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The literary shrine of Britain’s famous dead, the Dictionary of National Biography,
immortalises not only those born in mansion and in manse but also those whose first cries were
heard in cottage and low-ceilinged farmstead—“the yeomen of England.” Of the latter was
Joseph Benson, a scholar-evangelist to whom Methodism owes a great debt as one of those who
worthily took over the reins of leadership from John Wesley.

Joseph Benson was born on January 25, 1748, at Melmerby in Cumberland—though the
D.N.B. mistakenly gives the year of his birth as 1749. Melmerby was a tiny and isolated village
under the shadow of Cross Fell, dignified by the remains of an old Roman road and a thirteenth
century church. At his birth Benson’s farmer parents had been married sixteen years, and he was
the only one of their three sons to survive them. Small wonder that many hopes were placed on
young Joseph, who was intended by his father to become a clergyman, for which he seemed
particularly fitted by his thoughtful, studious nature. To that end his simple grounding at a
village school was succeeded by the tuition of a neighbouring Presbyterian minister named
Dean. He soon became a sound classical scholar, and also browsed greedily in Mr. Dean’s
library, a land flowing with theological milk and honey compared with his own home, which was
equipped with little except a family Bible, a volume of pious sermons, and the ubiquitous Whole
Duty of Man. With borrowed books he filled in his evenings at home, crouched in a remote (and
cold) corner of the large farmhouse kitchen, almost oblivious of the sounds of industry and
merriment around him. He took his share of the farm-work, however, and retained vivid
memories of searching with long poles for sheep buried on the snow-covered hills.

The young student was precocious in soul as well as in mind. As a child of six or seven,
he would often meditate upon hell and heaven, kneeling down in fields and asking God to help
him escape the one and gain the other. After due preparation he was confirmed, and strove to
further his spiritual education by taking notes of all the sermons he heard at church. Warmth and
depth was given to his religious experience when at length he realised that salvation came by
faith alone. This was through the influence of his Methodist cousin, Joshua Watson, who took
him upstairs, made him kneel down, and said, “Now Joseph, you must pray.” Introduced to
Wesley’s Sermons, and also to some of Wesley’s preachers, at seventeen he, too, was a soundly
converted Methodist. He had already been a school teacher for about a year, but his new friends
persuaded him to throw himself on John Wesley’s care. After adventurous wanderings in search
of Wesley, March 11, 1766, found them both at Kingswood School, with Benson appointed
classics master. He was eighteen years old!

Though young in years, however, Joseph Benson was old in knowledge. Like Wesley, he
believed in “redeeming the time”—in which his farmhouse training certainly helped. Among his
resolutions for conduct as a youthful master at Kingswood School, the first was: “To rise at four
o’clock in the morning, and to go to bed at nine at night. Never to trifle away time in vain
conversation, useless visits, or studying anything which would not be to my advantage.” To the
end of his days it was the same. Fifty years later Joseph Entwisle remarked that the light in
Benson’s study in City Road, London, overlooking John Wesley’s grave, would always be on at
5 a.m., and would usually remain on until 11 p.m. While he was at Kingswood, Benson’s
application to study was such that Wesley reversed his usual procedure with Methodist preachers
by telling him not to read too much. In the second of his sixty-odd letters to Benson, Wesley
wrote: “Beware you be not swallowed up in books; an ounce of love is worth a pound of
knowledge.”



Not that there was really any fear of Benson’s scholarship diverting him from what he
regarded as his primary task. A year earlier he had approached his duties as schoolmaster with
the prayer that he might not only train up the boys “in useful learning,” but also “impress a sense
of the things of God upon their minds.” Yet his countryman’s slowness and hesitancy of speech
made him at first reluctant to accept the additional spiritual challenge presented by the
Kingswood colliers. Soon, however, he was preaching to them regularly, and when in 1770 he
became headmaster of the Countess of Huntingdon’s College at Trevecca, he continued to
preach. Already he had himself been entered as a student at St. Edmund’s Hall, Oxford, with a
view to a degree and episcopal ordination. His Methodist preaching, however, was construed as
a technical breach of ecclesiastical procedure, and he was refused his testimonials for Orders,
upon which he quitted Oxford, although a little later he was offered the title to a living. Here
again, however, anti-Methodist prejudice stepped in, and the bishop refused to ordain him. This
settled the issue, and in 1771 Benson was received on trial as an itinerant preacher by the
Methodist Conference. He retained no bitterness for the Anglican Church, however, but was one
of the foremost leaders of the Methodist “High Church Party,” which strove to prevent a
separation from the Established Church. Two of his own sons became clergymen, the youngest,
Samuel, probably holding with his father the record for consecutive years of ministerial service,
their ministries covering the years 1771–1881.

Benson’s ministry opened at London, and then extended throughout the country, though
concentrated mainly in the Midlands and the north, including Edinburgh, of which circuit he was
made the superintendent when he was twenty-six! At Sunderland (which in those days of huge
circuits was part of the Newcastle Circuit) he managed to persuade a large number of Methodist
smugglers to abandon their evil ways. At Hull, where he superintended the erection of the
George Yard Chapel, necessitated by his greatly enlarged congregation, his ministry was
extended to the then unprecedented length of three years. His junior colleague said of
him—although Benson had only just turned forty—that “he was then esteemed the greatest
preacher in England; and he was as good and as useful as he was great.” Benson was what was
known as “a painful preacher,” perspiring freely during his hour-long sermons; but he
commanded the attention of his hearers throughout by the clarity of his thought, his simple and
sometimes colloquial language, and above all by his passionate sincerity, which made his closing
applications both memorable and fruitful. His unpretentious countrified appearance sometimes
disappointed occasional hearers into thinking that a second-rate “supply” had been sent instead
of the famous preacher whom they had come to hear, but soon they, like the rest, were under the
spell of the messenger and his message.

When Joseph Benson returned to London Methodism in 1800 the quarterly meeting there
petitioned that he should be kept beyond the maximum three years’ ministry; but the rule could
not be broken, even for Benson. A happy compromise was found, however. In 1803 he was
appointed Connexional Editor, and in that capacity remained in London for the remainder of his
life. It was an eminently suitable appointment, leaving full scope for his preaching gifts, yet
affording greater opportunity for his scholarship. During his term as Editor he modernised and
enlarged the Methodist Magazine, with which he had been concerned since before its birth,
having suggested doctrinal articles for it when it was still a dream in John Wesley’s mind. He
also prepared collected editions of the works of the two Methodist leaders with whom it is most
easy to compare him, John Wesley and John Fletcher, having also written what was for eighty
years the standard biography of Fletcher. For the last decade of his life he was engaged by
request of the Conference on his most monumental work, a commentary on the whole



Bible—now forgotten.
Everything Benson wrote and said and did was marked by the deep earnestness which

characterised him as a child. From the year of his conversion until his death he religiously kept a
journal full of pious musings and aspirations. This, like his letters, and like the biographies from
which his reputation has suffered, is rather too heavy and moralising for modern taste. Even his
love-making had been a very solemn business, the more so because Sarah Thompson’s mother
objected to the match, not only on the grounds of the difference in their ages (at their marriage
on January 28, 1780, he was 32, she 22), but because of the traditional poverty of the Methodist
preacher, and also because Benson, besides looking melancholy, appeared to be consumptive.
Although his ascetic nature and drawn features lent colour to this assumption, in actual fact he
out-lived his wife. She died in 1810, aged 52, he in 1821, aged 73; both are buried in the
graveyard behind Wesley’s Chapel, London. The trustees paid noble tribute to his worth by
offering to open Wesley’s own grave to receive his remains, but his children felt that he should
be laid to rest with his wife.

The Methodist Conference honoured Joseph Benson by twice electing him as their
President, in 1798 and 1810, and twice as Secretary, in 1805 and 1809. The greatest tribute of
all, however, was the unfailing love of thousands of ordinary Methodist people who through his
ministry had been brought closely into the presence of their Master. High Anglican clergy would
sometimes tiptoe into Wesley’s Chapel while Benson was preaching, to learn the secret of his
great power over his congregations. That secret was a simple one, summed up in his own words
to a Methodist clergyman in 1779: “The preaching that does most good is that which makes the
freest, fullest offers of divine grace, and breathes most love to the miserable children of men.”
Such were his own sermons, simple and sincere expositions of the central truths of the gospel of
redemption. To all the flowery praise of the official obituaries and costly memorials he himself
would undoubtedly have preferred the words of the simple brass plate affixed to his coffin: “Jesu
Christi Ecclesiastes”—a Preacher of Jesus Christ.

By Rev. Frank Baker
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