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THE RI SE OF METHODI SM AS A SYMBOL
OF THE DECLI NE OF THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND

I ntroduction

The Church of Engl and has declined in strength every century since
its founding in 1533. It began as a catholic, conprehensive church, but
fromits first decade faced chall enges fromradicals and reactionaries
al i ke. Because it could neither resolve these challenges nor extermnate
the chal l engers, the Church of England devolved froma catholic church to a
denoni nati onal one. The rise of Methodismin the 1740s and the Church’s
failure to respond effectively to it illustrated the Church’s inability to
adjust to the changing religious needs of its flock.

The criteria this paper will use to neasure decline relate solely to
the public strength of the Church of England. The primary goals of a
Christian society are religious unity, evangelization, and proselytization
of non-Christians. Only in a society that holds other goals (such as
material well-being) as paranpbunt is religious tolerance or quiescence seen
as acceptable, much | ess laudable. A loss of power and vigor by its
established Church is a sign that a society is beconmng | ess Christian.

The public power of the Church of England is neasured by how centra

a place it occupied in English life. Wien the needs of the Church
conflicted with the needs of other groups, who won, how often, and by how
much? WAs society structured prinarily along religious |ines or along
secular lines? Did the Church have theol ogical, admnistrative, and

financial independence fromthe State? Were heresy and schismseen as a



serious enough matters for their proponents to be suppressed? By addressing

t hese questions, we can see what status the Church had in English society.
Because t he theol ogi es of both the Methodists and the Church of

Engl and are so anorphous and difficult to distinguish, this paper wll

mention theol ogical issues only in passing. The major differences between

the Met hodi sts and the Anglicans was ones of practice, not of belief.

Church of England, 1533-1688: The | oss of catholicity

When Henry VII1 nmade his final break with Rome in 1533, he had no
intention of creating a Protestant church. What he wanted was a Catholic
church -- with traditional doctrine and liturgy -- centered on Canterbury
rather than on Rone. This church was to be not just Catholic, but also
catholic -- its menbership would include the entire popul ati on of Engl and,
and no di ssent would be all owed.

But the manner in which Henry broke with Ronme made the | ong-term
exi stence of such a church inpossible. Wth Tudor stubbornness, Henry broke
t he i ndependent power of the English church, severely linting the powers
of Convocation, extorting noney fromprelates on pain of inprisonnment, and
| ooting the nonasteries. Having |lost its autononmous base of power, the
Engli sh church had no choice but to become an instrunent of the English
state, subject to its political needs.

After the religious turnoil caused by Edward VI’'s Protestant
synmpat hies and Mary |I’s Roman synpat hies, Elizabeth | sought in 1559 what
woul d later be termed a via media -- a middle way between the competing
clainms of Calvinismand Romani smthat would be acceptable to both sides and
therefore nmake a unified national Church possible. To Elizabeth, having

wat ched Engl and racked by religious turnoil for a quarter-century, the



nati onal peace was paranount, and her conproni se succeeded in keeping that
peace. Though there was consi derabl e di ssent by both Cal vini st and Romani st
extrenes, the conpronise held for nore than 75 years.

The conproni se held because it allowed for sone l|ocal variation and
was not enforced overly strictly. Wien WIliam Laud becanme Archbi shop of
Canterbury in 1633, he changed that policy, tightening both the liturgy and
its enforcenent. Four years later, the Scots revolted over the inposition
of a new prayer book, and their invasion of England in 1640 forced Charles
| to call the Parliament that led to his downfall and execution

During the English Cvil War (1642-49) and the ensuing |Interregnum
(1649-60), the Calvinists and their allies won and the Church of England
was di sestablished. Laud was executed in 1645, and many of his followers
fled to the Continent. Aiver Cromwel |l allowed religious pluralismand
freedom of consci ence, and nunerous Protestant sects flourished.

Two years after Crommell’s death in 1658, Charles Il took his throne.
Charl es, who had strong Romani st | eanings, was inclined toward religi ous
toleration, but the Anglicans who returned with himwould not stand for it.
Several hundred Puritan ninisters (and any ot her ordai ned nman who woul d not
accept the Revised Prayer Book of 1662) were deprived of their livings.
Many becane Di ssenters or Preshbyterians, penalized by |law for refusing
communi on in the Church of England. This bitter split between “Church and
Chapel ” renmained an inportant feature of English politics until the
Victorian era, when other splits superceded it. There was no |onger a

catholic church in England, nor was there any i medi ate hope for one.



The Church of England, 1689-1760: The Whig ascendancy

The deposition of Romanist Janes Il in 1688 discredited the Tory
faction within the Church of England, which had insisted on “divine right”
and obedi ence to the lawful sovereign since the Restoration. Wien WIIiam
Il took the throne in 1689, about 400 Tory clergynen, including the
Archbi shop of Canterbury, refused to swear an oath of loyalty to him and
were deprived of their livings (thus creating yet another sect outside of
the Church). Accordingly, WIIliamgave his patronage and support to the
Whi gs, who remained in power for 70 of the next 75 years.

The Wi gs had received nmuch of their political support from Non-
Conformi sts, and therefore had favored religious toleration -- sone even
called for disestablishnment. They coul d, however, see the politica
advant ages to be gained by controlling the heretofore-Tory Church
establi shnent, and they sought, through judicious episcopal appointnents,
to gain that control. Their success was so conplete by the 1730s that on
one key vote in 1733, the Wi g governnment was supported by 24 of the 25
bi shops sitting in the House of Lords.

In the process of taking over the Church establishnent, the Wigs did
not forget their previous conmmtnent to religious toleration. One of
WliliamlIll's first acts as King was to pronul gate the Tol eration Act of
1689, which granted freedom of worship to nbost Protestant dissenters
(freedom of worship was still denied to Roman Catholics, Jews, and
Quakers). Dissenters were still forbidden, however, from holding public
of fice, because public officers (especially Menbers of Parlianent) had
power over the Church.

The 18th century English ruling class saw Church and State as

i nt erdependent, a vi ew whose best-known expression cane in Abp. WIliam



Warburton’s 1736 book Alliance of Church and State. Warburton argued that
the State would fall apart wi thout the binding power that a common religion
provi des, and that the Church would fall into chaos w thout the public
order maintained by the State. Therefore, it was the duty of the Church to
exhort its communicants to obedi ence and submission to the State and it was
the duty of the State to enforce adherence to the Church. Church and State
were two hal ves of a whole, and needed to work together.

The Anglican bishops of the 18th century were quite diligent in
working with the State. The typical nenber of the episcopal bench spent
nost of the year in London taking an active role in the debates of the
House of Lords. Wen they did return to their dioceses, they used their
pul pits, patronage, and connections to support Wi g candi dates, and
directed a political nachine conposed of the | esser clergy. Bishops and
ot her diocesan officials also served the Crown by keeping its nministers
informed of any rioting or other expressions of unrest in the diocese.

Just as ecclesiastical officials took an active role in State
affairs, royal officials and Menbers of Parlianent took an active role in
Church affairs. Changes in Anglican doctrine or in parochial boundaries
could only take place by an Act of Parlianment. The Crown had the power to
appoi nt bi shops, and nenbers of the nobility and gentry usually had a
decisive say in clerical appointnments within their bailiw cks. The Church
was firmy under secul ar control

The Church was not only under secular control, but under Wig contro
as well. The Church hierarchy reflected that Wi ggi shness: Those bi shops
who had earned their positions through nmerit rather than birth were well -
educated, erudite, and Latitudinarian. Bishops Berkeley and Butler

skillfully and reasonably defended the Church agai nst Deist attacks. The



| ower clergy, nost of whom had studied at Oxford and Canbri dge, shared this
rationalist tenper and solid education. A disproportionate nunber of the
clergy were drawn fromthe nobility and gentry, and these clergy had strong
col l egi al rel ationshi ps.

Beyond the world of the well-placed and wel | -educat ed, however, the
Church was in trouble. At the parish level -- and especially in poor
pari shes -- pastoral duties |ay neglected. The Erastian nature of the
Church neant that nost bishops spent only the sumer in their dioceses, and
the rest of the year attending to politics in London. Even bi shops who were
consci entious were often unable to adequately supervise their dioceses due
to the vast territory and growi ng popul ati on of sone di oceses. At the sane
tinme, bishops were unwilling to split dioceses, because this would reduce
their wealth. At any given tine, about half of the Church’s 10,500 parishes
were held by pluralists, which in practice usually nmeant that clerica
duties were perfornmed by a poorly paid curate or neighboring divine while
nost of the parochial revenue was paid to a non-resident clergyman. Few new
churches were built during the 18th century, and nmany existing churches
were allowed to fall into disrepair. The religious mssion of the Church
was being sacrificed so that the Church’s wealth could be used for
political purposes.

As we can see, the influential officials of the Church were usually
isolated fromall but its wealthiest parishioners, and therefore unable to
conprehend or react to the denographic and econonic forces that were
changi ng the countryside. The strength of the Church was in prosperous
rural areas (and London), where tradition called for adherence and
pari shioners could afford resident clergy, and the people in these areas

saw no reason to alter the existing arrangenents. The epi scopal hierarchy,



then, was not prepared for or synpathetic to the changes that occurred in
poor rural areas or urban areas, and it was precisely in these areas that
the effects of the nascent capitalist econony, the growh in popul ation,
and the shift of that population fromthe countryside to the cities were
first felt.

Engl and was changing rapidly and dramatically, and if the Church of
Engl and coul d not neet the new needs of the English people, sonething else

woul d have to arise to neet them

John Wesl ey

Ral ph Wal do Enerson wote that “An institution is the |engthened
shadow of one man,” and of few institutions is this nmore true than of the
Met hodi st Church. Its existence, its theology, its organization, and its
met hods evol ved al nost entirely fromthe work of one man: John Weésl ey.

A key to understanding the path of Methodismduring its first half-
century is the fact that Wesley (1703-91) was a divine of the Church of
Engl and, and throughout his life saw Methodi smas a novenent within the
Church rather than outside it. As late as 1787, when the split between
Met hodi st and Anglican was obviously inmmnent, Wsley wote “l still think
that when the Methodists | eave the Church, God will |eave them”

Wesl ey was a clergynan, but he was not a Wiig clergyman. Both of his
grandfathers were Di ssenter preachers, ejected fromthe Church of Engl and
in 1662 for not conforming to the new Prayer Book. His father was a High
Church Tory, who took the oath of loyalty to Wlliam& Mary only with the
greatest reluctance. Wesley hinself was known in his student days at Oxford

for having Jacobite synpathies. Both the Tory and the Di ssenter influences



in Wesley’s life -- each opposed to the Wi g establishnent -- would have an
ef fect on the church Wesl ey founded.

Wesl ey spent 11 of the 15 years between 1720 and 1735 at Oxford,
where his evident studiousness and piety nade himan object of scorn -- an
astoni shing fact given that nost of the students at Oxford were studying
for ordination! One inportant sinmlarity between the early Wesley and | ater
Wesl ey was his use of Method. Personal discipline, self-exam nation, self-
deni al, regular prayer, regular fasting, and regular comuni on were as nuch
a part of the lives of Wesley and his circle of friends as they were of the
lives of the |ater Methodists.

In 1735, Wesley crossed the Atlantic as a nissionary to the newy
establ i shed debtor’s col ony at Savannah, Georgia. Hi s austerity and High
Church ideals were deeply unpopular with the bawdy residents, and his
cloistered life as a scholar left himill-suited to minister to comoners.
Finally, after an obscure incident concerning a wonan who had rejected
Wesl ey as a suitor, he returned in England in disgrace in February 1738.

But Georgia was not a total disaster for Wsley -- it was on the trip
to America when he first nmet the Moravians. Wesley was i nmedi ately
i npressed by their piety and personal know edge of the bl essings of God,
and it was in a Mravian neeting house that John Wesley had his New Birth.
On May 24, 1738, while listening to a recital of an essay by Martin Luther
Wesley felt a warnth of heart and peace of soul that he had not heretofore
experienced. He later said that this was the first tine he was ever a
Christian, a believer. Soon after, his preaching began to take a new tone,
one unwel cone to parishioners and the Anglican clergy. Hi s passionate

sernmons on sal vation through faith nade hi munwel cone in church after



church, and earned himthe rebuke of the Anglican hierarchy. Its derisive

nane for Wesley’'s new teachi ngs was “Methodism”

The chall enge of Methodi sm

It would be hard to overestimate how conprehensively the Methodists
differed fromthe Anglicans. The strength of the Anglicans was in the
| anded establishnment; the strength of the Methodi sts was anong the artisans
of the new commercial and industrial cities. The Anglican ecclesiatica
structure was nmanned by ordained nministers and built around rigid parochi al
boundaries and the local church; the Methodi st “connexi ons” used itinerant
| ay preachers and | ocal neeting halls (or even open fields outside town)
for its services. The Anglicans stressed adherence and obedi ence to the
soci al order; the Methodi sts stressed noral behavior, spiritual devotion
and personal holiness. The Anglicans allowed only nmen into positions of
power within the church; the Methodists included wonen in preachi ng and
| eadershi p posts. The Anglicans were relatively lenient and forgiving about
human failings (as long as the crinme was not rebellion); Mthodists were
qui ck to expel stray sheep fromthe flock

The attitude of Methodists was also very different fromthe Anglican
norm The Church establishnment still feared a return of the social upheava
and iconoclasmof the Cvil War and the Interregnum and so it sharply
di sapproved of any sign of “enthusiasm” Accordingly, the Anglican practice
of religion was dignified and rational. Wsley also feared enthusiasm but
only when that enthusiasmwas not directed toward a constructive goal
Hence, Methodismwas built around a strictly enforced Method of persona

conduct. The revival was used as the main tool of proselytization, then the



resultant religious passion was directed into activities of self-awareness
and good works.

Had the Church of England in the 1740s been a powerful, independent
catholic church, it mght have been able to do what the nedieval Church had
done when faced with the challenge of the revived nonasticismof the 12th
century -- assimlate it (the Franciscans) or drive it into hiding (the
Wal densi ans). But the Church of England did not have the power to suppress
the Methodists and it did not have the independence to transformitself to
absorb and synthesize the challengers, and so the Christian revival by the
Met hodi sts was to be not an infusion of life into the Church, but rather a

m | estone on the Church’s road to denom nati onal status.

Met hodi sm and the Church of England, 1738-95

The nascent Met hodi st novenent did not take long to tweak the
establ i shed Church. George Witefield, another evangelically nm nded
preacher, had also returned in 1738 froma (considerably nore successful)
sojourn in CGeorgia, and shared Wesley's enthusiasm for salvation by faith
and prosel ytization. After giving several sernons in London churches, he
al so shared Wesley's lack of welcone in Anglican pul pits.

After neeting a simlar reaction in Bristol, Witefield decided that
if he would not be allowed to preach in the churches, then he would preach
inthe fields (which was illegal). The response was renarkable: within
three weeks, Whitefield was preaching to crowds of 10,000. Overwhel ned by
his success and wishing to carry it to other areas of England, Witefield
asked Wesley to organi ze those who he had awakened in Bristol. Wsley

arrived in March 1739.
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During the next several nonths, Wesley travelled between Bristol and
London, preaching and organi zi ng Methodi st societies. After Wiitefield
returned to America in August 1739, Wesley was the unchal |l enged | eader of
the novenent. Wesl ey, an Arninian, soon denounced the doctrines of both the
Calvinists (leading to a parting with Wiitefield) and the Muravians. In
1740, he began to appoint |lay preachers to spread the Wrd across Engl and;
a nove that was necessary (there were nore unchurched soul s than ordai ned
m ni sters alone could save) but that al so nmade inevitable an eventual split
with the established Church, which would not accept |ay |eadership.

The Church of England reacted to the growth of Methodismwth
unmtigated horror. The Bishop of Bristol in 1739 was the great Joseph
Butl er, whose Analogy of Religion was the death blow to Deismin Engl and.
Butl er was scandalized by the preaching of Wiitefield and Wesl ey, seeing
the wild antics of the Methodists as a discredit to Christianity and an
encour agenent to atheists. Methodist revivals seened a form of nmadness to
di gnified Anglican divines, and they considered the Methodi st appeals to
the Holy Spirit and to supernatural intervention to be al nost pagan

I f Methodi smwere not pagan, then perhaps it was sonething even
wor se. The ent husi asm of Methodist rallies (and the social standing of
their attendees) seened far too simlar for Anglican tastes to Puritan
ent husiasm The tactics of Methodism on the other hand, snacked of Popery:
itinerant preachers, separate chapels, frequent appeals to nysticism and
an enphasis on mssionary work. At a tinme when Jacobismwas still a
justifiable fear (Scottish Hi ghl anders invaded deep into England in support
of the 1745-46 Jacobite rebellion), any association with Popery was seen as

potentially treasonous.
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These fears, broadcast from Anglican pulpits, led to frequent nob
vi ol ence agai nst known Methodi sts, often |led by Anglican cl ergynen
t hensel ves. From 1740 onward, |l ay preachers ran the risk of injury and even
death -- the first Methodist martyr was bl udgeoned to death in Wales in
1741. Because Met hodi sm had few defenders in the upper classes before the
1760s, town officials often turned a blind eye when itinerant preachers
were beaten or chapels burned down. Yet through all of the violence and
attenpts at repression, Methodismthrived.

Throughout his 53-year ministry, Wesley expressed his desire that the
Met hodi sts remain within the Church of England, and encouraged Mt hodists
to attend and take comruni on at Anglican services. But the Church did not
want the Methodists, and increasing nunbers of Methodists did not want the
Church, leaving Wesley with no choice but to slowy build a parall el
organi zation. He began to appoint lay preachers in 1740, hold yearly
Met hodi st Conferences in 1744, and conmi ssion presbyters for Scottish
preaching in 1747. He del ayed taking the big step -- ordaini ng new
mnisters -- until 1784. After that step was taken, allow ng Methodi st
services to be held at the sanme tine as Anglican services (1786) and
setting up a circuit systemas a substitute for the parish system (1791)
followed naturally. The final break with the Church of England --
adm ni stering comuni on at Methodi st services (1795) -- had been a foregone
conclusion for nore than 50 years, but had to wait until after Wesley's

deat h.

The Failure of the Church of Engl and

By 1801, approximately 100,000 Englishrmen had | eft the Church of

Engl and and decl ared t hensel ves as Met hodi sts, and historians estinate that
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two to three tines that nany people remained in the Church but considered
t hensel ves to be Wesl eyans.

Met hodi sm had expanded because there was a need to be filled: The
pari shioners of poor or urban parishes lived spiritually enpty lives. The
Angl i can hierarchy wanted to destroy Methodism yet would do nothing to
fill the need that brought Methodi sminto being. The Church was controll ed
by the nobility and the gentry, which did not want people of the | ower
classes to think of their social betters as equal brethren in Christ. The
Duchess of Bucki ngham s objection to Methodismwas to the point: “It is
nmonstrous to be told that you have a heart as sinful as the Commobn Wetches
that crawl on the Earth.” If the “Commbn Wetches” began to see thensel ves
as equal in Christ, they night begin to see thensel ves as equal in other
ways as well, a thought that nade nobl es and bi shops shudder

These factors help to explain why the only attenpt within the Church
to neet Methodismon its own ground failed. The Evangelical novenent within
the Church was unpopular with the hierarchy for the sane reasons that the
Met hodi sts were -- its enthusiasmand its outreach to the poor. It also was
constrained by the sane |ack of interest in evangelism anong ordai ned
clergy that forced Wesley to the expedient of |ay preachers. The
Evangel ical s overcanme these difficulties only in the early 19th century, by
which tine a | arge, independent Methodi st Church was already in place.

The world was changi ng, and the Church of Engl and was not prepared to
change with it. The Church had a nedi eval organization, designed to cope
with a stable, fixed population centered on farns and in snall towns. The
Church was divided into parishes whose churches were not built to be

expandabl e and whose boundaries were neant to be set in place forever (the
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i ndustrial town of Leeds was not divided into nultiple parishes until after
the town popul ation topped 150, 000).

The inequality between parishes and between dioceses affected the
clergy as nuch as it affected the people. Bishops were exhausted by the
nunber of confirmations they had to performduring their diocesan
i nspections. The pastors of small, isolated rural parishes |acked both
useful work to do and intellectual stimulation, and often sunk into sloth.
On the other hand, the pastors of grow ng urban parishes were overwhel ned
by the endless litany of births, nmarriages, and deaths they had to cope
with. Increasing these difficulties even nore was that the nunber of nen
seeking ordi nati on was unusual ly | ow between 1740 and 1760, a critical tinme
in the growth both of the English population and of Methodi sm

Though the need for change was obvious to any interested observer
the obstacles to change were difficult to surnount. Large sections of the
nobility and the gentry had vested interests in the existing structure,
whi ch gave them power over the selection of priests and sonetines a share
of the tithe as well. In a tinme when the voting franchise was restricted to
property owners, this nmeant that Parlianent, the body that controlled the
Church, was stacked with nenbers who had a stake in keeping the status quo.
The Anglican hierarchy did not begin to address the effects of the
popul ati on changes of the 18th century until well into the 19th century;
until then, other denominations filled the gap

When peopl e noved fromthe farnms to the cities, they changed not only
their physical location but their whole way of life. Generally speaking,
English rural life of the 18th century was slow and rhythmc, centered
around the harvest and the holy days. By sone estinmates, English farners

only worked about 150 days per year. They paid tithes, fed thensel ves from
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their crops, and received help fromthe (paternalistic) |ocal nagnate and
church in times of fanine

English urban life was a conpletely different matter. Life was fast
and noi sy, regulated by the factory bells. Except in tinme of econonic
di stress, factory workers usually worked six days a week every week of the
year. They worked for wages rather than for a share of crops. Their
standard of living was higher on average than the rural standard, but if
they were thrown out of work or nainmed, then they were nore or |ess on
their owm (Anglican charities did not begin their effective work until the
early 19th century).

The Met hodi sts addressed this new way of |life as the Anglicans would
not or could not. They tailored their neeting houses, sernons, and schools
not to traditional ways but to the needs of their urban flock. They
stressed the personal discipline required to get up early in the norning
and show up at the factory on tine. They preached about the submission to
authority required to work effectively and safely for 12 hours a day. They
demanded the sobriety and hunmility required to live in noisy, close
quarters with thousands of other people.

I ncredi bly, the Church of England was evolving in exactly the
opposite direction fromthe Methodists in the late 18th century. The Church
hi erarchy was using the proceeds of Queen Anne’'s Bounty (a fund set up
during Anne’s reign to augnent the endownents of the poorer parishes) to
add land to the Church’s holdings. In other words, they were tying the
Church even nore firmy into the passing agricultural econony.

Related to this increased | andholding in rural areas was an increase
in clerical participation in |ocal governance. In 18th century Engl and,

| andowners had both the right to vote and the responsibility of enforcing
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the King's peace. Local divines were already resented by nmany of their
pari shioners for collecting tithes; now they took on an additional aninus
for enforcing laws, collecting fines, and sitting in judgnment of |egal
cases and ot her disputes. This factor m ght explain the success of
Met hodi smin poor rural areas such as Cornwal l.

It also helps to explain the failure of the Church of England to
conbat Met hodi sm The Anglican ideal for its clergy was that they be
gentl enen; the Methodi st ideal was that they be holy. In practice, the main
m ssion of the Anglican church was to defend the traditional order of I|ife;
the main mssion of the Methodists was to bring its adherents closer to
Christ. The Anglicans were of this world; the Methodists were of the next
worl d. The Church of England was sinply tenpernmentally unable to address
the spiritual needs that Methodi sm addressed, and that inability explains

much about why the Church decli ned.

The Aftermath

The French Revol ution ended for a generation any attenpts at reform
within the Church of England. Aside fromone brief exception, the Tories
controll ed the governnment from 1783 to 1830, stifling reformof all Kinds.
At the very end of the Tory regine, under political pressure fromthe
resurgent \Wigs, the Church was hit with a major blow. the Test Act and the
Corporation Act were repeal ed, allowi ng Dissenters to hold public office
and breaking the alliance of Church and State. The Anglican Church was now
officially a denom nati on.

In the middle third of the 19th century, Anglican Evangelism becane a
maj or force within the Church. As the social standing and tenporal power of

the Church declined, a new breed of clergynen, one with evangelical zeal,
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becane proninent within it. Wth the foundi ng of new urban parishes, a
maj or program of church-building, and the formati on of new charities and
m ssionary societies, the Church harvested sone of what John Wesl ey had
sowed.

Met hodi sm however, continued to grow, nore than tripling in
menber shi p between 1801 and 1841. After the death of Wsley, the Wsleyan
Met hodi sts | ost several factions, naking generalizations difficult. W can
say that Methodist missions were sent out to Anerica, Asia, and Africa with
great frequency, and that the nain group of Wsleyans becane respectabl e by
the mddle of the 19th century, noted for their thrift, hard work, and

charitabl e contributions.

Concl usi on

Fromits founding in 1533, the Church of England has devol ved from
being a catholic church to being a denom nation. Wthout any independent
power or authority, it had to rely on the English government to advance its
designs, and in turn was forced to tailor its doctrines to suit the needs
of State. The rise of Methodismis an excellent illustration of this
process at work. Had the Church continued as an i ndependent, catholic
church, it mght have been able to absorb Methodi smas a neans to revive
its religious spirit; as a handnai den of the State, however, it could only
conbat its ideas and alienate its adherents.

When we | ook at how Western societies have changed fromthe early
18th century through the present -- how Western |ife has evol ved from bei ng
rural, agricultural, traditional, hierarchial, and paternal to being

ur ban/ suburban, industrial, self-consciously nodern, and infornal -- we can
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only conclude that the failure of the Anglican church was that it was the

past, and the Methodists were the future.

Af t er wor d

The hinge of the explanation offered in this paper is the paranount
i mportance of catholicity. If we assune that, say, the percentage of
adherents nmatters nore in deternining whether a society is Christian, then
the thesis presented falls apart, because the Church rebounded quite
strongly by that criterion during the 19th century. Therefore, it mght be
nore accurate to | ook upon the period of 1740-90 as a tenporary botton ng

out rather than part of a steady decline.
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