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A Consideration of the Undated Hymns for Children* 
E. Ann Buckroyd 

Introduction 

Detective stories set in bygone periods are always popular and the ta1e to be 
unfolded is just that-a mystery with clues worthy to tax the intuition of Sherlock 
Holmes, or the "little grey cells" of Hercule Poirot. There is one difference: this 
story is true, it is not fiction. 

From the days in Georgia in the late l 730's John and Charles Wesley produced 
a variety of written materials for children. Their publications included hymns for 
specific occasions and collections of a more general nature. The ear1iest of the 
latter type of work appears to be an undated book entitled Hymns for Children. It 
is a slender vo1ume of twelve pages with no cover or title page, and the details of 
author, publisher, date and place of publication are all missing. 

Unlike most Wesley publications, this book is not well documented, and 
herein lies the mystery. Who compiled this small book for children, and why? 
The prime "suspects" are the Wesley brothers: John and Charles. 

Before examining the evidence, the background to children's hymnody at this 
period needs to be considered. 

Background 

On the whole the hymns most clearly remembered by adults are the ones they 
learned as children. This is partly because as children the memory is at its most 
retentive power but also because most children respond in a positive way to 
music. Combine these two facts and the result should be a highly successful 
method of teaching. Modern educators have made good use of this knowledge. 
In the eighteenth century the Moravians had already taken advantage of this edu
cational technique. When John Wesley visited them in Germany in 1738, he 
recorded in his Journal details of life at their center of Herrnhut, including Point 
I 2 of their Consultation which contains these words: 

Our little children we instruct chiefly by hymns; whereby we find the most impor
tant truths most successfully insinuated into their minds." 1 

John Wesley did not comment on this statement, but obviously thought it 
worth noting. 

As hymnody can be such an effective teaching medium, it might be expected 
that some special provision would have been made for children within the music 
of the Christian community. In fact, there is little evidence of hymns being writ
ten for children until the seventeenth century. Following the Protestant 

*This article was presented as a paper on July 24, 1993, at the Fourth Annual Meeting of The 
Charles Wesley Society in Cambridge, UK. 

1John Wesley, Works, 1:145. 
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Reformation in England, the Puritans considered it important that their children 
should be encouraged to reach maturity of outlook as quickly as possible. It was 
natural, therefore, that adult psalmody should be considered sufficient for the 
needs of the child. 

In the latter part of the seventeenth century, however, changes in attitudes 
towards children began to take place. This was given further impetus by the eigh
teenth-century evangelical revival. As a result, from the late seventeenth century 
onwards it is possible to find increasing evidence of times and places where chil
dren sang hymns. This included Public Schools, Charity Schools, churches, 
Sunday Schools, and not least, the homes of pious families. 

The publication of hymns by Isaac Watts, and later John and Charles Wesley, 
provided alternative material for use by children in their worship and personal 
devotional life during the eighteenth century. 

Of particular interest is a group of seven hymns placed under the general head
ing, "Hymns for Children," which were included in the Wesley brothers' 1742 
publication Hymns and Sacred Poems. Their importance lies in the fact that some 
of them were later incorporated into hymn books entitled Hymns for Children. 

Three books with this title were published anonymously between the 1740s 
and 1790. The best known is a collection of one hundred hymns published in 
1763 and for which there is sufficient evidence to indicate that Charles was the 
publisher. The second edition of 1768 has an extended title which includes the 
words"... and Others of Riper Years." It was reprinted in an abridged form in 
1787. Three years later in the Preface to a new volume of Hymns for Children 
John Wesley gave a clear indication of his approach to hymnody in relation to 
young people. 

There are two ways of writing or speaking to children; the one is, to let ourselves 
down to them; the other, to lift them up to us. Dr. Watts has wrote in the former 
way, and has succeeded admirably well, speaking to children as children, and leav
ing them as he found them. The following hymns are written on the other plan; 
they contain strong manly sense, yet expressed in such plain and easy language, as 
even children may understand. But when they do understand them, they will be 
children no longer, only in years and stature."2 

John's approach to children was applied in a much earlier booklet-his 
"Instructions for Children," which was first published in 1745. Based on the 
work of two Frenchmen, the contents of John's publication are summed up in the 
opening sentence of the preliminary address entitled "to All Parents and 
Schoolmasters." He wrote, I have laid before you in the following Tract, the true 
Principles of the Christian Education of Children."3 

2John Wesley, Hymns for Children (1790), quoted in Erik Routley, Hymns and Human Life, 
251-252. 

'John Wesley, Instructions for Children. 4th edition, 1749, 2. 
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In Bennet's 1748 Minutes of Conference the "Instructions" are included in the 
curriculum for the proposed school at Kingswood. In later years preachers were 
exhorted to use them as the basis of their teaching for children. 

It is quite apparent that by the early 1700s, John Wesley had clear views on 
children's education. It would be reasonable to suppose that any written mater
ial by him would consistently support his ideas. At the same time, any hymns 
written by Charles would surely be intended to reinforce the theological doctri
nal and moral teaching the children were receiving. 

The Mystery 

Within its eighteenth-century setting the undated Hymns for Children presents 
a mystery. In format it is typical of the chapbooks of the period being six and a 
half by four inches. It contains nine hymns, some instructive words and a num
ber of prayers. In 1957 and 1966 it was recorded that the two existing copies 
were deposited in the Methodist Archives, now at Manchester, England, but both 
lacked the usual title page information. 

In seeking to solve the mystery of the origins and purpose of the book, and to 
give direction to the search, the following questions were posed: 

l. 	Is it possible to specify the date and purpose of the undated edition of Hymns 
for Children within eighteenth-century Methodism, by its use in any one par
ticular situation? 

2. 	 Does the relationship between the contents of the book and the principles of 
education upheld by Methodists in the early years of the movement, give any 
guide as to who was the compiler? 

To answer these questions it was necessary to investigate the external evi
dence and then the contents of the book itself. 

Part 1: External Evidence 

The starting point of the research was to look at the available external evi
dence for dating, purpose, and editorship, and to see how far usage might help. 

Dating 

The book is not to be found in the lists of publications given by John Wesley 
in his Works. Green, in his bibliography at the end of the nineteenth century, 
numbered it 99, classifying it under the date of 1746. He noted, however, that he 
had not seen a copy. By the time his second edition was published, he had seen 
the book, and as a result in an additional note stated, "I am compelled to think 
that this tract was not compiled by Wesley."4 This was the situation prior to the 
publication of Frank Baker's article entitled, "Charles Wesley's Hymns for 
Children" in the Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society (December 1957). 

4R. Green, The Works of John and Charles Wesley: A Bibliography. 2nd edition, 250. 



64 Proceedings ofThe Charles Wesley Society 2001 

In this article Baker comments that curiously it "does not appear to be mentioned 
in the advertisements of various Wesley publications which from time to time 
were appended to their books and articles."5 

The hymn books published by John and Charles Wesley, whether issued by 
them individually or jointly, usually have the date and place of printing. While 
this information is lacking, there is one distinctive element: an ornamental rule 
above the heading on the first page, the ornamentation being different on each of 
the two copies. From this evidence Dr. Baker tended to think it confirmed an 
early date for the pamphlet, probably somewhere in the middle 1740s. 

Green in his bibliography notes on Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), quotes 
Osborn who comments on the children's hymns in that book saying, "Five of 
these, with four from other sources and some prayers, appear to have been soon 
after published in a separate form, without title, name or date."6 This would seem 
to lend support for an early dating. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to trace 
the evidence on which Osborn's comment is based. 

The year 1742 appears to be the latest publication date of any of the hymns in 
Hymns for Children. Assuming this book followed Hymns and Sacred Poems of 
that year, it sets the earliest limit of Baker's "mid 1740s" as either 1742 or 1743. 

Totally different evidence emerges in A.G. Ives' book, Kingswood School in 
Wesley'.s Day and Since. In it he quotes a letter dated January 29, 1749/50, writ
ten by Charles Wesley to Mrs. Jones of Fonmon Castle in Glamorganshire. The 
letter which concerns her son, a pupil at Kingswood School, contains the sen
tence: "I am writing an hymn book for the scholars."7 If this statement is taken 
to refer to the undated Hymns for Children, it would set a date possibly as late as 
the early 1750s. 

Such widely differing dates increase the importance of the evidence regarding 
editorship and usage. 

Editorship 

If the book was compiled by the Wesleys, was it an individual venture by John 
or Charles, or was it a joint publication? 

The fact that this early, undated book is missing from the various lists and 
advertisements may prove nothing, for the lists varied from time to time. In any 
case, should the book have been intended for private circulation, it would not nec
essarily have been generally publicized. 

In writing about the ornamental rule which heads the first page, Baker admits 
that it does not coincide with any other similar printers' devices which are asso
ciated with the works of the Wesleys. He acknowledges, however, that his list is 
not exhaustive, so that it could still be a Wesley publication. 

5Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 31 ( 1977), 82. 

6Green, 25. 

7A.G. Ives, Kingswood School in Wesley's Day and Since, 31. 
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In considering Green's assessment in his second edition that John Wesley was 
unlikely to have published the hymn book, Baker expresses the opinion that the 
conclusion might have been influenced by a distaste for the eighteenth-century 
attitude toward children and death. With reference to the closing lines of the 
prayer to be used "At lying down in Bed," Green comments, "I think it unlikely 

that Wesley would have put these words into the lips of a child 'at lying down. "'8 

The offending words are: 

But if I die before I wake, 

I pray to God my soul to take. 9 


The compiler was certainly in sympathy with the sentiment of these lines, for they 
echo earlier words in the book from the section headed "Directions for a Child": 
"Never omit Prayer Morning or Evening, for many have gone well to bed over 
Night, who have been found dead next Morning."IO 

This is all quite temperate in tone by comparison with the section on hell in 
John Wesley's "Instructions for Children." The two brothers being men of their 
time were well aware of the transitory nature of life. Indeed, this was part of the 
evangelical concern for children. Far from being an argument against John's edi
torship, it could be that it helps to confirm his involvement. 

The contents of the hymn section of the book were drawn from a number of 
sources. In addition to the five from Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), two were 
from Hymns and Sacred Poems (1740), which the brothers published under their 
joint names. One was by Isaac Watts, being first published in his Hymns and 
Spiritual Songs (1707), and was first used by John Wesley in his 1738 edition of 
A Collection of Psalms and Hymns. Finally, one was a poem by their elder 
brother Samuel, first published in Poems on Several Occasions (1736), and 
included in A Collection of Psalms and Hymns (1741 ). In other words, all of the 
hymns came from sources to which both brothers had access, and none was 
specifically written for this undated book. Therefore, no firm conclusions in 
regard to the editor can be drawn from this line of approach. 

During the 1740s John published a number of items for use with children. In 
1745 there was the first edition of the "Instructions for Children." The first part 
of "Lessons for Children" was published in 1746, the second and third parts fol
lowing in successive years. "A Token for Children," a compilation of extracts 
from Janeway's book of the same name, was published in 1749, as was a Latin 
version of "Instructions." During the 1750s there was a spate of books for 
Kingswood School. 

8Green, 250. 
9Hymnsfor Children, n.d., 12. 


10Hymns for Children. 10-11. 
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There may be no direct reference in John's Journal or letters to his responsi
bility for, or cooperation in, the compiling of the undated Hymns for Children, but 
nevertheless on the evidence thus far John's influence cannot be ruled out. 

What then is the evidence to support the claim that Charles was responsible 
for editing the book? 

Mention has already been made of the letter from Charles to Mrs. Jones of 
Fonmon Castle. If the statement, "I am writing an hymn book for the scholars," 11 

is a reference to the undated book, it would provide a firm basis for the argument 
in favor of Charles. Baker supports this claim using as evidence the hymns 
"Jesus the all restoring Word" and "Jesus, the all-atoning Lamb." He says in his 
article: 

These ... two hymns ar~ included in the opening pages of a manuscript volume 
preserved at the Book Room (MS. 47) which seems to be the earliest of Charles 
Wesley's manuscript volumes; it seems likely that this volume was used in the 
compilation of the 1740 Hymns and Sacred Poems. In this detail, also, there seems 
to be confirmation of Charles Wesley's authorship of the early Hymns for 
Children. 12 

The suggestion in the last sentence of this quotation is questionable. Although 
Charles may have been the only person with access to the manuscript of these 
hymns, surely, if the compilation of the book for children took place after 1740, 
as there is every reason to suppose, then anyone who had access to the appropri
ate edition of Hymns and Sacred Poems could have selected and used these 
hymns. Baker's argument would only be valid if the text in the manuscript ver
sion and in Hymns for Children was identical, but that in Hymns and Sacred 
Poems (1740) varied. In fact, it is the manuscript material which is different from 
the text in both publications. In the manuscript the personal pronouns are in the 
plural form throughout, while in Hymns and Sacred Poems (I 740) and the 
undated Hymns for Children all the personal pronouns are altered to the singular 
form. Apart from these changes the text in the two books is identical with that in 
the manuscript. This may indicate that Charles was involved in the publication 
but it cannot be taken as conclusive evidence that he was the sole compiler of the 
children's book. 

The indications thus far suggest a publication date between 1742 and the early 
1750s. The evidence for identifying the compiler is somewhat ambiguous but 
Charles appears the more likely candidate. 

Purpose 

The nature of Hymns for Children narrows down the possible places where it 
would be appropriate. The most likely are two variants within a family setting, 
or the Methodist school at Kingswood. 

111ves, 31. 

12Baker, 83. 




67 A Consideration of the Undated Hymns for Children 

Within the Wesley family any children's book must have been prepared for 
Susanna's grandchildren. In the 1740s, however, there were no children of the 
right age. It was not until well into the 1750s that Charles had children of an age 
for whom such a book would have been appropriate. 

Was it then intended for general use in Methodist homes? 
John Wesley gave very clear guidance on the devotional life of families and 

individuals. He held the head of the household responsible for seeing that both 
family worship and personal prayer took place twice daily. John's detailed direc
tions were not new. They clearly reflected the writings of seventeenth century 
Puritans and the influence of his mother during his childhood at Epworth. 

Richard Baxter had written in the seventeenth century, "The chief part of fam
ily care and government consisteth in the right education of children."13 Susanna 
Wesley took this to heart, setting it in a theological framework which placed chil
dren alongside adults in assuming a fall from grace and the need for conversion. 
Her approach to children and their teaching was the basis of the recommendations 
made by John in regard to Methodist households. The natural follow-on was the 
publication of suitable books. 

What kind of children's books would be required if they were to be effective 
within the Methodist devotional pattern? 

Setting aside such practical considerations as cost, certain features immedi
ately spring to mind. They would need to make provision for daily use, both 
morning and evening. The contents would have to be theologically sound: that 
is, they would have to reflect just those elements which John Wesley's scheme of 
salvation presented. Additionally, any prayers would have to make provision for 
"deprecation, petition, intercession, and thanksgiving." 14 This would presumably 
include something suitable in regard to personal relationships, especially with 
parents. The books would need to be flexible allowing space for extempore 
prayers and Bible reading. A further consideration might be whether it could be 
used equally well by one child or by a group of children. Advice on the use of 
the contents would obviously be helpful. This would certainly be in harmony 
with Joseph Allein's comment, "Get the Help of a Form, if they need it, 'till they 
are able to go without it."15 

If these requirements are met by the undated Hymns for Children, then it 
might be an indication as to the purpose for which the book was produced. In 
order to make such an assessment a close examination of the contents was nec
essary. Before looking at this area of evidence, consideration must be given to 
the other possible setting for which Hymns for Children might have been 
intended: Kingswood School. 

13Richard Baxter quoted in John Newton, Susanna Wesley, 91. 
14John Wesley, Works, 7:322. 
15Joseph Allein, A Counsel for Personal and Family Godliness, in John Wesley, ed., A Christian 

Library, 29(1753): 317. 
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There is a sense in which John Wesley saw the school at Kingswood as a fam
ily. While there was a close affinity to the timetable at Herrnhut, the time set 
aside for private and public devotions reflected the advice given by John to par
ents. 

In his Short Account of the School at Kingswood produced in 1749, John sets 
out the following: 

The General Rules of the House are these: 
First, The Children rise at Four, Winter and Summer, and spend the Time till Five 
in private: Partly in Reading, partly in singing, partly in Self-examination or 
Meditation (if capable of it) and partly in Prayer. They at first use a short Form 
(which is varied continually) and then pray in their own words ... 16 

The children were admitted to the school between the ages of six years and 
twelve. It needs little imagination to realize that children of that age, even if they 
had come from what could be described as "Godly homes," were likely to have 
problems in occupying the private devotional time. It is almost a relief to realize 
that a "short Form" of prayer was provided to help them. Ives has suggested that 
the undated Hymns for Children might be the aid mentioned here. 

There is no such suggestion in the General Rules as given in the Minutes of 
1748. This is not surprising prior to the opening of the school, but once the need 
for such an aid was established, why did John make no reference to it among the 
lists of books produced for the school? There is no mention of any book of 
hymns or prayers, other than Charles's "Moral and Sacred Poems." When set 
alongside the meticuloqs lists of books for the academic work this seems a 
strange omission. 

References in John's Journal, and in his and Charles's letters, indicate that 
there were discipline problems in the early years. While certain practical mea
sures could be, and were taken, ultimately the answer must have been seen as a 
religious one. This would surely have led to a close scrutiny of any devotional 
helps used by the boys, or even to a new book being prepared. If this had hap
pened, what elements would such a book have contained to meet the needs of the 
situation? 

In fact, most of the features required in a devotional book for home use would 
have been equally applicable in the school. The most likely modification would 
be to the intercessions in order to pray for school staff as well as parents. In any 
new book produced to meet a crisis in the school, it could be expected that the 
prayers would include references to obedience to those set in authority, the value 
of a disciplined life, and the ultimate dangers inherent in an undisciplined one. 

This again points to the need to look closely at the content of the book. 

16John Wesley, A Short Account ofthe School in Kingswood Near Bristol (17 49), facsimile reprint, 
4-5. 
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Part 2: Contents of the Book 

In spite of its title, Hymns for Children, the book is not just a collection of chil
dren's hymns. Following the nine hymns there is advice regarding the Christian 
life and prayer, and then three pages of prayers. 

The following examination of the contents is in three parts: an investigation 
of the order of the hymns, a consideration of the preparatory section prior to the 
prayers, and finally reflections on the prayers themselves. Thereafter the doctri
nal and theological content of the book will be examined. 

The Hymns 

In the subsequent study each of the hymns is considered individually with ref
erence to meter, length, source, biblical content and progression of ideas. Where 
necessary the eighteenth-century usage of specific words is explored. From this 
analysis it is possible to draw some conclusions regarding the teaching which was 
being imparted, and thus the probable purpose behind the particular selection of 
hymns. 

Progression of Ideas 

Initially the most striking feature of the book is the small number of hymns in 
the collection by comparison with other books of the same title. Of the nine 
hymns, the first five are numbered and are then followed by hymns entitled "Life 
and Eternity," "Hymn for Sunday," "A Morning Hymn," and "An Evening 
Hymn." These last three titles indicate when they were to be used. What then of 
the rest? 

It seemed a reasonable hypothesis that they were intended to be used on a one 
per day basis, beginning with Monday. On examination this appears possible. 

The first hymn, "Gentle Jesus, meek, and mild," if it is used on Monday, 
begins the week with the child's request for a relationship with God based on the 
example seen in Christ. The child would then become an example for others. 

The second hymn, which would fall on Tuesday, 

Lamb of God, I fain would be 

A meek Follower of Thee. 17 


It rejects materialism and earthly standards, and is concerned with the aspiration 
to be Christlike in attitudes and behavior. There is considerable stress on becom
ing a child of God through Christ's redemptive act and thus inheriting heaven. 

Wednesday's hymn, "Come let us join the Hosts above," highlights the inno
cence of childhood and the pleasure children's praises bring to God, for example 
in stanza 4: 

17Hymnsfor Children, Hymn 2:1, p. 3. 
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We praise Him with a stammering Tongue, 
While under his Defence, 

He smiles to hear the artless Songs, 
Of Childish Innocence. 18 

On Thursday "Love of Little Children, Thee" has the theme of children, or the 
newly converted, being safe in Christ's keeping. 

Following through this scheme, the fifth hymn, which begins "All Thanks and 
Praise to God belong," would fall on Friday. Significantly, the subject is that of 
atonement. So we have the stanza: 

Not to the vain Desires of Men 
We live, but to our God, 

Who died for us, and rose again, 
To wash us in his Blood. 19 

Saturday then also falls into place with its theme of "Life and Eternity." The 
contrasts between the mortality of human beings and the eternity of God, and the 
relationship of life on earth with life after death, provide a natural sequence from 
Friday. 

Sunday's hymn, "The Lord of Sabbath let us praise," clearly states that it is 
celebrated as the Day of Resurrection, while also indicating the cost of redemp
tion. 

The hymn intended for morning use, "Jesus the all-restoring Word," is con
cerned with the individual's relationship with God. The evening hymn, "Jesus, 
the all-atoning Lamb," is devoted to the subject of confession for the specific sins 
the child has committed during the day, and for his/her sinful nature. It is evi
dent, therefore, that the content of these hymns is appropriate for the time of day 
when they would be read or sung. 

Assuming that the book was intended to be used regularly the pattern points 
towards a simple form of daily office. There is provision for a fixed hymn morn
ing and evening, and a daily hymn which fits into an overall plan for the week. 

The Prayer Section 

The section of prayers opens with an "Exhortation" explaining how the child 
should live; then there are "Directions" giving advice on the form and content of 
the prayers; finally there are specific prayers. 

The "Exhortation" 

The "Exhortation" begins with the statement that eternal happiness is 
achieved by serving and glorifying God, and that this was the ultimate purpose of 
creation and redemption. Two texts are then quoted: the first from Ecclesiastes 

18Hymns for Children, Hymn 3:4, p. 5. 

19Hymns for Children. Hymn 5:2, p. 6. 


http:Blood.19
http:Innocence.18
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12: 1, "Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth."20 What is to be 
avoided is then indicated in 1 Timothy 2:22, "Fly youthful lusts."21 Following of 
these precepts is seen as a sure way of escaping spiritual dangers. Commitment 
to Christ from childhood is exhorted with a reference to bearing Christ's yoke. 
Finally there is a note of encouragement in reference to the relationship of the 
child Samuel to God, and the disciple John to Jesus. 

Much of this would seem to reinforce ideas contained in the hymns. There are 
also close links with "Instructions for Children." For instance, one section in the 
latter is straight teaching on what is involved in fulfilling the text, "Fly youthful 
lusts." 

The Directions 

The "Directions" in regard to prayer tie in very closely with John's teaching 
in other publications. For example, the statement, "Never omit Prayer Morning 
or Evening, "22 is paralleled in the "Instructions" and in the introduction to the 
1772 "Prayers for Children." 

At this point advice regarding prayer is expressed in a most arresting way. 
"When our Clothes are on look on your Souls as still undress' d, 'till you have said 
your Prayers."23 Thus the primacy of prayer is established. The need for personal 
examination, followed by confession, is stressed because of the desirability of 
being in a right relationship with God at all times, as the fear of death was ever 
present. Again, this reinforces the thoughts of the hymn, "Life and Eternity." 
There are then listed the sins which may have been committed; these echo the 
words in the "Instructions." Finally, there is a warning that sins not punished in 
this world will lead to hell. 

Arrangement and Content 

When the morning and evening prayers are interlined, an interesting feature 
emerges: apart from two variants they are the same prayer. The first variation is 
the substitution of day, or night, as is appropriate; the second lies in the content 
of the intercessions. 

The prayers begin with praise; there is reference to the specific mercies 
received, and a request for forgiveness together with a further quoting of the two 
biblical texts. Next are the intercessions, followed by a request for a blessing on 
the day's learning or night's sleep; a further plea for forgiveness coupled with a 
request for aid, and the prayers end by asking God to accept the prayer on the 
basis of the merit of Jesus. The Lord's Prayer follows immediately. 

20Hymnsfor Children, p. IO. 

21 Hymns for Children, p. 10. 

22Hymns for Children, pp. I 0-11. 

23Hymnsfor Children. p. 10. 
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It can be seen from this outline that all the features one might expect are pre
sent. These prayers, in fact, provide a short but complete pattern for the child. 

The content of the intercessions provides significant evidence regarding the 
possible setting for the hymn book. In the evening prayer there is a reference to 
"all my relations" without any further amplification. The morning ones are more 
specific. "Relations" are defined as members of the immediate family, then there 
is a reference to friends, and finally the petition relates to "All my Governors."24 

To whom does the word "Governor" refer? If it can be interpreted as mean
ing "Teacher," as has been sukgested by Ives, this would be a valuable indication 
that the book was intended for use at Kingswood School. On a linguistic basis 
there seems to be little justification for this claim. 

If we take evidence of usage prior to the 1740s, the Book of Common Prayer 
uses the term twice. In the prayer for the Church Militant within the Holy 
Communion liturgy it has a clear political reference. The other use is in the 
Catechism where, after a reference to parents, monarch, and all in authority, it 
states: "To submit myself to all my governors, teachers, spiritual pastors and 
masters."25 Here is a clear distinction between the use of ..governor," "teacher," 
and "master." 

Janeway's A Token for Children, published in the seventeenth century, 
addresses in the preface "all parents, school-masters and school-mistresses or any 
who have a hand in the education of the children."26 This would lend support to 
the idea that "governor" was not used in Puritan circles as a synonym for 
"teacher." 

Isaac Watts in the preface to his Divine Songs for Children uses the phrase 
"Parents or Governors." Had he meant teachers he would surely have used the 
word-as he did in the twenty-third song which is entitled "Obedience to 
Parents." 

There is no obvious reference to "Governor" in connection with Charity 
Schools in the hymns of Watts or Wesley. 

Susanna Wesley did not use the word in her prayers. John in his dictionary 
does not define it. Evidence from John Wesley's other collections of prayers does 
little to support Ives' suggestion. In A Collection of Forms ofPrayers for Every 
Day in the Week, published in 1733, the word is not used at all. In Prayers for 
Families, published in 1745, there are two references, and in both cases these are 
clearly political and administrative in their meaning. 

Other publications also provide negative evidence. Lessons for Children, Part 
1, published in 1746, is addressed to "all parents and schoolmasters." In the 
Instructions for Children there is no reference to "Governors," and this was a 
book in use at Kingswood School. Other later Wesley publications do not sup

24Hymns for Children, p. 11. 

25Book ofCommon Prayer (1662), The Catechism. 

26James Janeway, A Token for Children (extracts published by John Wesley, 1749). 
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port Ives' theology. The only evidence in his support is to be found in Dr. 
Johnson's A Dictionary of the English Language. Johnson gives four meanings 
of the word "Governour" (sic), the last of which is "A tutor; one who has care of 
a young man. "27 Of his many entries under "Master" there are the definitions of 
"governor" and "teacher." 

This fails to take account, however, of the school's own records and terminol
ogy. John Wesley used the word "master" in his Short Account of 1749. The term 
"Governor" only came into use at the end of the century when the Methodist 
Conference made the appointment. 

After the provision of the main prayers, a prayer is provided for bedtime. 
From this it must be assumed that the book was intended for use in a setting 
where evening devotions were at five o'clock, as recommended by the Wesleys. 
The sentiments it contains are in keeping with the hymn entitled "Life and 
Eternity." 

In the Instructions for Children it is indicated that a prayer should always be 
said before and after eating or drinking. Hymns for Children ends with two forms 
of "Grace" to be used on such occasions, yet again affirming the link between the 
two books. 

Doctrinal and Theological Content 

For many decades after its publication, John Wesley's Instructions for 
Children provided the doctrinal and theological framework of education for 
Methodist children. 

For this reason there is value in looking at Hymns for Children alongside the 
Instructions. Although the two works are not dependent on each other, there is 
obviously a close relationship and they give the impression of requiring a similar 
response from the child. In effect they are building an attitude of mind, and an 
outlook of life, which are based on quite specific terms of reference. This edu
cational facet of the book has important implications, reference to which will be 
made later. 

Within the limitations of this paper it is possible to give only a few examples 
of how concepts being conveyed by the hymns and prayers, fit into that scheme 
of salvation which the Wesleys applied to all Methodists, including children. 

The need for repentance is frequently expressed, for example, 

I ask thy Grace, to make me clean 
I come to Thee, my God: 

Open, 0 Lord, for this Day's Sin, 
The Fountain of thy Blood. 2s 

27Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, vol. 2 ( 1756). 

28Hymns for Children, Evening Hymn, stanza 2, p. 9. 
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In other places the child is set up as an example of the sinless innocent when the 
book was obviously intended for use by children who were unlikely to have 
reached the ultimate state of Christian perfection. So there are stanzas such as 
this one from the fifth hymn: 

I To Him we innocently live, 
Delight his Will to do; 

A pattern to you Men we give, 
A Child may teach ev'n you.29 

In stanza eight of the second hymn the nature of the changed relationship with 
God, which John Wesley called Justification, is set out, together with the means 
by which it was achieved: 

Jesu, this be all my Boast, 

Thou hast sav'd a Sinner lost, 

Thou hast spilt thy noble Blood, 

Me to make a Child of God.30 


That there must be a response made in faith is indicated in the Evening Hymn: 

No! my best Actions cannot save, 
But Thou must purge ev'n Them; 

And (for in Thee I now believe) 
My worst cannot condemn.31 

Within the undated Hymns for Children sanctification is not seen as something 
already possessed, but rather there are repeated requests to enable to live the kind 
of life expected of a Christian. Hence such a specific stanzas as: 

Still as we grow in Years, in Grace 
And Wisdom let us grow, 

But never leave thy dear Embrace, 
But never Evil know. 32 

Backsliding is acknowledged, and the idea that believers also need to repent 
regularly forms the basis of the Evening Hymn and Prayer. This is important if 
the achievement of perfection is to be seen as a possibility. It also leads to a stress 
on the need to remain pure, so that in "Gentle Jesus, meek and mild" we find 

0 that I may never know, 

What the wicked People do; 

Sin is contrary to Thee, 

Sin is the forbidden Tree. 33 


29Hymnsfor Children, Hymn 5:4, p. 6. 

30Hymns for Children, Hymn 2:8, p. 3. 

31Hymnsfor Children, Evening Hymn stanza 5, p. 9. 

32Hymns for Children, stanza 4, p. 5. 

33Hymns for Children, Hymn l :6, p. l. 
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It is quite clear that there is no time to waste, for death is too near to every 
individual to take risks. Such is the theme of the hymn "Life and Eternity," from 
which the folJowing stanza is taken: 

Dangers stand thick through all the Ground, 
To push us to the Tomb; 

And fierce Diseases wait around, 
To hurry Mortals home. 34 

The doctrine of Assurance is implicit in the final stanza of the "Hymn for 
Sunday." 

He rises, who Mankind has brought 
With Grief and Pain extreme: 

'Twas great to speak the World from nought, 
'Twas greater to redeem.35 

In addition to the doctrinal and moral elements, praise and thanksgiving are to 
be found in both the hymns and prayers. Without question the material in this 
book covers some of the most important features of Methodist teaching. By com
parison with the Instructions, however, there are some omissions. In particular, 
the inadequate treatment of the Holy Spirit and the lack of any stress on the 
Sonship of Christ. There is no vivid imagery of hell, or to a lesser extent of 
heaven, although in the 1768 children's hymn book such subjects are well cov
ered. 

These are all matters which will have to be taken into account when consid
ering the purpose of the book. 

Summary and Conclusions 

In the light of the evidence from external sources, as well as from the book 
itself, how far is it possible to unravel the mystery surrounding the undated 
Hymns for Children? 

To begin with the obvious: this is a book which was for use by children; the 
title, and the "Exhortation" and "Directions" which preface the prayer section, 
make this fact clear. 

There is no doubt that the book was intended to be used within a Methodist 
context. This is implicit in the choice of hymns (seven by Charles Wesley and 
one by his brother Samuel) and in the fact that the hymns and prayers reflect in 
large measure John Wesley's teaching material for children. 

Do the answers to the questions originally posed resolve the mystery of this 
little know children's book? 

34Hymnsfor Children, Life and Eternity, stanza 4, p. 7. 

35Hymns for Children, Hymn for Sunday, stanza 4, p. 8. 
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First, is it possible to specify the date and purpose of the undated edition of 
Hymns for Children within eighteenth century Methodism by its use in any one 
particular situation? 

The research indicates Methodist homes or Kingswood School as the most 
likely settings. The Puritan influence on the Wesley brothers was such that it col
ored their attitude toward education. For Methodists, education, that is the child's 
preparation for life, was essentially religious education. This was reinforced by 
a regular devotional pattern based on Susanna's at the Epworth rectory. As a 
result, even quiet young children had to cope with up to an hour's private prayer 
twice a day. This was true in private homes and at the school. 

Within the setting of a Methodist home Hymns for Children would have had 
great value. Given the apparent arrangement of a daily office, yet with scope for 
Scripture readings, meditation, and extempore prayer, it could had solved the 
problem for conscientious parents of how best to help their children. In addition, 
the contents support John's Instructions for Children, making the books comple
mentary. 

With this in mind the dating is likely to be shortly after the publication of the 
Instructions for Children, and, therefore, probably about 1746, as was originally 
suggested by Green and reaffirmed by Baker. 

The detailed study of the contents revealed that built into the book are many 
of those elements of doctrine and theology which today would be considered 
characteristic of the early Methodist movement. By its nature the book fits eas
ily into the recommended pattern of Methodist home-life, and any omissions 
could have been made good within family worship. It must be remembered, how
ever, that there is a lack of external supportive evidence for this hypothesis. 

Second, what then of the use of Hymns for Children at Kingswood School? 
Within the context of the letter from Charles Wesley to Mrs. Jones of Fonmon 
Castle it seems that just such a book as Hymns for Children was in preparation 
for use in the school. Unfortunately, there appears to be no further mention of a 
book of this type being published by Charles for the boys at Kings wood. 

Yet, clearly there was a need for such a book. In the early years of the school 
there were difficulties in disciplining some of the older pupils, and, if one accepts 
that any breaking of normal codes of behavior is actually a religious problem, 
then the introduction of a book of daily devotions can be fully justified. If such 
a book had been produced, a !dating in the early 1750s seems likely. 

The use of the book would have fitted easily into the school timetable, and the 
contents would obviously have been acceptable. Set against this is the lack of any 
specific prayers related to a school setting, and even the use of the word 
"Governor" does not provide supportive evidence. 

A third question is: Does the relationship between the contents of the book 
and the principles of education upheld by Methodists in the early years of the 
movement, give any guide as to who was the compiler? 
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As has already been indicated, by the very nature of the contents, there is no 
doubt that this was a Wesley publication. The question remains-Was it pro
duced by John, or Charles, or jointly? 

The available information on which to base an answer is limited. 
In considering the doctrinal and theological content of the book, John was 

almost certainly involved. In particular it would seem probably that he was 
responsible for the "Exhortation," the "Directions," and possibly also the prayers. 
So far as the hymns are concerned, it is likely that Charles was responsible for 
their selection. He would have been familiar with his brother's educational 
views, and, if the hypothesis is correct, would have been aware of the purpose 
behind the book. 

There is sufficient evidence at hand to indicate that Hymns for Children was 
produced either jointly by John and Charles Wesley, or by Charles with some con
tributions from John. It would appear to complement the Instructions for 
Children, and together these books could have formed part of an educational pro
gram for children set up by John in the 1740s as a response to a perceived need. 
On this basis the undated Hymns for Children would have been published about 
1746 and may well have had private circulation in Methodist homes. 

Any consideration of the book, however, would not be complete without 
reflecting briefly on the extent to which it may have been successful, and the 
implications this may have had for Methodist hymnody for children in the con
text of religious education and nurture. 

Reflections and Implications 

In 1963 the Reverend H. A. Hamilton in the Convocation Lecture of the 
National Children's Home, said, " ... the purpose of religious education is not 
the transfer of patterns but the training of persons."36 This definition would sug
gest that by present standards Hymns for Children might be considered a failure 
because it assisted in the transfer of established patterns of thought and behavior 
from adults to children. Yet, within the context of the mid-eighteenth century this 
is precisely what was required. The early Methodists had a burning desire to pass 
on to their children what they themselves had experienced and found good and 
helpful in life. 

What of the book from the child's point of view? Boys and girls could well 
have found it helpful in those many devotional hours, but did it meet their real 
need to grow towards maturity of faith, and knowledge of God, and in the 
Christian life? This is very difficult to assess. The book was a product of its time. 
In the eighteenth century it was assumed that children grasped adult religious 
concepts from an early age, although it is now realized that this is not so. 

36A. H. Hamilton, Convocation Lecture of the National Children's Home, quoted in D.S. Hubery, 
Christian Education in State and Church (1963), p. 125. 
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My particular concern is with children's hymnody. Looking at this book, and 
many other hymn books for children which have been published in the last two 
hundred years, time and again I come back to that quotation from John Wesley's 
Journal regarding the educational use of hymns. "Our little children we instruct 
chiefly by hymns; whereby we find the most important truths most successfully 
insinuated into their minds."37 "Insinuated!" Another word for subtle brain
washing? That is indoctrination? Or just a powerful teaching tool? 

I am convinced that our approach to children's hymnody has changed little 
over the generations. It is right that we hand on the truths of our faith, but with 
our increasing knowledge of the way in which children learn and faith develops, 
we have no excuse for not being far more sensitive than our forebears in our use 
of hymnody. 

Whatever reservations we may have about the imagery and concepts con
tained in Hymns for Children, I am sure that it was rightly used, if it was seen as 
a supplementary tool alongside the Instructions for Children. The danger has 
always been, and remains, of seeing a hymn book in isolation. If the contents are 
presented on a "take it or leave it basis," without discussion and attempts at relat
ing the contents to the child's own experience, then adults are misusing hymnody 
by the unthinking imposition of theological, doctrinal, ethical, and social mores. 

Such a passive attitude to the Christian education of Methodist children could 
have important consequences. Children may adopt an out-dated form of 
Methodism which inhibits the development of a faith relevant to the contempo
rary world. It is possible that they will also be incapable of conveying to those 
outside the community of faith, the Christian truths which underlie the Wesleys' 
scheme of salvation so clearly set out in the undated Hymns for Children, and 
which I believe to be important today. 

The questions remains-What then, are the implications for the future in 
regard to the content and use of children's hymnody within Methodism? 
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