
The story of Methodism in Oxford is one of promise, 
 persecution, persistence and pilgrimage.

When John Wesley matriculated as an undergraduate in June 1720, he 
was not the first member of his family to go to Oxford. John, and then 
Charles Wesley, followed their elder brother Samuel to Christ Church. 
Their father, also Samuel, had been a student at  Exeter College, and 
their grandfather, John, had studied at New Inn Hall (from which 
New Inn Hall Street gets its name), its site being occupied by St Peter’s 
 College today.

John graduated in 1724 and on 19 September 1725 was ordained  deacon 
in Christ Church Cathedral. Elected a fellow of Lincoln College in 
March 1726, Wesley was ordained priest in September 1728, having 
left Oxford the previous year to assist his father, rector of Epworth, 
 Lincolnshire.

Charles Wesley arrived at Christ Church in 1726. After a couple of years 
he began to take both his studies and his faith more seriously, and from 
the beginning of 1729 he agreed with two friends, Robert Kirkham 
( Merton College) and William Morgan (Christ Church), to meet  
regularly to read together, and to receive Communion every week.

the holy club
Later that same year, John returned to Oxford and joined with Charles’s 
group in a regular schedule of prayer, study and social  outreach. It was 
this group John was to look back on as the ‘first rise of Methodism’. 
Their piety won the group unflattering nicknames such as ‘Holy Club’ 
and ‘Methodists’ – this was the name that finally stuck in 1732.

Other members of the Holy Club included George Whitfield 
( Pembroke), Benjamin Ingham (Queen’s), John Gambold (Christ 
Church) and John Clayton (Brasenose). Others who later became 
leading Methodists, for example Thomas Coke (Jesus), also studied at 
Oxford but were not members of the Holy Club.

In 1735 John Wesley left Oxford to travel to Georgia with the intention 
of taking the Gospel to native Americans. He returned discouraged 
by his ministry but inspired by the faith of Moravians with whom 
he  travelled. Following his life-transforming conversion experience 
in 1738, he included Oxford in his travels and remained a fellow of 
 Lincoln  College until his marriage in 1751. 

growing opposition
John Wesley was invited at intervals to preach before the university 
in the church of St Mary the Virgin. His university sermon ‘Scriptural 
Christianity’ was delivered on 24 August 1744; in it he criticised the 
university for spiritual apathy. He was not invited to preach there 
again.

The university began to discourage students from associating with 
Methodists. In 1768 six students from St Edmund Hall were expelled 
from the university for Methodism. Ten years later Brasenose refused 
to support the ordination of a Mr Roe because he had attended meet-
ings of Methodists at Macclesfield and other places as well as in the 
university.

From 1744 until the first Methodist meeting house was opened in New 
Inn Hall Street in 1783, Wesley preached in private houses to townsfolk 
when he visited the city. Since his days as a young fellow in Oxford, 
he had also preached in the villages around Oxford as well as in the 
city. He organised his Methodist ‘societies’ into area groupings called 
‘circuits’ and this set the pattern for the organisation of all branches of 
Methodism after his death in 1791.

As with the university, the city was also suspicious of Methodism. This 
became more overt in 1792 when Rector Edward Tatham of Lincoln 
College preached an inflammatory sermon in several churches calling 
into question both the political loyalty and educational ability of non-
conformist preachers. Worshippers at the Methodist meeting house in 
New Inn Hall Street were attacked and benches and chairs thrown out 
of the building by a mob inflamed by Tatham’s message.



the first chapel
Despite continuing opposition, a small group of Oxford residents com-
mitted their fortunes to the Methodist cause and began the process 
of establishing a purpose-built chapel. It was not easy to find anyone 
prepared to sell them a site but eventually land at the northern end 
of New Inn Hall Street was acquired from Daniel Harris and a chapel, 
designed by William Jenkins, was opened in 1818.

outreach activity
Within a year of the new chapel opening, a day and Sunday school 
had been added to the premises at the back of the site. Outreach 
was an important part of the work of the chapel with missionary 
and tract societies both formed in 1820. A gallery was added for the 
steadily growing congregation and the schoolrooms were adapted 
and  extended over the years. The day school in particular helped the 
Methodist chapel to become an accepted part of city life and through 
its work, many poor children attained a level of schooling unavailable 
elsewhere at the time.

The chapel became the centre of the Oxford (Wesleyan) Circuit with 
other congregations in different parts of the city and in the surround-
ing towns and villages. Lay preachers often took more of the services 
for the smaller societies but ministers conducted services in most 
churches on a regular, if infrequent, basis.

relationships improve 
In 1854 the University of Oxford began to admit non-Anglican students 
and the abolition of religious tests for fellowships followed in 1871. 

Over time this transformed the relationship with the university. The 
sons of Methodist ministers were able to attend the university and 
eventually formed a vibrant part of church life. Increasingly, trustees 
were local businessmen, farmers and men of standing in the city 
rather than remote benefactors or clergy with independent wealth, 
which had been the case in the past.

the later victorian and edwardian period
Changing fortunes, new influences including the Oxford Movement 
and the chapel’s relatively modest size led to the development of plans 
for a much larger church immediately in front of the 1818 building. 
Wesley Memorial Church was opened in 1878 to commemorate both 
John and Charles Wesley and to celebrate the eventual acceptance of 
Methodism within the wider Christian presence in the city.

The class meeting was central in the life of the congregation, alongside 
Sunday worship, the Sunday School, fundraising for overseas missions 
and work to bring the Good News to those who had not heard it in 
Oxford. 

Hugh Price Hughes was appointed Circuit Superintendent in 1881 
and through his energy and vision took all this work to a new level. 
He worked particularly hard to encourage the young, both local and 
students, to take their faith more seriously. Those who remained in 
Oxford became the mainstays of Methodist congregations for many 
decades to come. They became involved in efforts to meet the  spiritual 
needs of those who lived elsewhere in Oxford. New chapels were 
opened, for example in Walton Street and in the Cowley Road and 
Headington areas.



focus on wesley memorial church
The First World War saw an increase in activity to meet the needs of 
both soldiers and their families. Those commemorated on the War 
 Memorial were both local boys and sons of Methodist ministers who 
had come up to Oxford as students. 

As the war drew to a close there was an attempt to adopt new ways 
to reach out to those with little interest in ‘religion’ but the premises 
proved to be inadequate. Plans were developed to build new church 
halls on the north side of Wesley Memorial. In 1930 the old chapel and 
school buildings were sold to St Peter’s College to fund the building 
work.

The new halls were opened a few months after the union of the three 
branches of Methodism in 1932. The union became a reality in Oxford 
a year later when the old United Methodist Church in St Michael’s 
Street joined that of Wesley Memorial. 

The Second World War saw the church organising hospitality for 
soldiers and evacuees. Blackout, air raid shelters and fire-watching 
duty were duly arranged. As the plight of those in war-torn countries 
 became better known the minister, Fred Greeves, joined others to 
form the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (Oxfam). For two years, 
Sunday afternoon entertainments were provided for German prisoners 
of war awaiting repatriation, following the end of hostilities.

Supported by the congregation, student numbers in the John Wesley 
Society increased dramatically in the post-war period, all the more so 
following the relocation of Westminster Methodist Teacher Training 
College to Oxford in 1959. Lively discussions, social events, invitations 
to church members’ homes and the opportunity to worship alongside 
academics, as well as hear some of them preach, helped many young 
people to find their own vocation and often their spouses too!

After some serious deliberation in the late 1970s, a decision was made 
against relocating and to remain in the city centre, adapt the premises 
to meet new circumstances and challenges and to open the church 

each day for those who needed a space in which to be quiet and pray. 
This work continues today.

oxford today
From early beginnings in Oxford college rooms, Methodism has spread 
to become a worldwide church, although sadly, there are still parts of 
the world where Methodists are persecuted. Oxford has now become 
a place of Methodist pilgrimage and research, in addition to being a 
place where Methodists can worship freely.

A memorial to John and Charles Wesley can be seen in Christ Church 
Cathedral, where both brothers were ordained. By arrangement, very 
small groups may also visit Lincoln College, where John was a fellow. 
Talks, guided tours, and hospitality for groups can be arranged via 
Wesley Memorial Church. A self-guided walking leaflet ‘the Wesleys’ 
Oxford’ takes pilgrims around the key sites and is also available from 
the church.

Scholars come from all over the world to study at Oxford’s two 
 universities. Lincoln College’s historic collections hold items 
 associated with John Wesley’s time as a fellow and other rare books 
and objects relating to early Methodism, notably from the collection of 
the Rev. Albert F. Hall. The Oxford Centre for Methodism and Church 
History at Oxford Brookes, which incorporated Westminster College in 
2000, attracts world-class Methodist historians to its unique archives. 
 Additionally, the Oxford Institute for World Methodist Studies meets 
in the city  every five years. It is a blessing and delight to be able to 
welcome scholars and pilgrims to join in worship whilst they are in 
Oxford.

Churches in the Oxford Methodist Circuit seek to grow in faith, to  
show love to others and to campaign for justice, both here and  over- 
seas, and strive to care for the fragile world. In doing this, and in their 
own ways, they follow the calling to worship and service adopted by 
young students in Oxford all those years ago.
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