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In the opening pages of Fundamentalism (1977), James Barr asserts that the origins of Protestant Fundamentalism are to be found in the ‘the religious experience of the Evangelical Revivals’.
 According to Barr, the experience of evangelical conversion, often occurring outside the boundaries of the institutional Church during times of religious revival, created a dichotomy within every Church between those ‘real’ Christians who could testify to a genuine conversion and others who preferred a different understanding of Christian initiation. Evangelicals, therefore, fought on two fronts; against nominal religion within the churches and irreligion without; they invariably regarded themselves as the custodians of the true faith whose raison d’être was the evangelisation of the irreligious and the defence of the true gospel. While Barr doesn’t completely conflate this mentality with Fundamentalism, he does argue, from a twentieth century perspective at least, that the overwhelming bulk of world evangelicalism is fundamentalistic.
 

Part of the weakness of Barr’s interpretation of Protestant Fundamentalism is his tendency to read twentieth century definitions back into previous generations in far too crude a manner. Protestant Fundamentalism is, by definition, a twentieth century phenomenon, having arisen in the 1920s as a reaction to modernism and secularism. Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism are not synonymous and, as David Bebbington has pointed out, any attempt to equate Evangelicalism with Fundamentalism is ‘doomed to failure’.
 Having said this, Barr’s attempt to locate the origins of the Protestant Fundamentalist mentality in the mid eighteenth century has the virtue of suggesting that evangelicals prior to the twentieth century might actually have shared, or at least anticipated, some of the main characteristics of Fundamentalism. 


The global study of twentieth-century Fundamentalism generated by Martin Marty and Scott Appleby’s American-based ‘Fundamentalism Project’ tested the hypothesis that fundamentalist religious communities, across a wide spectrum of religious faiths, share certain family resemblances.
 In the concluding volume of their project, following the publication of a wide range of case studies, they suggested that fundamentalist religious groups exhibit, to a greater or lesser degree, nine different characteristics. The extent to which individual case studies conform to these nine family resemblances, they argued, determined whether a religious group was fully blown Fundamentalist, fundamentalist-like, or something else altogether.
 Their approach has permeated down to many other studies of Fundamentalism, including Steve Bruce’s introductory overview in which he argues that Fundamentalist movements are best defined through their shared common features.


What I want to do in this paper is to adopt a thematic approach and investigate eighteenth-century Welsh Methodism for evidence of fundamentalistic impulses and tendencies. I don’t propose to adopt Marty and Appleby’s paradigm in its entirety, but I’ve selected some of their features of fundamentalism and supplemented them with a few others that seem to have most resonance to expressions of evangelical religion in Wales. I’ve chosen six broad family resemblances for consideration; I propose to start with biblicism, before going on to explore whether Methodism was a reactive movement, and then whether it was selective. This will then lead to three further themes, the presence of charismatic and authoritarian leadership, the tendency of Methodism towards social, cultural and behavioural separatism, and its preference for optimistic millenarianism. In what follows I intend to explore the extent to which Methodism in Wales exhibited some of these tendencies, some of which, as will become clear, provide more convincing evidence of the existence of a fundamentalist mentality than others.
Methodism in Wales: context

Unlike Methodism in England, which tends to be associated narrowly with the organisation established by John Wesley, Methodism in Wales has been written about within a slightly broader framework. The Methodist Revival began in 1737, two years after Howel Harris and Daniel Rowland experienced their evangelical conversions. These conversions were the catalyst for the revival, as they were each caught up in separate awakenings, Harris in Breconshire and Rowland in Cardiganshire.
 The two revivals became one in 1737 and for the next decade Harris and Rowland, with the close help of George Whitefield, worked closely together, establishing religious societies and creating the structures of a distinct religious movement, albeit at this stage still within the Church of England. By 1750 almost 450 of these societies had been established across south Wales, but progress was still piecemeal and was not helped when Harris and Rowland parted company for over a decade in 1750. A fresh revival at Llangeitho in 1762 relaunched the movement and growth was far more impressive, as Methodism began to make inroads into previously hostile north Wales as well.
 By the end of the eighteenth century a new generation of leaders, including Thomas Charles and John Elias, had taken over and in 1811 the Methodists took the step of seceding from the Church of England.
 
Methodism made the transition from a sect to a fully-fledged denomination, but by this time too the influence of Methodism had spread well beyond the confines of the Methodist societies. Earlier generations of Protestants, including the seventeenth-century Puritans, had struggled to make much impression in Wales, even after the translation of the Bible into Welsh in 1588. The Methodists took advantage of increasing levels of literacy brought about by Griffith Jones’ Circulating Schools,
 and with its combination of passionate preaching in the Welsh language and network of cell groups, they began to turn Welsh Protestantism into a genuinely popular movement. By the end of the eighteenth century many of the older dissenting denominations, the Independents and the Baptists especially, had also been rejuvenated by outward-looking evangelical expressions of Christianity, largely in imitation of the original Methodists it must be said.
 By the early nineteenth century barely a year passed without reports of the occurrence of a religious revival in some part of Wales and this regular harvest of fresh converts became the engine that drove the growth of nonconformity in Wales to such an extent that by the middle of the nineteenth century nonconformist evangelical religion and Welsh identity had become intertwined.

Fundamentalist family resemblances
So was eighteenth century Welsh Methodism fundamentalist? Or perhaps that could be better expressed as: To what extent did Welsh Methodism display a fundamentalist mentality?
i) Biblicism

Discussions of the characteristics of fundamentalist religious movements invariably begin with an examination of attitudes towards foundational religious ideas and texts. Protestant Fundamentalism began as a reaction to the critical study of the Bible at the end of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century; the term being coined to describe those who maintained an inerrantist, even literalistic, position on the authority of Scripture. However, attempts to read the language of twentieth–century Protestant Fundamentalism back into earlier eras of Protestant history are fraught with difficulties; James Simpson’s recent Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and its Reformation Opponents (2007),
 which locates the origins of Fundamentalism in the individualistic reading revolution that accompanied the Reformation, is a case in point, especially in its tendency to elide the variety of ways in which Protestants between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries have expressed their commitment to the authority of Scripture. 

In the early eighteenth century, Methodists and evangelicals tended not to speak of Scripture in the same terms as the Fundamentalists of the early twentieth century, a consequence of the less contested nature of biblical authority. But this is not to suggest that the early Methodists in Wales were not thoroughly Biblicist, or that they did not display some fundamentalistic traits in their handling of Scripture. Howel Harris’ preferred way of referring to the Bible was as the sole rule of faith and life for the Methodists.
 Following his conversion in 1735, Harris had made two resolutions, the first had been to keep a journal charting the daily peaks and troughs of his spiritual pilgrimage, the second concerned his commitment to reading Scripture. He resolved;
to pray as soon as up in the morning with divine meditation, before and after, to read three chapters in the Holy Bible every day, viz., one in the morning at or about 6; 1 at noon . . . and one at or about 6 in the evening with a prayer before and after reading.

The Bible was the foundational text of the Methodist movement and the lives of the Methodists were steeped in the biblical text. Many of them could echo John Wesley’s wish to be people of one book, but the early Methodists, in common with most other evangelicals in the eighteenth century, did not have an intricately worked out doctrine of biblical inspiration, or at least it did not occupy a prominent position in their movement. Indeed, when the Welsh Methodists came to finalising their organisational structure in conjunction with the English Calvinistic Methodists in 1743, they did not begin by agreeing on a theological position, apart from an unspoken and vague loyalty to the doctrines of the Church of England, which they then made a requirement for all who wished to join a Methodist society.
 Rather, along with most eighteenth-century evangelicals, they were more concerned with the particularities of actually communicating the message of the Bible and encouraging its day-to-day use, than reflecting on its origins and the processes, divine and human, behind its authorship.
 
The Bible was, therefore, at the heart of early Methodist spirituality. Methodists read it insatiably, prayed over it, discussed and debated its contents in their society meetings, wrote about it in their letters and books, and scrutinised it for practical guidance for the life decisions which they made. But Methodism was primarily a religion of the heart, and many of the leading Methodists never tired of warning their followers of the dangers of possessing mere head knowledge, as opposed to an experimental or experiential knowledge, of God. The essence of Methodism was not a series of biblically-deduced theological propositions, although there most certainly were these, but a way of life. This way of life was birthed in an experience of God, the new birth, and was intended to lead to a life charged with the activity of the Holy Spirit and characterised by a strict regimen of practical godliness. These, rather than an appeal to a doctrinal standard alone, were held to be the evidences of a genuine experience of God’s grace. 


Once viewed as antithetical, historians of Methodism and Evangelicalism, are beginning to appreciate the parallels between evangelical religion and the Enlightenment. In particular, historians have increasingly seen resonances between Lockean sensationalist epistemology and the evangelical stress on the individual experience of faith, a shift which made truth increasingly subjective.
 What mattered was not so much the objectivity of revealed truth, but the inward reception and appropriation of that truth in the heart. By claiming that God had revealed himself to them personally and existentially the Methodists revealed a tendency to separate feeling and experience from Scripture. But there were very definite limits to this stress on experience. Derec Llwyd Morgan has argued that the early Welsh Methodists actually held a dualistic attitude to Scripture;
 they emphasised experience but in order to rationalise that experience they looked for proofs, or evidences, of grace which could be tested in their society meetings. In deciding on which evidences were legitimate and which were not, they were forced to fall back on Scripture and to overlay their experiences with biblically-deduced syllogisms. 

When George Whitefield claimed that it was the ‘bounden duty of every Christian to let himself be led by the Spirit according to the Word’,
 he was giving expression to the balance that the Methodists thought they had struck between Scripture and experience. While the Methodists would have confidently protested their loyalty to scripture alone, their commitment to the Bible was mediated through their experience of the Holy Spirit. Unlike many later Fundamentalists whose scripturalism could often eclipse their engagement with the Holy Spirit, the Methodists managed to maintain a more realistically Trinitarian approach to Scripture, which attempted to hold the written Word and the living Word in creative tension. It was only when they resorted to an appeal to reason and evidence, that the early Methodists indulged in the sort of foundationalist thinking that was to be so characteristic of Fundamentalism during the twentieth century.

The evidence for a fundamentalist understanding of Scripture among the early Welsh Methodists is therefore mixed. Where they more closely approximated to Fundamentalism was in those circumstances where the balance between Word and Spirit fell more firmly on the side of the Word. One of the consequences of a literalistic interpretation of Scripture that James Simpson highlights is the way in which the biblical text can unleash conflict, sometimes even violence. He writes that during the Reformation different approaches to reading Scripture became the ‘criterion of institutional inclusion and exclusion – exclusion of all the evangelical’s obvious enemies, but also, more interestingly, of other evangelical readers’.
 Most new religious movements have a schismatic tendency built into them; the initial act of rediscovering a lost emphasis from Scripture tends to make the early proponents of new religious movements both visionary and intransigent, brooking little opposition or criticism of the newly rediscovered position. Those who disagree, even within the context of the new movement itself, can be treated aggressively; ostracised, disowned and ultimately excommunicated, as the initial schism leads to further schismatic activity, old friends becoming new enemies. 

In the early years of the revival in Wales both Daniel Rowland and Howel Harris worked harmoniously together, but once the initial enthusiasm of the movement had abated and their attentions began to turn to organising their converts and constructing a more permanent institutional basis for their revival, bitter tensions came to the surface. Part of the explanation for these tensions was undoubtedly the personality clash between Harris and Rowland, but they could also clash violently over theological matters, policy decisions and, all too frequently, perceived shortcomings in one another’s conduct. On some occasions Harris thought that Rowland was a ‘Valiant Champion of the Lord’, and that he felt ‘the closest love to Bro. Rowland’, but following a bitter disagreement over the nature of God’s covenant of grace during an Association meeting in March 1742, Harris confided in his diary that he would have been ‘pleased to divide from [Rowland] without any consideration of the consequences of others’. Harris left the meeting angry, fulminating that his love for Rowland had now totally evaporated.
 In a similar way Harris could heap hyperbole on Whitefield; ‘the greatest man of God I have known in the Church now’,
 but by 1749 when Harris’ conduct was becoming a running sore within English and Welsh Calvinistic Methodism partly over his idiosyncratic persistence in a patripassian understanding of the death of Christ, his opinion of Whitefield degenerated; ‘he seemed to me not to grow in the knowledge of Christ . . . but to preach to the carnal and the weak, and to touch the affection’
. 

Fractious theological arguments had torn apart the English Methodist awakening in 1740. Initially the English revival had been contained within the Fetter Lane Society in London, and Moravians, Wesleyans and Calvinists had rubbed along without too much friction. But by 1741 the London revival had splintered into three groups, the Moravians were the first casualties in 1740 as John Wesley split Fetter Lane over their theology of ‘stillness’;
 then in 1741 Wesley opened a second front against Whitefield, criticising him bitterly for his Calvinist soteriology.
 By 1741 there were in effect three revivals in England, each group being at loggerheads, sometimes bitterly, with one another. One example of the passionate and embittered responses that these controversies stirred up will suffice. After working closely together in the Holy Club at Oxford and then side by side in the early days of the revival Wesley vehemently turned against Whitefield and his Calvinistic followers. Disagreement between the two factions were so intense that Howel Harris could write to John Cennick that he had become convinced that the Wesleyans and Whitefieldians now ‘preach two Gospels, one sets all on God, ye other on men’.
 Indignant fundamentalist-like clinging to rival interpretations of the biblical text had consequently turned old friends and co-workers into rivals and even, at times, bitter enemies.

ii) Reactivity

For many years discussions of the origins of Methodism and evangelical religion more generally focussed around the notion of reactivity; that the Evangelical Revival occurred in reaction to the rationalism of the Enlightenment or the low state of spirituality in the prevailing Church of England. Such reactive interpretations have been questioned in more recent historiography, and there is now a tendency to interpret the birth of Methodism in more evolutionary or symbiotic terms. In Wales, for example, the beginning of the Methodist Revival is now seen as the culmination of over seventy years of patient preparation as pious Anglicans and dissenting ministers worked steadily at improving the understanding of their flocks through the provision of elementary schooling, better quality and more frequent sermons and the publication of devotional literature in the Welsh language.
 

In the concluding volume of the Fundamentalist Project reactivity, particularly to the perceived marginalization of religion, is flagged up as being of the very essence of fundamentalistic religious communities. Almond, Sivan and Appleby write that ‘to qualify as genuine fundamentalism . . . a movement must be concerned first with the erosion of religion and its proper role in society’.
 While I don’t want to suggest that evolutionary interpretations of the origins of Methodism in the mid eighteenth century are misplaced, they tend to overlook an important factor in explaining why the revivals took place exactly when they did and what they were actually intended to achieve. 
In particular, an examination of the wider political and religious context of the early eighteenth century reveals that it was not an especially propitious time to be a Protestant. W. R. Ward has argued that the whole European Protestant enterprise experienced a crisis of confidence in the wake of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. This brought to an end the truce between Catholics and Protestants enshrined in the Treaty of Westphalia which itself had brought the Thirty Years War to a conclusion in 1649, settling the confessional geography of Europe which had been in flux ever since the Reformation. Following the revocation, rejuvenated Catholic states sought to enforce religious conformity within their territories, persecuting Protestant minorities with such ruthless efficiency that it is estimated that they lost up to half of their numerical strength. But rather than eradicating Protestantism, Ward argues that the dispersal and migration of many Protestant groups actually ‘created bonds of sympathy among many European Protestants’.
 Evangelical and Pietist groups like the Salzburghers and Moravians were forced to flee repression during the 1720s and early 1730s; as they spread westwards they brought with them their experiential brand of Protestant piety. Their commitment to a religion of the heart that fore-grounded a born-again conversion experience, spontaneity, emotion and the need for the radical implementation of the priesthood of all believers within the context of small devotional cell groups, had itself been fashioned in reaction to the failure of efforts to create the kind of popular religious allegiance on which Protestantism depended for its long-term sustainability. In a sense, therefore, the emergence of Pietism had marked a shift away from state-sponsored coercive forms of evangelism to more obviously voluntary methods. In the hands of the Pietists, the religious revival became an essential tool in addressing poor Protestant morale and stabilising the Protestant enterprise. 
A sense of frustration, if not a crisis of confidence, also affected those in Wales who were determined to try to raise the spiritual temperature of the country. Initially, their efforts had been channelled through English-based organisations like the Welsh Trust and the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge but their attempts to secure moral and spiritual reformation through the establishment of schools and the publication of devotional literature were hopelessly hamstrung by their anglicising agenda. By the early 1730s Griffith Jones had assumed responsibility for teaching the Welsh the basic skills of literacy through his Circulating Schools, but his activity was never going to be an overnight success. He had experimented with revivalism himself in 1714 when, as curate at Laugharne his open-air preaching had attracted sizeable crowds and he secured a small-scale reformation in the habits of some of his parishioners, but his revival had never captured the imagination of people outside his own immediate locality.
 So despite a gradual increase in the availability of godly literature and slowly improving levels of literacy, many in Wales remained stubbornly immune to the attractions of evangelical expressions of faith. A resolution to these intractable pastoral problems occurred when Howel Harris and Daniel Rowland, both of whom had links to pietist ideas through their relationship with Griffith Jones, experienced evangelical conversions in 1735. Their experience mirrored those of Whitefield and Wesley in England, Jonathan Edwards and Gilbert Tennent in the American colonies as well as many from more mainstream pietist ranks. As incidences of the new birth began to increase the sense of impending gloom over the future of the Protestant enterprise began to evaporate as, in the Welsh context, Methodism began to show its potential as a means of securing a more educated commitment to the Protestant faith. 
Methodism in Wales can therefore be regarded as reactive to the extent that it first emerged as a response to the sense of crisis, even disillusionment, pervading the whole European Protestant enterprise during the 1730s. It came as a release, a solution to seemingly intractable pastoral problems.

iii) Selectivity

Closely related to the reactivity of fundamentalist religious communities is their tendency to be selective. Again according to Almond, Sivan and Appelby, the reactivity built into fundamentalist religious communities was not totalising, but consciously selective.
 While they reacted against perceived threats to their existence from the wider social, political and religious contexts, fundamentalist movements also feed-off their host culture, exploiting select elements of it for their own particular ends. In the early twentieth century this process manifested itself through Fundamentalists’ readiness to seize upon some of the opportunities provided by modernity and secularization, often exploiting them for their own purposes. A selective mentality was also in evidence among the early Methodists in Wales; through their mastery of modern, at least by eighteenth century standards, communication techniques and their tendency to interpret and appropriate history selectively, the early Methodists looked backwards, appropriating elements of tradition, and looked forwards by fashioning aspects of that tradition for a more modern context. 
Steve Bruce writes that common to most fundamentalist religious communities is the claim that there existed a perfect expression of the true religion in the past and that they themselves are advocating a ‘return to the Arcadian past of the early Christian Church’
. Primitivist thinking of this nature was firmly embedded within the early Welsh Methodist movement. They continuously drew comparisons between themselves and the Early Church; William Williams wrote that the revival in Wales was ‘like the time of the Apostles, when the Spirit descended from on high on a handful of fearful people. . . . As it was then, so it was here now’.
 At a more popular level, the pages of the Calvinistic Methodist magazine, The Weekly History, were full of claims that ‘the primitive purity of the Gospel is reviving, there is a breathing upon the dry bones’.
 But it was William Williams, the main theologian and prose writer of the early Methodist movement, who really set the Welsh Methodist Revival within a primitivist historiographical discourse. In his Welsh-language work Atteb Philo-Evangelius (1763) he theorised that before Howel Harris and Daniel Rowland arrived on the scene in 1735; ‘Ignorance covered the face of Wales, hardly any Gospel privilege could stand against the corruptions of the day’, until the revival began in 1737 when ‘light broke forth as the dawn in many parts of the world . . . and O wonderful morning! The Sun shone on Wales’.
 
Williams went on to explain that the dawn that accompanied the birth of Methodism was just one of a whole series of dawns that the Church had experienced since the days of the Apostles. As Jonathan Edwards was to do in his influential A History of the Work of Redemption (1774), Williams adopted a cyclical view of history; the sun he said had shone on the Early Church ‘for 300 years’, but had then faded for over a thousand years before a series of proto-evangelicals like John Wycliffe and the Lollards, Jerome of Prague, the Waldenses and the Albigenses had attempted to return to the example of the Apostles and preached an undiluted gospel. The Reformation was the most dramatic of these new dawns, but it was followed by a more rapid series of sunrises and sunsets as the fortunes of Protestantism waxed and waned during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The most recent night, that between the Glorious Revolution in 1689 and the mid 1730s was mere a short interruption which had witnessed the cooling off of the more fervent spirit of the early Protestants.
 
This highly selective re-ordering of the history of Christianity served a very important for the early Methodists. By aligning themselves with persecuted minorities in the past who had championed vital experiential religion they were able to exonerate themselves from charges of innovation, divisiveness or even schism. They were to cast themselves as the true Church, the faithful elect to use their own terminology, within the established religious order; they were the leaven that was designed to permeate the whole of the Church and bring about moral and spiritual reformation. 
Their backwards-looking selective reading of the history of Christianity was matched by a selective appropriation of elements of the cultural milieu in which they found themselves. While they criticised much of the popular culture around them, in many respects the early Methodists were actually quite progressive; they took advantage of many of the opportunities presented by technological innovations, including the burgeoning of consumerism and the advances in methods of communication that had taken place during the early eighteenth century. In the same way as twentieth century Protestant Fundamentalists in America were commercially savvy, using easier travel and the new mediums of radio and television to both create bonds of community and spread their message, so the early Methodists selectively used every means at their disposal to do the same. 
The Welsh Methodist Revival was only one constituent element of the wider evangelical movement; generically similar religious revivals occurred in England, Scotland, Ireland, parts of Europe and throughout the American colonies in the later 1730s and early 1740s. The Welsh Methodists participated fully in this international evangelical movement; many of them had responded enthusiastically to the news of the existence of awakenings in other places and throughout the 1740s many of them took full advantage of the opportunities for interaction with some of their widely-scattered fellow Methodists and Evangelicals. This was made possible by the communications network that George Whitefield, with the help of a number of well-off benefactors, and well placed provincial printers and booksellers, had established in order to create a sense of mutual dependence between evangelicals throughout the British Atlantic world.
 Taking advantage of the relaxation of printing regulations, the availability of cheap print, more efficient modes of travel and communication and the culture of consumption among middling sorts, the network included, firstly, a sophisticated letter-writing exchange, out of which later developed an evangelical magazine, most popularly known as The Weekly History, which carried weekly updates of the progress of the revival, and spawned sister publications in Scotland and the American colonies.
 Once the revival had become more established, the revivalists also sustained an ambitious publication programme, reprinting the classics of Reformed and Puritan spirituality as well as some of their own sermons and theological treatises. These activities brought substantial numbers of evangelicals together into what Susan O’Brien has evocatively called a ‘trans-Atlantic community of saints’.
 At the very time when Protestants were feeling threatened and under siege, Whitefield and Howel Harris used advances in communication and printing to create a community of evangelicals who were determined to reverse the perceived decline in Protestantism and usher in the kingdom of God on earth. The early Methodists personify Steve Bruce’s assertion that Fundamentalists ‘often combine a commitment to a selectively imagined past with an easy facility with modern technology’.

iv) Charismatic and Authoritarian Leadership

Popular perceptions of fundamentalist-like religious movements often focus on the role of authoritarian, even demagogue-like leaders whose influence appears to outsiders to have an unhealthy psychological grip over their followers. Leaders within fundamentalist groups invariably have considerable personal charisma, but they are often given undue power through the willingness of their followers to invest them with still more authority on account of their apparently unusual gifts, insights and abilities. This process can lead to a highly authoritarian form of leadership, in which members of the community put almost blind faith in their leader or leaders and in which disagreement and dissent are quashed, leading to an endless round of personality clashes and a high casualty rate as individuals hive-off from the original group or are unceremoniously jettisoned. The evangelical world, both past and present, is strewn with charismatic individuals, both male and female, who have exercised a powerful, even authoritarian influence over their followers. 
Indeed, there appears to be something within evangelical religion which makes the emergence of such leaders possible, maybe even inevitable. Evangelical religion is a highly individualistic expression of religious belief. Alister McGrath has recently called this individualism, which arises from the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and the right of every individual to interpret Scripture for themselves, Protestant Christianity’s ‘dangerous idea’.
 By liberating the interpretation of the Bible from the hands of the institutional Church and its clergy, Protestantism made it possible for what McGrath calls ‘entrepreneurial individuals’
 to come to prominence and redefine, even redirect, the whole Protestant enterprise. Martin Luther was merely the first such figure, and his interpretation of Scripture both split the Church in the West, and gave rise to a religious community bearing his name.
However, the Methodists not only championed the private interpretation of Scripture, they also made the individual responsible for his or her salvation. The new birth had to be experienced on one’s own, it was a private matter between the individual and God. But this put a heavy emphasis on the ability of charismatic leaders, who in the eighteenth century at least, were invariably also preachers, to persuade and cajole people to repent of their sins and be born again. The persuader par excellence in the eighteenth century was George Whitefield, described by Harry Stout as the first proper ‘religious celebrity’.
 For Stout Whitefield was predominantly an actor and showman who used his international fame, largely self-perpetuated, to command an audience and sustain a following that ultimately came to transcend national and denominational boundaries. But Whitefield became the prototype for much of what followed and, according to Frank Lambert, evangelical and Fundamentalist evangelists such as Charles Finney, D. L. Moody, Billy Sunday and Billy Graham each adopted him as their model to a greater or lesser extent.
 
Despite an adulatory personal following, Whitefield rarely stayed in one place long enough for his leadership to be tested and tarnished by dissent and disagreement. Indeed after his falling-out with the Wesley’s in the early 1740s, he rarely got involved in the details of leading the movement that he had established, preferring the inspirational, but semi-detached role of the roving evangelist-in-chief. So while Whitefield contributed to the evangelical tendency to invest power and authority in gifted individuals, he tended not to become the kind of authoritarian leader characteristic of so many fundamentalist religious movements. A far more clear-cut example of authoritarian leadership within early evangelicalism is the case of Howel Harris. 

I’ve already referred to difficulties over Harris’ personality and leadership earlier in this paper. Harris’ authoritarian, some have argued even dictatorial, leadership style caused considerable difficulties for the early Methodist movement. His inability to secure ordination in the Church of England saddled him with an enormous inferiority complex which surfaced whenever he and Daniel Rowland were forced to work closely together. Whitefield recognised these problems when he accused Harris of being consumed by a ‘desire for power’,
 and it is surely not without significance that Harris was known as ‘the Bishop’
 in London and as ‘Pope’ in Bristol.
 Geraint Tudur has shown how Harris, unable to secure the outright leadership of the Welsh revival because of his unordained status, fell back upon stressing his precedence as ‘the first to sound the Trumpet about the Country’
; his displays of quite breathtaking stubbornness were backed up by a highly autocratic manner and a readiness to criticise others in the strongest possible terms.
 These character flaws came to a head in 1749 when Harris began travelling with his new companion, Mrs Sidney Griffith, a self-appointed prophetess. At the same time as Rowland and Whitefield were beginning to tire of Harris’ domineering personality, Harris added a further layer of authority and legitimacy to his ministry. He now became convinced that God was communicating directly with him through Mrs Griffith and, furthermore, that she should be accorded a position of special prominence in the Methodist movement. Harris’ intransigence over her involvement, as well as his blissful ignorance of how compromising his relationship appeared led to the disruption of the Welsh Methodist movement. Rowland maintained control over the bulk of the rank-and-file membership, but Harris retreated with a smaller rump of supporters to his home at Trefeca where he established a type of religious commune over which he ruled with a rod of iron.
 Harris overstepped the line between strong leadership and dictatorial control; his insecurity over his authority and his inability to listen to advice and criticism, constructive or otherwise, led him to put the Methodist movement in Wales in considerable jeopardy. Like many Fundamentalists after him, Harris was unable to separate his own ego from the movement which he had helped establish.
v) Separatism: social, cultural and behavioural
Despite often having only the most tenuous link with Calvinist theology, many Protestant Fundamentalists have seen themselves as the Elect, a specially selected group divinely called and set apart to be the custodians of the true gospel. This separatist religious identity is often reinforced by social, cultural and behavioural patterns that mark fundamentalist Christians out from the prevailing milieu. This element of the fundamentalist mentality can be seen with particular clarity among the early Methodists in Wales.
Steve Bruce has observed that fundamentalist groups appeal to some social strata more strong than others. These tend to be marginalised male elites, those either refused access to power, or those who are upwardly mobile but are prevented from fulfilling their recently heightened expectations.
 In its early decades the appeal of Methodism in Wales was relatively limited. Analysis of the occupations of the members of the early Methodist societies in Wales reveals that the majority of members were drawn from a fairly limited social stratum, predominantly from among the middling sorts.
 They were a diverse group, occupying the place between the gentry and the labouring classes, and included among their number shopkeepers, manufacturers and artisans of various sorts, doctors, schoolteachers and merchants. What united each of these professions was that the wealth and status they had acquired provided them with enough independence to act outside the terms dictated by the traditional hierarchical establishment. But despite their nouveau riches status, they championed industriousness, frugality and prudence. Already serious about their religion well before the 1730s, they were drawn to Methodism because of its individualism and the opportunities for self-advancement that it held out to them; membership, and in many cases leadership within the Methodist societies, enhanced the independent status of many of these middling sorts at a time when many other sources of influence, particularly in the political sphere, remained closed to them. 
Once within Methodism, a strict separation between the godly and the ungodly, the Church and the world was reinforced. Indeed, the life of the true Methodist was thought to be characterised by a continuous battle against the ‘world, the flesh and the devil’. The ‘world’ often reacted to the early Methodists with considerable hostility; indeed joining the Methodists could entail considerable personal sacrifice, resulting in bitter criticism and, at times, more overt forms of violent persecution. For the majority opposition took the form of the disapproval of family members, of alienation between husbands and wives, children and parents, neighbours and old friends. The Methodists were also often deeply distrusted in their local communities, especially when they criticised friends and neighbours for flagrant sins like drunkenness, theatre-going, dancing, smoking, idleness and sloth. But the early Methodists were also vocal opponents of many popular customs,
 including many of the traditional rituals surrounding death and marriage, and popular pastimes such as bull-baiting and cock-fighting.
 Other Methodists were not averse to courting controversy and opposition either; the most well-known example of this being James Beaumont who revelled in preaching at fairs and markets, deliberately provoking the indignation of the mob.
 In close-knit communities the seriousness with which many Methodists took their religion, and the insensitivity with which they criticised the lives and habits of their neighbours ensured that a stark distinction between the godly and the profane was reinforced in many Welsh rural communities.
But this alienation from the world was accentuated by the strict behavioural standards within the Methodist societies themselves. While I would not want to argue that the Methodist societies exercised total control over the lives of their members in the same way as many of the more cultic fringe groups within Protestant fundamentalism tend to do, the Methodists expected high standards of moral and ethical behaviour, and they developed a system to keep the Methodist converts on the straight and narrow. I commented earlier that Methodism was more a way of life than a theological position, and it was within the context of the societies that the way to live the Methodist lifestyle was worked out. 
Methodists were intensely serious people; they believed in living life in a methodical way, every aspect of one’s existence was to be carefully weighed and anything that contravened God’s will as laid down in Scripture was to be shunned. To facilitate this in 1742 Harris drew up a rulebook for the societies, Sail Dibenion a Rheolau’r Societies (The Basis, Objects and Rules of the Societies), which was not superseded until 1777 by William Williams’ much more reasoned Drws y Society Profiad (Door of the Experience Society). Each society was governed by a steward who was responsible for the pastoral oversight of its members; before gaining admission an individual had to pass a stringent examination in which the authenticity of his or her spiritual experience was thoroughly investigated. Once admitted each member then had to abide by the rules of the society, and submit to its discipline. The best way to illustrate how this worked in practice is by looking at the Methodists’ rules over courtship and marriage.
The Methodists were aware that the choice of one’s marriage partner could play a critical role in one’s spiritual life. Women far outweighed men within Welsh Methodism, and there was concern that the lack of eligible men might lead women to look outside the movement for their partners. Members of the societies were therefore instructed to discuss their marriage plans with the steward before making any firm commitments; relationships between Methodists and non-Methodists were strongly discouraged to such an extent that William Williams, in a book-length treatment of the subject of marriage published in 1777, advised the Methodists that it would be better to remain single all one’s life than to be unequally yoked with an unbeliever.
 The records of the societies contain numerous examples of individuals who did not follow this advice and found themselves either trapped in unhappy marriages, or who found their commitment to the society compromised by a competing loyalty to a husband or wife who did not share their partners’ religious convictions; in some extreme circumstances Methodists found themselves excluded from the society altogether.

I wouldn’t want to argue that the leaders of the Welsh Methodist Revival were guilty of the kind of controlling, even abusive, behaviour that can characterise some Fundamentalist religious communities, but there are certainly definite parallels. The social homogeneity of the Welsh Methodists and their perception of themselves as a people set apart by God, made a separatist mindset inevitable. Their willingness to locate the world, the flesh and the devil as evil led them to adopt an almost Manichean antithesis between the physical and spiritual realms. By providing a supportive context in which to separate from the world and renounce the flesh, the societies enabled the Methodist movement to maintain its distinctive identity.
vi) Apocalypticism and millenarianism
My final family resemblance concerns the way in which Fundamentalists view the future. It is probably fair to say that most Fundamentalist religious communities have clearly defined and prominently displayed eschatological views. These views stem largely from the sense of alienation that many Fundamentalists experience; the contrast is usually struck between their present suffering on account of their faithfulness to the gospel in an apostate age and their ultimate vindication when final victory will be secured in the miraculous culmination of history. But Steve Bruce has shown that within this general assumption, Fundamentalists and evangelicals actually hold a wide variety of views about how they see the future unfolding. Bruce links the relative popularity of these different views to the social and cultural tone of the periods in which various groups are living. For example, in times of economic hardship or significant social change pre-millenialist views, which tend to be pessimistic in their view of the future, usually predominate. In more encouraging periods, optimistic postmillennial beliefs have tended to gain currency, beliefs which usually hold out significant hope for the success and spread of the gospel around the world before the second coming of Christ and the beginning of his millennial reign.
 

The early Welsh Methodists were optimistic about the future. Their sense of history, their conviction that God was providentially guiding every aspect of their movement and their knowledge that revivals were occurring simultaneously throughout the Atlantic world led them to hope, even expect, the final culmination of the history of redemption and the imminent commencement of the millennial reign of Christ in earth. They were deeply persuaded that the ‘glory of the Latter Days seems to be at hand’
 and that God was about ‘to bring our Zion to be the praise of the whole Earth’.
 In a letter to George Whitefield, one Welsh Methodist gave more extended expression to these expectations:
I desire to glorify God in you; and I hope I can say my spirit does rejoice in God my Saviour, who is surely fulfilling the prophecies of the Latter Day Glory – What the Church of Christ has pray’d for these 1700 years, by her Lords direction vix Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven.

Others showed clear evidence of engagement with post-millenial eschatological views; one anonymous correspondent used the pages of The Weekly History to encourage his fellow Methodists to put God in ‘view of his Promises to ye Jews and ye whole world’,
 clear evidence that some Methodists saw their revivals as the beginning of the worldwide revival of religion, integral to which was the conversion of the Jewish people, which would presage the dawning of the millennial reign of Christ.

By the later 1740s millennial expectations had begun to dip among the Methodists in Wales. Against the backdrop of increased persecution during the Jacobite rebellion in 1745, they had been forced to stress their loyalty to the Crown and the Church of England, in order to escape accusations of Jacobite sympathy or even political subversion. This together with some of the internal tensions within the Welsh Methodist movement, led some to expect a gloomy future. In an effort to re-inject some momentum into the movement Howel Harris persuaded his fellow Calvinistic Methodists in England and Wales to buy into the Concert for Prayer that had been established by a select group of Scottish and American evangelicals in 1746. Its most persuasive champion was Jonathan Edwards who in 1747 published A Humble Attempt to Promote Explicit Agreement and Visible Union of God’s People in Extraordinary Prayer. He argued that specially organised seasons of prayer throughout the international evangelical community would enable the revival to maintain momentum and, perhaps more importantly, usher in the dawn of Christ’s millennial reign. He wrote;
I am persuaded that such an agreement of the people of God in different parts, to unite together, to pray for the Holy Spirit, is lovely in the eyes of Jesus Christ the glorious head of the church. And if endeavours are used to uphold, and promote, and enlarge such a Concert, who knows what it may come to at last.

Howel Harris, on behalf of the Methodists in Wales, responded to this eschatological vision with characteristic enthusiasm, recommending that a regular day for prayer be set aside once every three months, and that every Sunday morning should be set aside to intercede for ‘ye late work in England, Scotland, Wales and America, both to praise God for it and intercede and pray for its furtherance’.
 


Through a combination of their conviction that they were the focus of God’s special care and guidance, their embattled mentality and their participation in a revival movement that seemed to them to span the world, the Methodists in Wales let their imagination run away with them. By hoping, even expecting, that the millennial age was just around the corner, and that they themselves were central to both its inauguration and its success, the early Methodists revealed their fundamentalistic mentality. God was on their side, he was orchestrating events with their vindication in mind, so they stood on tiptoes expecting to be caught up in the next chapter of God’s cosmic drama at any moment.

Conclusion

To what extent, then, was eighteenth-century Welsh Methodism Fundamentalist?
As I hope I’ve demonstrated in this paper, I’m not entirely comfortable with applying the label Fundamentalist to religious communities that predated the Fundamentalist movement of the early twentieth century. However, this is not to say that earlier religious movements did not contain within them the seeds of Fundamentalism, or at least elements of a fundamentalist mentality. The Welsh Methodists were certainly no exception; their Biblicism, whilst never as prominent as in later Fundamentalist movements, could become  divisive as it set old associates against each other over rival interpretations of the text of Scripture. The Methodists emerged in reaction to the crisis of confidence afflicting mid eighteenth century Protestantism, and in its discriminatory reading of history and its exploitation of ‘modern’ technology it exhibited the kind of selectivity characteristic of Fundamentalism. It also relied on charismatic leaders who created an organisational structure that reinforced the particularity of the Methodist communities. To stave off the kind of depression and disillusionment that this embattled mentality might create, early Welsh Methodism was shot through with optimistic millenarian ideas. The Welsh Methodists might have deliberately cultivated the persona of the despised minority, but it was a persona that had a guaranteed future as God himself would vindicate them at the end of the world. As Harriet Harris states; ‘Fundamentalism is an historical movement closely related to Evangelicalism’,
 they might not be synonymous, but there are considerable overlaps and the roots of Fundamentalism go much further back than the early decades of the twentieth century.
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