man,
the son of a High Church man, bred up from my child hood in the high est no -
tions of pas sive obe di ence and non-re sis tance.” De scrib ing the Amer i cans as
“an op pressed Peo ple” who had “asked for noth ing more than their Le gal
Rights,” he warned that a war with the Amer i cans could not eas ily be won since
they were “calm, de lib er ate En thu si asts” for lib erty. They fought not only for
this but also for their wives and chil dren. Such a force would al ways have the
ad van tage over those who fought merely for pay. He con cluded his ap peal with
a warn ing to “re mem ber King Charles I,” bring ing to mind the spec tre of the
Eng lish Civil War, never far be neath the sur face for those with a fear of rad i cal
pol i tics.

What, then, is to ac count for Wes ley’s change of tune in the Calm Ad dress?
Frank Baker sug gested a re ac tion on Wes ley’s part to the in creas ingly mil i tant
pro-Amer i can dis course in Brit ain.45 Wes ley him self at trib uted his change of
heart to his read ing of John son’s Tax a tion No Tyr anny:“As soon as I re ceived
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more light my self I judged it my duty to im part it to oth ers.”46 Hol land sees
Wes ley’s strength en ing sup port of the king as in flu enced by the dis cus sions at
the Leeds Con fer ence of Au gust 1–3, 1775, in which a group of preach ers
urged a sep a ra tion from the Church of Eng land.47 But this can only be a sup po -
si tion.48 Per haps more sig nif i cant than all of these sug ges tions is that the king’s
Proc la ma tion of Re bel lion on Au gust 23, 1775, de clared that any one aid ing or
abet ting the Amer i cans would be con sid ered trea son ous. This tended to put a
damper on the more di verse dis cus sion of the sit u a tion that had pre vailed ear -
lier. Wes ley could not show sym pa thy for the Amer i cans now with out the pos -
si bil ity of an ac cu sa tion of trea son.49

Im pact of the Calm Ad dress in Eng land
Al bert M. Lyles has iden ti fied over twenty-nine re plies to the Calm Ad dress

and John son’s Tax a tion No Tyr anny, not count ing the nu mer ous re views that
ap peared.50 Ac cord ing to Kirkham, “though Wes ley was no stranger to pam -
phlet at tack . . . no sin gle pub li ca tion he is sued cre ated such an in tense storm or
was at tacked with more se ver ity [than the Calm Ad dress]. . . . Such a pow er ful
pam phlet so ex ten sively cir cu lated could not go un checked. Op po nents of the
gov ern ment made ev ery at tempt in print to dis credit Wes ley and weaken his
ar gu ments.”51 

Wes ley de fended the Calm Ad dress in a let ter to the ed i tor of Lloyd’s Eve -
ning Post claim ing that in his trav els across Brit ain peo ple cried out over the
poor Amer i cans and the cruel King George, so that he felt the need to set the re -
cord straight. “The flame which rages all over the land,” he wrote to the Ed i tor
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of Lloyd’s Eve ning Post, “I have more op por tu nity of ob serv ing than any other
man in Eng land.”52 

On Au gust 23, 1775, he wrote again to the Earl of Dartmouth, ex press ing
con cern at the anti-royal sym pa thies he en coun tered dur ing his trav els.53 Wes -
ley’s views on the at ti tudes of or di nary peo ple should be taken se ri ously since
he was so well-trav eled and en gaged in con stant con ver sa tion with many of his
hear ers. He was con vinced that his “Calm Ad dress” was turn ing the tide of
pub lic opin ion:

The eyes of many peo ple were opened; they saw things in a quite dif -
fer ent light. They per ceived, and that with the ut most clear ness, how
they had been hood winked be fore. They found, they had been led
un awares into all the wilds of po lit i cal en thu si asm, as far dis tant from
truth and com mon sense, as from the real love of their coun try.54 

The Whig news pa per, the Daily Chron i cle, held a dif fer ent es ti mate:

It has been said that a cer tain Calm Ad dress has been so far from pro -
duc ing the in tended se rene ef fect that on the con trary noth ing but
storms and tem pes tu ous dis pu ta tions have been the con se quence
since the pub li ca tion of that piece of pla gia rism.55

Un fa vor able re sponses ap peared in all of the ma jor pe ri od i cals in clud ing the
Lon don Mag a zine, the Gen tle man’s Mag a zine, Lloyd’s Eve ning Post and many
oth ers. More sig nif i cant were the for mal re plies of foes such as the Cal vin ist
con tro ver sial ist Au gus tus Toplady, and a wide range of Dis sent ers in clud ing
James Murray, Ca leb Ev ans, and John Tow ers. It should not be sur pris ing to
find Dis sent ers at the fore front of at tack on Wes ley’s Tory pol i tics, since
eigh teenth-cen tury Eng lish Dis sent was strongly Whig in pol i tics and gen er -
ally sup port ive of the Amer i can cause. 

The Let ter to the Rev. Mr. John Wes ley Oc ca sioned by his Calm Ad dress by the
Bris tol Bap tist min is ter Ca leb Ev ans, writ ing as “Americanus,” was the most
suc cess ful at tack, go ing through five edi tions and pro duc ing nu mer ous re plies
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from both Wes ley and such able sup port ers as John Fletcher and Thomas
Olivers.56 It charged Wes ley with per form ing an about-face from his for mer
pro-Amer i can sen ti ments and sug gested that he may have only pre tended to
his ear lier views in or der to in fil trate the “king-hat ers” and ex pose them. Wes -
ley was par tic u larly up set by the charge that he had an eye on pre fer ment. “You
have one eye on a pen sion,” wrote a cor re spon dent to the Gen tle man’s Mag a -
zine, “and the other upon heaven; one hand stretched out to the K[in]g, and
the other raised up to God. I pray that the first may re ward you, and the last may 
for give you.”57

Most re sponses de pended on Ev ans or were at least fa mil iar with his ar gu -
ments and re it er ated them. Many used sat ire and in vec tive. A Cool Re ply to a
Calm Ad dress was any thing but cool and Toplady’s An Old Fox Tarr’d and
Feather’d used ad hominen ar gu men ta tion to good ef fect pic tur ing Wes ley on
its ti tle page as a grin ning fox clothed in cler i cal garb. Pat rick Bull’s A Wolf in
Sheep’s Cloth ing sought to un mask Wes ley as “an old Je suit.” Five ac cu sa tions
are re peat edly made in all of this lit er a ture: Wes ley had pla gia rized Sam uel
John son’s Tax a tion No Tyr anny, he had changed his ear lier views, his mo ti va -
tion was per sonal pre fer ment, his pur pose was un clear, and his in ter fer ence in
pol i tics was un wel come.58
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Im pact of the Calm Ad dress in Amer ica

The di rect im pact of the Calm Ad dress in Brit ish Amer ica is likely to have
been min i mal. Wes ley told his As sis tant in Amer ica Thomas Rankin, in Oc to -
ber 1775, “I had writ ten a lit tle tract upon the sub ject be fore I knew the Amer i -
can ports were shut up.”59 The oft-re peated claim that Meth od ists de stroyed
cop ies when they reached Amer ica in or der to pro tect them selves from the
charge of be ing Loy al ists is built on very lit tle ev i dence and has per haps gained
cre dence be cause of its ap pear ance in Rob ert Southey’s in flu en tial bi og ra phy
of Wes ley.60 On Oc to ber 20, 1775, Wes ley wrote to Thomas Rankin that there
were those who “would will ingly burn me and it to gether.”61 It should be re -
mem bered, how ever, that he is re fer ring here to peo ple in Eng land not to the
Amer i can col o nies. Apart from this, there ap pears to be no fur ther ev i dence for
the burn ing of the pam phlets story and in fact the claim is di rectly re futed by
Wes ley’s own ref er ence to the clos ing of the Amer i can ports and his in abil ity to 
“send it abroad as I de signed.”62 No cop ies of the orig i nal Calm Ad dress could
have been burned in America by Methodists or anybody else since none ever
reached there. 

Wes ley’s Loy al ist views did how ever be come widely known in co lo nial
news pa pers. A cor re spon dent to The Penn syl va nia Packet in March 1776 wrote
this assessment:

The great num bers of this trea son able Es say against the con sti tu tion
of Eng land, daily sold or given away at the Royal Ex change, ought to
alarm ev ery well-wisher to our civil and re li gious lib er ties. The whole 
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is a bare faced and bail at tempt to wards es tab lish ing the doc trines of
ab so lute mon ar chy.”63 

An ad ver tise ment in The New Jer sey Ga zette for July 15, 1778, of fered for sale a
comic op era in three acts, ac com pa nied by the re ply of “Junius” to Wes ley’s
Calm Ad dress. The cast in cludes Lord North, Lord Dartmouth, and “Cant ing
John” as John Wes ley.64 Not only was Wes ley the butt of jokes among ac tors
and thea tre-goers, but Meth od ist them selves could show em bar rass ment
over their founder’s strongly worded opin ions. Bishop Fran cis Asbury, the
most re spected Meth od ist itin er ant in Amer ica, was “truly sorry that the ven -
er a ble man ever dipped into the pol i tics of Amer ica”65 and wrote to Jas per
Winscom in 1788, “There is not a man in the world so ob nox ious to the Amer i -
can pol i ti cians as our dear old Daddy, but no mat ter, we must treat him with all
re spect we can and that is due to him.”66

Loy al ists were left un mo lested be fore the skir mishes at Lexington and Con -
cord, since be fore that date, though there was wide spread dis sat is fac tion with the 
ac tions of the Brit ish Par lia ment, many still op posed sep a ra tion from the crown.
Af ter open hos til i ties had bro ken out, how ever, it be came much more dif fi cult
to take a Loy al ist stance. In 1775, any one re fus ing to take an oath of al le giance
to the new gov ern ment was de nied cit i zen ship. Thomas Paine’s Com mon Sense
(Jan u ary 1776) pro posed that the con fis ca tion of Loy al ists’ prop erty would be
an ef fec tive means of fi nanc ing the Rev o lu tion. Given that around one-third of
the pop u la tion, many of those among the wealthy, were Loy al ists at that time, a 
con sid er able take was en vi sioned. The prop erty of all Loy al ists was de clared li -
a ble to sei zure on June 24, 1776, and states were ad vised to sell the es tates of
those whose cit i zen ship had been re voked. When the Brit ish Gov ern ment set
up a com mis sion to en quire into com pen sa tions af ter the war, a fig ure of
£10,000,000 was es ti mated as the worth of these ap pro pri a tions.67 The Penn -
syl va nia Loy al ist Jo seph Gal lo way tes ti fied be fore the House of Com mons in
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1779 re gard ing the poor treat ment of Loy al ists in Amer ica and Charles Wes ley
re lied on Gal lo way for the seven po ems on the fate of the Loy al ists that ap -
peared in his Hymns and Verses on Mod ern Pa tri o tism.68

Life was made more dif fi cult for Meth od ists in this anti-Loy al ist at mo -
sphere, es pe cially for those who would not swear oaths of al le giance to the new
re pub lic. In March 1775 just prior to armed hos til i ties, Wes ley wrote to the
Amer i can itin er ants, “It is your part to be peace-mak ers, to be lov ing and ten -
der to all, but to ad dict your selves to no party . . . say not word against one or the 
other side.”69 Their work was the sav ing of souls and any other en tan gle ments
were dis trac tions at best. Meth od ist itin er ants were usu ally apo lit i cal and of ten
pac i fist be fore the rev o lu tion but in creas ingly now took sides. Wes ley re ported
in 1776 that al though Thomas Rankin and George Shadford were both in good 
health they had been “threat ened un less they de clared in fa vour of the Re pub li -
cans.”70 The fol low ing year he as sured Jo seph Benson that “[friends in New
York] in form me that all the Meth od ists were firm for the Gov ern ment, and on
that ac count per se cuted by the re bels, only not to death; that the preach ers are
still threat ened, but not stopped; and the work of God in creases much in Mary -
land and Vir ginia.”71 George Shadford re mem bered that “the spirit of the peo -
ple be gan . . . to be ag i tated with re gard to pol i tics. They threat ened me with
im pris on ment when I prayed for the King; took me up, and ex am ined me, and
pressed me to take the test oath to re nounce him for ever.”72 Fran cis Asbury
only avoided ar rest as a sus pected Loy al ist by re treat ing to the home of Thomas
White in Del a ware.73

Dee An drews sums up nicely the sit u a tion in which Meth od ists in Amer ica
found them selves on the eve of the Rev o lu tion:

In this con text, the Meth od ists, un til now a set of lit tle known mis -
sion ar ies of chief con cern to the An gli cans, were pro jected into un -
wanted prom i nence by their Brit ish or i gins, Wes ley’s no to ri ety, and
yet an other dan ger ous de vi a tion from re pub li can norms: the ris ing
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anti-slav ery con vic tions of many of the preach ers. Meth od ists, pa tri -
ots re ported, were prox ies for their pa pist-style leader, sent to preach
pas sive obe di ence to Brit ish au thor ity, or worst, ac tive and mil i tant
loy al ist spies work ing against the com mon cause and fos ter ing slave
re bel lion. For merly a move ment of small ac count es pous ing the apo -
lit i cal teach ings of an Eng lish re li gious re former, the Meth od ists
were now widely per ceived as pre sump tu ous out sid ers bent on be -
tray ing Amer i can in de pend ence.74

This may have been a widely held per cep tion but in fact one finds among
Meth od ist preach ers the full range of at ti tudes to ward the Rev o lu tion found in
the wider pop u lace from pac i fist to armed loy al ist to fight ing re bel. In 1775
Free born Garrettson was court-martialed and fined for re fus ing to en ter mil i -
tary ser vice and in 1777 he had dif fi cul ties in Vir ginia be cause of his re fusal to
take the oath of loy alty.75 On the other hand, some Meth od ists, in clud ing John
Littlejohn, were more than will ing to take up arms against Brit ish op pres sion
in de fense of their adopted coun try.76 In spite of the va ri ety of stances taken
by Meth od ists there was plenty enough Loy al ist sen ti ment among them to
jus tify pa tri ots’ con cerns. As the Meth od ist itin er ant Mar tin Rodda made his
way to the Brit ish fleet on his home ward jour ney he was “spread ing the king’s
proc la ma tion.” And the lapsed Meth od ist Chancey Clowe raised a band of
three hun dred men and at tempted to join the Brit ish fleet at Ches a peake Bay.77

Meth od ist Loy al ists could also take dif fer ing po si tions on how best to re spond to 
the cri sis in the col o nies as il lus trated by Wes ley’s As sis tant Thomas Rankin and
Cap tain Thomas Webb in their cor re spon dence with Lord Dartmouth. Rankin
urged rec on cil i a tion with the col o nies but Webb coun seled co er cion through
na val force and eco nomic re stric tions.78 Webb’s strong Tory pol i tics cou pled
with his high pro file was a con trib ut ing fac tor to Meth od ists be ing sus pected of
dis loy alty to the rev o lu tion ary cause.79 Webb iden ti fied the “true cause of all the
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pres ent dis tur bance, both in Great Brit ain and Amer ica” to “that rest less spirit of
in de pend ency, which never can be happy un der any gov ern ment.”80

Wes ley’s Po lit i cal Writ ings af ter the Calm Ad dress
Af ter the orig i nal Calm Ad dress, Wes ley’s anti-Amer i can rhet o ric rose to a

high point with A Calm Ad dress to the In hab it ants of Eng land (1777), af ter
which a more muted re sponse is ev i dent in light of the in ev i ta bly of the war and
the need to calm the fears of the pop u la tion about French Cath o lic ag gres sion
in the event of an American victory. 

 Some Ob ser va tions on Lib erty oc ca sioned by a Late Tract (1776) was Wes -
ley’s re sponse to Rich ard Price’s Ob ser va tions on the Na ture of Civil Lib erty. In it 
he re jects Price’s claim that there could be no lib erty with out in de pend ence.
Brit ish sub jects al ready have per fect lib erty un der the crown. In any case, how
dare Amer i cans speak of lib erty with “ten thou sand ne groes in the Amer i can
col o nies” en slaved? The Amer i can peo ple could only suf fer with men of such
ques tion able char ac ter as John Han cock to rule over them. Why now, just as
the Brit ish pop u lace was be gin ning to set tle down again, did Price feel that it
was nec es sary to stir up fur ther ag i ta tion?81 In 1776, Wes ley is sued a pam phlet
in which he turned to the theme of the hor rors of war it self. By this time he
seems to have given up the the ory that Amer i cans were the in no cent dupes of
anti-mon ar chists in Eng land.82 

In Feb ru ary 1777 ap peared his third pro-gov ern ment pam phlet, A Calm
Ad dress to the In hab it ants of Eng land, which marked “the high point in Wes ley’s
anti-Amer i can ism,”83 ac cus ing them of acts of atroc ity such as rob bing, plun -
der ing, torching whole towns, and driv ing the in hab it ants, in clud ing the aged
and in firm, de fense less into the wil der ness. He de clared that he could no more
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have fel low ship with any Meth od ist who “blas phemed . . . the King” than he
could with a whoremonger or a thief.84

Even as early as De cem ber 1775 Wes ley had seemed will ing to ad mit de -
feat. The war had been ex pen sive and was with out like li hood of re solve; let the
Amer i cans have their in de pend ence.85 In A Se ri ous Ad dress to the Peo ple of Eng -
land, With Re gard to the State of the Na tions (early 1778), Wes ley’s rhet o ric be -
gins to shift. War had in the end proven un avoid able and the time had now
come to re as sure peo ple that Eng land and Ire land were still safe and se cure
from their en e mies. Claims that Eng land was fac ing fi nan cial ruin were coun -
tered in an at tempt to en cour age the pop u lace.86 He took a sim i lar ap proach in
A Com pas sion ate Ad dress to the In hab it ants of Ire land (also early 1778), ad -
dress ing the fears and ru mours of for eign in va sion and the grow ing strength of
Wash ing ton’s army.87 

The en try of the French into the war caused par tic u lar con cern and Wes ley
noted fear and panic among the peo ple not seen since the days of the Glo ri ous
Rev o lu tion.88 Wes ley be gan to turn his dis course away from the war it self and
to ward anti-Cath o lic ac tiv ity. It was feared that French in volve ment in the War 
might lead to a Cath o lic-backed rev o lu tion in Eng land.89 Strangely for one who 
of ten ex pressed an in-prin ci ple op po si tion to war, in 1779 Wes ley even ap -
proved a plan to raise Meth od ists troops to de fend Eng land against in va sion.90 

Af ter con tact with the Loy al ist Jo seph Gal lo way, Wes ley grew con cerned
about the way the war was be ing con ducted and pub lished three pam phlets
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crit i cal of the Brit ish mil i tary com mand.91 As the war con tin ued Wes ley said
less about it and seemed to re treat to the ref uge of Prov i dence. God, it seemed,
was cleans ing both sides of the con flict, sweep ing away the wicked with the
broom of de struc tion.92 

In How Far is it the Duty of a Min is ter to Preach Pol i tics (1782), Wes ley
defended his right as a min is ter to de fend the king’s honor and re buke any
slan der ing of the royal name.93 In An Es ti mate of the Man ners of the Pres ent
Times (1782), Brit ish losses as the war drew to an end were put down to the
Eng lish con tempt for God, a spir i tual at ti tude that could only lead to de feat in
spite of a well-ap pointed navy and ex pe ri enced mil i tary lead er ship.94 Wes ley
grew in creas ingly dis il lu sioned with the con duct of the Par lia ment and ex -
pressed the wish that George III would act the des pot and rule his own coun try
rather than de fer to a Prime Min is ter who could not get things right.95 

When the war fi nally ended Wes ley re mained some what bit ter to ward
Amer i can lead ers. When Prince ton’s John Witherspoon, a signer of the Dec la -
ra tion of In de pend ence, was in vited to Eng land for a fundraiser, Wes ley could
not of fer sup port.96 Wes ley’s omis sion of the “Hymn for the Loyal Amer i cans”
and the “Hymn for Con gress” in his re print of Hymns for the Na tion (1782)
should not be seen as some thing done out of mal ice, how ever. The oc ca sional
na ture of such hymns had bound them to a par tic u lar time and place and the
flow of events had since made them redundant.

Conclu sions
Wes ley’s dim view of the sit u a tion in Amer ica could not help but be neg a -

tively af fected by the tyr anny of dis tance. John Hirst taught me the value of his -
to ri ans ex am in ing the counterfactual ques tion. How dif fer ent might Wes ley’s
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ap proach have been if he had known about the sit u a tion on the ground? Might
he have taken the po si tion of the New Lights, such as Sam uel Hopkins, who
sup ported the Rev o lu tion but di rected those en gaged in the strug gle for lib erty
to grant the same priv i lege to their slaves?97 Fran cis Asbury makes a sug ges tion
that might be seen as sup port ing this the ory when he states that “[the Calm Ad -
dress] dis cov ers Mr. Wes ley’s con sci en tious at tach ment to the gov ern ment un -
der which he lived. Had he been a sub ject of Amer ica, no doubt but he would
have been as zeal ous an ad vo cate of the Amer i can cause.”98 It is in ter est ing to
note, in light of this, that once in de pend ence from Brit ain was se cured Wes ley
urged the Meth od ists to ren der due sub mis sion to the es tab lished gov ern -
ment. In 1789, he ad vised Thomas Coke with some de gree of wari ness, “I wish
you to obey ‘the pow ers that be’ in Amer ica; but I wish you to un der stand them
too.”99 Asbury’s con jec ture is in ter est ing but Wes ley’s com mit ment to con sti -
tu tional mon ar chy as the only safe guard of gen u ine lib erty makes such an al ter -
na tive uni verse un likely. It prob a bly says more about Asbury than it does about 
Wes ley, and Amer i can Meth od ists have cer tainly taken en cour age ment from 
the idea that their founder was some kind of proto-dem o crat and a cham pion
of nat u ral rights. Re cent schol ar ship has made this view in creas ingly un ten a -
ble. Ja son Vickers provides a very help ful sur vey of the chang ing views of
Wes ley’s po lit i cal phi los o phy, from those who (like Maldwyn Ed wards and
Wil liam War ren Sweet) saw him as a High Church Tory, to those who (like
Ber nard Semmel and Leon E. Hynson) saw him as a Whiggish cham pion of
lib erty in a sec ond-stage de vel op ment of his think ing.100 For his own part,
Vickers ar gues for an es sen tial unity to Wes ley’s po lit i cal thought based on
his “covenantal Arminianism.”101 Da vid Hempton has pre ferred to em pha size
“prin ci ple” rather than “party” as the key to Wes ley’s po lit i cal phi los o phy. It
was the prin ci ple of nat u ral rights and hu man lib erty that was most se curely
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pre served in the Hanoverian dy nasty and it was this prin ci pal, rather than the
idea of di vine right, that led Wes ley to in sist on “hon our ing the King.”102 The o -
dore Jennings also stresses Wes ley’s com mit ment to prin ci ples over party in
por tray ing him as a cham pion of hu man rights and a fore run ner to lib er a tion
the ol ogy.103 Both Ted Weber and Ja son Vickers have con vinc ingly shown that
Wes ley held a “con sti tu tional Toryism” that sup ported the Glo ri ous Rev o lu -
tion as the true be gin ning of Eng lish lib erty and made room for the checks and
bal ances placed on the power of the crown by Par lia ment.104 For Ted Weber,
Wes ley was an “or ganic con sti tu tion al ist” who stood not in the tra di tion of in -
di vid ual lib erty so much as in the tra di tion that ran from Rich ard Hooker to
Edmund Burke of as sert ing an or ganic unity be tween the crown, the par lia -
ment, and the peo ple.105 

Wes ley’s po lit i cal tracts are just that, po lit i cal, and not pri mar ily theo log i -
cal, al beit like all of his many and var ied re flec tions on God’s uni verse, built on
a set of theo log i cal con vic tions. They con sis tently re ject on his tor i cal and prag -
matic grounds John Locke’s so cial con tract the ory with its idea that na tions
gov ern only by the con sent of the gov erned.106 The no tion of lib erty, as de fined
by slav ery and the John Wilkes af fair, was a cru cial as pect of his po lit i cal rhet o -
ric. Wes ley is of ten re ferred to as an “Evan gel i cal Re former,” and in deed the
moral and spir i tual re form of the na tion were among his most deeply held pas -
sions. But a po lit i cal re former he was not. He saw no need to re form the po lit i -
cal sys tem of con sti tu tional mon ar chy since its finely-tuned bal ance of power
be tween king, par lia ment, and peo ple needed only to be pre served in or der for
gen u ine lib erty to pre vail. His word to the re bels of North Amer ica was a word
of warn ing and re buke: fear God and honor the King lest you reap di sas ter. It
was not an un usual stance to take in the hotly-con tested world of eigh teenth-
cen tury rhet o ric on lib erty, but it was a stance from which Meth od ists would
dis tance them selves on both sides of the At lan tic in the more po lit i cally re form ist
at mo sphere of the nine teenth cen tury. 
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