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JOHN WESLEY 
AND THE RISING 
GENERATION 
C h r i s  R i t t e r 

PASTOR AND AUTHOR CHRIS RITTER 
CONSIDERS WESLEY’S COMMITMENT TO 
MINISTRY WITH CHILDREN

‘Gift or no gift, you are to do this, or else you are not called to 
be a Methodist Preacher.’ 
John Wesley

In June 1784, John Wesley found himself surrounded by a 
group of over sixty children, aged six to fourteen. He had just 
preached a sermon at Stockton-on-Tees in County Durham 
when the children approached him and, one by one, began 
to kneel. The aged Wesley knelt among them. Soon the adults 
were drawn back into the building for prayer. Wesley wrote in 
his journal, ‘The fire kindled from heart to heart till few, if any, 
were unaffected. Is this not a new thing on earth? God begins 
his work with children! Thus it has also been in Cornwall, 
Manchester, and Epworth.’

Not only did the Methodist Revival include children, but Wesley 
ensured that ministry with children would remain a priority. 
Unless Methodists continually invest in the rising generation, 
he asserted, ‘the present Revival will be a res unius aetatis,’ a 
thing of only one age. 

No one ever accused Wesley of Peter Pan Syndrome. Like 
others of his age, he seemed to view childhood as a sort 
of illness that one might hope to overcome as quickly as 
possible. Ever committed to diligence, Wesley even wrote 
a tract opposing holidays from recess in school. But it is 
also clear that Wesley cherished children and their souls. 

The records of early Methodist conferences include explicit 
expectations that Wesley placed upon his preachers. 
While these requirements were not limited to leaders, they 
demonstrate a top-down commitment that shaped the DNA 
of the early Methodist movement.

TEACH CHILDREN INTENTIONALLY

Long before Crosby, Stills and Nash were singing about it, 
Methodists understood the value of teaching children well. 
Although Wesley is best known as an evangelist and organizer, 
he spent more time on education than any other single concern. 
It is sometimes said that Methodism built a school before it 
ever built a chapel. Wesley’s Lessons for Children were a series 
of two hundred Bible stories for use with younger children. 
Every Methodist home was encouraged to obtain Wesley’s 
best-selling Instructions for Children, a 39-page catechism he 
adapted from a French source. He worked tirelessly to build 
schools, edit curricula, and equip parents.

For Wesley, true education was aimed at formation, not just 
information. In his sermon ‘On the Education of Children’ he 
named the sins that Christian training would help children 
overcome. Among these were self-worship, pride, deviation 
from truth, and living contrary to justice. The end of Christian 
education was to help children think, judge, and act like Christ. 
Proper education is an extension of God’s sanctifying grace. 

Methodist preachers were to spend at least an hour each 
week teaching children. This was a non-delegable task: ‘Gift 
or no gift, you are to do this, or else you are not called to 
be a Methodist Preacher.’ As to the spirit of the task, Wesley 
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The theme for this edition of MET Connexion is The Rising Generation, 
focussing on the importance of young people - particularly children and 
teenagers - in our worship, in our mission and in our church communities. 

‘The Rising Generation’ was a term used by John Wesley who stressed the 
importance of the care and development of children to be nurtured in the 
Christian faith as vital for revival to continue in the Methodist Church. Chris 
Ritter, pastor of Geneseo First Methodist Church in Illinois, USA and author 
of Seven Things John Wesley Expected Us to Do for Kids expands on this 
concept in his fascinating article on ‘John Wesley and the Rising Generation’.

Ed Mackenzie, Lecturer in Biblical Theology and Mission at Cliff College 
reflects on the Wesleyan Methodist Conference of 1820, held in Liverpool 
and how it recognised the significance of ministry amongst children and 
young people as being key to the renewal of the church.

Gareth Crispin, Lecturer in Practical Theology at Cliff College challenges us 
to think about Intergenerational Church: what it is and what might help us 
embrace it. He offers some questions for reflection and further reading.

Resource Reviews on children, young people and all ages are interspersed 
between these articles to provide further reading and resources to equip 
and encourage individuals and churches in this area of ministry.

David Hull, Lead Pastor of Freedom Church Bristol and Chair of MET reflects 
on the reported outpouring of the Holy Spirit amongst students at Asbury 
University, in America in the light of our Wesleyan heritage of revival, and 
considers lessons for the church of today. 

Rachel Jordan-Wolf, Executive Director of Hope Together, shares exciting 
opportunities and creative ideas to celebrate the Coronation with your 
local community.

Our Good News Story by Gavin Murray on ‘Just-Ice’ shares how a deep concern 
over human trafficking combined with a passion for making ice cream brought 
Just-Ice into being. An incredible story of an amazing faith venture!

Our Bible Study is the first of a 3 part series by Derek Balsdon, our former 
Development Worker on ‘Images of the Holy Spirit’. This first study explores 
the Image of Fire.

Praying Always is compiled by Roz Addington, our Prayer Coordinator who 
provides us with a weekly focus for prayer over four weeks featuring The Church, 
Great Britain, World Issues and The Natural World and Climate Change. 

The next edition of our magazine will be available in the early autumn.
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