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For five full decades, John Wesley served a3 theological meator to “the people called
Methodists,” with no peer and no successful challengers. Throughout that half century, he
was embroiled in one doctrinal controversy after another—with Anglican priests and
bishops, with Calvinist partisans (clerical and Iay) and with occasional dissidents within
bis own “commexion.” Docirinal consantus wes a prime concerm with him and 2
prerequisite for sability in the Methodist Societies. Thus, at the outset of his first
“conference” with his “assistants” (§ 744), the first questions posed for discussion were:

(1) What 1o teach?
(2} How to teach?
{3) Whatto do (i.e., how to regulate our doctrine, discipline and practics)”

There was, of course, 2o question in anyone’s mind as to who would have the final word
in these conversations but everyone agreed that these were the right questions for a
religious society within an established church.

As the Methodist movement spread and matured, Wealey supplied it with reams of
theological and ethical instruction, in different genres; sermons, letters, tracts, exzgetical
notes, & huge Joumal, even a full length monograph (on Grighuf i), But—emd this, of
course, is my point-—there is culy one instance in all of this of anything resembling &
doctrinal credo (in his open “Leter to s Roman Catholic,™ 1749) ad even this was an
obvions borrowing from Bishop John Pearson’s elassic Exposiiion of the Doctring of the
Creed—the bishop's counterpart to the Wesimbuter Confession and Shorter Catechism.
Wealey seems never fo have toyed with the notion of a sumwma theoiogiae—not even a
Eatechism. What then did he expect his people to identifr as their “standards of
ocfrine™?

His first move hxd been to abridge the first four Edwardian Homifles (of 1547)
into a brief theological charter: The Doctrine of Justification according to the
Church of Engiand (of. Journad Nov. 11, 1733). Then as the Revival pained
momentum, he turned to the method of comciliar dialogue, gathering his

aszistants  tagether by invitadon. He  himsed  recorded  the
upshot of their discnssiams amd published this i & cumsudative set of Mbnwer of
Comersenons Benresn the Rev. Mr Wasley ond Others (1744 et seq) The theolopical
substince of theze “minutes” zeflects the mind and spirit of earh hiethodism very well
mndeed. A version of them (“The Larze Mimnes™} was accepted by tha fledgting Methodin
Episcopal Chureh in America and zo max-be considered s incinded within the acops of that
turtorionsty smbiguous phrase in “The Fist Restrictive Rule™ (1808) in the Methodiz Book
af Discipiing concerning “oanr prasent exivting, snd astablichad standzrds of doctrice.”

In 1763, in what came to be known a5 “The Model Deed" Wesley proceeded to stiputate the
nezitive limits of Methodiet dectrine—viz thar preschers in MNethodiet chipels were to
preach ‘oo ather doctrine than {3 contained i M. Wesley's Notas Upon the Naw Taszmman
and four vahrots of Senmomy,” Thie provided biy people with a docrina] canan that wa
stable enough and vet also flexible. In it, the Holy Scriptares stand first and foremost, and vet
sobject to interpretations that are informed by “Chiristian Antiquity”, critical reason aud o
existential zppeal to the “Christion esperience” of grace, 30 Anmly swessed in the
Explavenowy Nosr. The “four volumes” mantioned i the “Model Deed” containsd sither
forty-three o0 forty-four semnons, depending on whether or ot one counts “Wandering
Thoughts” {#t was got in tha first edition of the “four vohmex™ [1760] tut appeered in
subsequent editions [before “43)). Al this smgzests that Wesley was claxrly inosrasted in
coherent doctrinal nomms but was equalty dear in hix gversion to having such nomens defived
too narrewly or in tee juridicsl a form. Thus, he was contert with exagetical “notes” {eager
to bomrew beavily from cthars), plus a sampling of sexmone (he wonld heve dismissed all
bagrling over the number of “standard sermens!™} and, of courze, the Wealey hymns
(Charles’ and hix oo}, These non confessions) norms served hiz people well for the better
part of two full centuries.

Weslay"s refisal to defime “doctrinsl standaxds™ tho paronly wes 4 matter of principle; it
was in no way the siga of ao ipdecisive mind Such a notion makes no sense when ome
comsiders how confident his own theological self understanding was {as reflected in his
conrovernigl noitings), and in hix arbirary decizions as in editar. Take 2 sjnsle example
frome severs] bundred: in 4 Chodstion Library {xol. 51), be felt free t0 make some fGirly
drastic revisions of the Westminctar Shortey Campchizm mnd thus ca his own autherity to
“eotrect” whst was & semi sacresact text! Thex, t2a, there were his squally drastic revidoen
af the Book of Commmon Prayer, with his brusque self justificarion for simphy baving coitted
& large Faction of the Palter, characterizing the exciuded Psahns 81 “uot &t for the mouths
of a Christien congrezation.” No, Wesley's refiaal to pronida the Methodist people with &
confession for subscription was the conviztion of & man who Imew bis aon mind on every
vexed question of Christian doctrine, bint wha had decided that the reduction of doctrine to
any particelar frm of words vwas 1o misundeystand the very nature of doctriial statements

But doez this mean, then, thar Westey wa: an indifferentist? Me geneire! Hia
working concepta of doctringl authority were carefully worked ounr; they were
complex and dyanemically balanced, When chaltenged for his avthority, on any
quertion, bis first sppezl was o the Holy Bible, always in
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the sense of Article YT in the SXXIX Articles—to which be had subseribad taut which he
was prepared 10 quote inexactly. Byen 90, he was well swere that Scripmre alons had rarely
sentled any controvested point of doctrine. Fle and his critics had sepenredly come to iopasses
i their gawes of proofiexting—ofien with the same texts! Thoe, thaugh never 23 & substitate
ar ceqrective, e wonld also sppeal 10 the peimirive church™ snd to the Christian tradition at
lazge 3 competent, complesventary witmesser to “the meming® of this Scriptare or thar
Even in such appeals, he was carefully selective. For axample, he claimed the right 1o reject
the dapungtery clauses in the so-ralled “Arhapacian Creed™; be war prepared to defend
Montamns znd Pelagius axainst their detractors. He insisted that "privare judgment was the
kevstrme of the Protextaet Reforaation.™

But Stripture ud gaditian would nac mffica without the goad offices {positive and nepative}
of critical reason. Thus, ke insisted on Jogical coberents and ax an suthorized referes in my
contest between coptiary propositions or ergunents. And vet, this was never suongh It was,
8% he kmew: for himaelf, the vital Chrixtian experiente of the sesurance of one’s sins forgivan,
that clinched the mgtter.

Thus, ve can tee in Wesley a distinetive theologica) methed, with Seripmrg 35 its pre-
emipent 1atm bat interfaced with tradition, rezsnn and Christian ssperience &5 dynamic and
interactive aids in the interpretation of the Ward of God in Scripture. Such a method tekes it
for granted that faith is human re-action to an amtecedsmt action of the Holy Spint'z
prevenience, gimad at convicting owr consciences and opeming our ever and asre to God's
address to us in Scripture, Thix mexas that our “knowledge of God amd of the things of God™
is more vearly & responze of tusting faith in God i Chriet as Grece Incwnate than it is a
wmental asseqt to dogmatic fortanlations however tue, This helps explain Wesley's studied
deprecations of “srthodoxy,” "theolopical apinions,” “speculstive divinfy” md the Jke. It
[llumines his preoccypatics with soteriology md his distinctive notion of grace, in all its
modes, a5 the divine constant in every nage of the “arder af salvation™ (from repentynce and
Justificetion, to regemeration, smnctificationion to glory). And It justified Wesley's
willinzmess, givan hanest consensus oo emsentlal Christion dactrize, to allow for wide
variaticms in theological forrulation and thus for Clhristians to think and let think * This
was less a rapod of doctrinal cemproanise than it wras 2 constructive siernative to the bamren
extremes of “dogenatlsm,” ox the one side, and “indifferentiam * om the other.

Wasley's theological pluralism was evemgelics] in substance {firm snd clexr in its
Christocerric focus) and ivenie in jts temper (“catholic apirit™), It measured all doctrinal
statements by their Biblical base and warzants, He loved to surmon hix resders oo the
lerter and the testimony,” undersiead as “the oracles af God."” But this reliance an Scripture
a3 the Funt of revelacion wez nevet meant to prechude a concomitant appeal to the insight
of wise and saimtly Christians in other ages. And it never gavs license to “enthusizsm” or to
irrational arguments. Finally, since the devils are st least a» clear in their theological
aszeets my helievers ave, resl Christisns are called bevond “onbodoxy™ to suthentic
exparience—viz,, the inner wimess of the Holy Spirit that we are God’s baloved children,
apd joint heirs with Christ. It js this seitled 1ense of persoma) assurance that it

“heart refigjon”: the tuming of our hearts from the form to the power of relision, Chyistian
experience adds nothing to the substance of Christian troth; it= distinctive role i5 1o evergize
the beart so as ta ensble the believer to speak and da the trath in love

This complex method, with ity fourfold reference. is 2 goed deal mare sophisticated than it appears,
and canld be meqe fruitfil for comtempanry theologizing than has vt been realizad It preserves the
pritacy of Scripte, it profits foen the wisdoen of wadition, % ccepts the disciplines of oitical
rezeqts, Kl s streax o the Chrictitm srparience of grace gives it existential farce.

The Edwardian reformers (Cranmer and Herp=field in particalar} had placed the Chuzch of
England under the xathority of Scripeure, but they had then refocused itx nse moza larpely in
the Jitargy (en that “the Christian folk could be immersed in Scripture ax they praved!™. The
Scriprora ie equally the basaline pf Anglican docminel essays, especially those bema of
controversy. Ope has caly to notice the differsnces in methad and intention in, s&y, Richard
Hookeer's Laws of Ecelesincrical Polive (1594 et s2q.) 1o ses how fr Anglicanien stood gpart
froen continemtal Protestantizm. In Hooker, Scriptars, tradition and resson are carsfully
balanced off iy 2 vision of nanaral Jaw, “whose seat is the bosam of Gad, whoze voice is the
bamnpny of the woeld” (EP.J, xvi, 8). There is no contradiction betwesn remson's
discavesies of natural law and faith’s discoveries of revalation (¢f Z.P. I, ix, 2}. Biskops
Johi Eramhball and Siman Patrick had mertered “Chnstian Antiquity"” and had put it to good
use. Thomas Tenison (Arckbishop of Carterbury when tha brothers Wesley wera bors) had
defined “the Protestant theological methad™ as the confoint “nee of Scriprare, tredition and
reason” and had defended this geainst the Sacinians {who had, a5 Tenison believed, donn
sealed tradition and ended vp with nothing better than 1 tepdd Biblical rationakiowm). Even
gfter Wesley, Francis Paget (Hookes’s best editor) could claim, guite plansibly, that “the
distinztive strength of Anglicanizm rests oo its equsl Iovalty to tha unconficting rishis of
retson, Scriphme gnd tradition.” This, then, was the tradition within which Wesley toak his
stand; before “tha juderenr bar of Scripmre, night reason and Christlan Anuquiny™ (Forks,
Preface, vol. 1, 1771).

It was Wesley's special penius that he concaived of sdding “experience” to the traditional
Anglican aiad, and thereby: adding vitality withont altering the scbatance. What ke did was to
apphy the faroiliar divtinction deticesn fides quser crediur and fides quea creditir {from g,
thearetical fith 1o an existontlal one) so &s to ineist on “hesrt religion” in place of 2l
nominal Christian orthodoxy (cf “The Alost Christian™), He had found suppart for this in
Crinmer's Wy comment {in Homilies, IVy ahaut the devils who assent to every temet of
orthadazy, “and vet they be but devils stll.” It was this added emphaxis on “experience™ that
led Gerald Cragg (in kis Reason @nd Avthoriy m ths Tz Cantury) to entitle his chapter an
Wesley, “The Anthoritv of Revitalized Faith.” Wesley would have mnended that to read
“The Authoity of Vital Faitk.,”

With this “firmth, digensjor.™ ope might sqv, Wezley was wying to corporate the netlon of

coversion foto the Awplicsn gedinon-—to make 1oom o it for his ane conversiops and those of
others. It {s not irralecmt that in his eport of the ao-called “Alderssae experience™ of May 24,
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1733, ke takes us back te his very first conversion (to “serionensss” and self dedication in
1725); thenta on to his grand mostles? Alnmingtion i 1727, Afer “Mdersgate™ mnd after kiz
embivalent encommters with the Morsvians in Hermbue the Joumnal recounts his rediscovery
of a vital doctrine of justificatian Ty faith in hix own tradition, in Xovember of 38, But thia
had thez been followed by a lapse into the depths of relipious anxdety (in Fanuary 1739). The
process thet reachoed jtx climint in the spring of 39, with the “discavers” of hit true and life-
Jomg vocation s an evangelist and spirual direcior.

The success of Methodism as & religious socieny within the Church of Eogland bolstered ki
sense of fraedom 1o amend Anglican customs withomt rejecting the Anglican heritage. He
quietly ignared the posiibility that, in the process of reforening the national church, he wa
opening a wy for his “societies™ evenmally to “sepiyate™ and go it slone as “secrs™ irying to
become "Cinrches” on their own, Over against the Anelican tradition of the church as corpus
miztiow, Wezler demsnded more of hix socizties, 35 disciplined commmmities of troe
bellevers. Agamnst the Anglican relianre on clurch 25 miniswant of the mesns of grace,
Weslay opposed the doctrine of jusification by faith alone (and argued, mistakenby, that this
doctrive was noveliy in Anglicanioml}. To the Anglican wadition of baptismal rageneration
e 3dded convirsion and “new birth” s 2 Goapel vequisite. To the Anglicen comtentment
with the Praver book 2a 1 complete bluaprint, Westey added 2 medley of “iyegulasities™
field preaching, extempore prayer, itinaramcy, clssk maetings and the like To the Anglican
iradition of the “natural” allimmce betwesn church and stete, he apposed the concept of
church g5 x valamazy wseocistion The effest of such changes was to put the gquestion of
autharity ioto & new cantext: to relate it mare nearly to the individnal’s cansdence, to mmall
group cohseneuw, and also to link it practieally with the fdeal of “sccountshle disciplachip
(to use an apt phrase of David Wation's), The prectical effect of this was to muake every
Methodist man exd woman his - her onn teolegian. He vewhere gave his people an acnial
parsdipm for thelr theologizing; somebow, he hoped thar they would adopt his ways of
zefiection as thiir own. The truth is, however, that hic bare texty, unsmnotated, did mot juffice
to make trae “Weslevans™ ot of those who bave continned to bear his name ad who honor
hirn a5 patrinych. This iz why the editors of the new edition of his Weaks hope that mose
ample oanotations will halp both “Weslevans” and nen-Wesleyans in the “discovery™ of the
richnast smd saphistication of hie special sort of "folk theajogy.”

Even that chaerfiy] thought mav ba thwarted, hawever, 5o long 8y the phrasa “the Weslevan
quadrilsteral™ iy eken too literathe It was jrtended a9 a tnetaphor for a four element
sndrome, hicluding the four-fold guidelines of authority in Wesley’s theological method, In
such 2 quatemnity, Holy Scriptare is clzarly unique. Bot this in nurz iz illuminated by the
collective Christian wisdom of other ages and coinzes betvesn the Apostalic Age and qur
oul It also allows for the rescue of the Gospel fromn obzourantism by means of the
disciplinas of critical reason. But always, Biblical revetation munt be tecaived it the heart by
Taith; thix is the requirement of “expesience.” Wesley's theclogy was eclectic and pluralistic
(aod I confess my bafffement at the hostility sroused {n some minds by such fmpo-

¢ant adjecaves). Even so, it nas 1 coherent, stable, wkole, deriving itc fmitfulness fom i
single, soterialogical forus i the Chiistian evangel of Jesus Christ—"who for us men and
for our salvation came davwn from heaven and was mads man!™

When [ first began reading Wesley's entinn corpuz with sorod care {after mamy vears 13 a
aedentialled profassor of the “history of Christian thought', I was puzzled by the xcora or
mere brief summarione of “the Gospel” that Wesley yprinklex alwinst camalle along the
wav—never toice in the same foom of words (whith susgests thar, hebore Coleridze ar
Wittgenatein, Wesley bad come vpon the tecret that lengusge [and the language of relizgion
in prticular} e, b its nature, “incoraplete™. Lixtle by little, it davwned oo me that Wasley's
putpoze in thesa summarlex was 1o rafocus the entire rangs of his theolagical reflection npan
the crux of the matter: which s ta sav;, salvation. For example:

"1 et v prophesy accordivg to the anefogy of feith™——g5 St Peter expraszas it, a3 the
oracles of God"—according to the general wmper of them arcording to thar grand
schema of doctrine which ic delivered thespin touching orizinal sin, justification
faith xmd present, inward salvation. Theze is 3 wonderful analogy betmeen 8] these,
and a close aad intimate coanexion between the chiaf keads of that fajth “which waz
once for all delivered 1o the syints” [Expiavigmory Nores, on Romans 12:6, cn “the
analogy of fith™).

He 15 eagzer for theological dislogue, but his real comcern is with:

the most essential pans of real experimantal yalipion: ite initial tise in the soul, that
gose on ta faith in our Lond Jesus Christ which issues in regeneration, is sttended with
peave and joy in the Holy Ghost, thence to our wrestling: with flech and blood, and
fnalhrto perfect lovi. [Second Letrer ro Bishap Lavington, X, 1 7]

All Weslevana are famillar with his metiphcrs af “parch,™ “door” and 100m® aof “troe
religion” [The Prineipies qf @ Mathodier, in Jackson, VT 472-74). Similar encapsulations of
the erdo salmis sbound, some in obviows places but seme in unexpected places—as, far
exampla, in the “Preface” to the Explanstory Notes ga the Old Testament {the vast bulk of
which was sizaply lifted from athers):

[ your reading of the Scriptures] have 8 comstent eve to the analogy of the faith,
which s to 14y, the cosnexion therd is batoeen those grand fimdamental doctrines of
crigimal gin, justificatfon by faith, the new birth, inward and ourasrd halineas,

Af an Anplican priast, he will acume a shared faith with A Gentleman of Bristol™ (Jan. 6,
1758 in

the principles of the Chnrel: of Bngland as belnz confirmed by our Litogy, Aricles

and Homilieg—amd 20 2]so by the whole tenor of Scripture {otice this catch phrase; it
iz & favorite, repeated in mayy differnt contexts),
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In angther place, ho rummarized the exsential Goxpel in yet another got of theees:

}, That without koliness no man skall see the Lord:

2, That this boliness is the work of God, who worketh in us both to wilk and to do;
3. That lse dotth it of his own paod pleagure, merely for the merits of Chirist;
4&1 boliness i5 having the mind that was & Christ, enabling us to vealk ac He
walled,

5. Thatno man car be sanctifled 41l he be jostified;

6. Thatwe are justified by fxith alone

[“The CGenerel Spread of the Gospel™ para, 133
This cornes in a sermap; this particular fann of words is severused sguin.

The obvious methodological question posed by numayies Jike this i3 whether such variant
expressions oversimplify ar distort “the eszence of the Christian Gospel,” For Wealey, it was
engugh 1o poirt to it soteriologicnd core in evanpelical terms. As fiy g3 the full mpge of
thealogical apinions is concemed, he is move relixed——even to the point of tolerating the
“over baliefs” of the Romzn Cotholics and also the Reformed docirives of elaction and
predeatinatioa. It is this sicllful balameing of the essentizls off o the sdiyphora that allows
Weslay 10 eacape both the rigiditier of dogrnatixm 1nd the flyhbiness of indifferentism,

In the new editlon of Wesley’s Works, we have tried ta alert even the casval sesder to the
extenst to which Wasley teaz, as he claimed be waz, Aosto todus {5377, To an extent that T had
nat reslized bafore I ware aut the first of two concordances we wed in wacing down
Weslay's Scyipture citations (quotations, paraphsaser, allusions, echoes) the Bible was truly
his second languaze, His rhetoric throughot is a tasve waven from the Biblical texs and
paraphrases and kis awn orisp Augustan prose (“plain truth for plain people™). His appeal 10
Scriptare goes far deeper than the ute of texts in suppart of hic oun views. His lazger
concesm WA to let exch part of Scripture be pondered in the light of the whole, cbacure texty
in the Jight of the mere lorld cnes—and all of them, always, in the spirit of praver, coram
Deg. Scripuura is not merely God's sddress to the believer—it is inspired by the Holy Spirit
wht iv tum inspirer the believer’s nnderstanding. The Bible is to be read literally, wave
where such & reading leads to an shrurdity or to an iepugmation of Cfod’s goodness.
Scriptoral commande are not to be conswned legalistically; they ame to be seen w50 a0
“rovered promixes.” Hven allegory §s occasicoslly revorted to (as with the image of #The
Wilderneas State"), The Apoerypha sy be used for edification, though not for senuon texts,
Wesley war capable of partican proofiexting; and vet alo felt fFee 1o alter the Jevwmus
Receprs by appesl to oldar ©SS5; and he had no qualma in nuancing some Greek words
arbiirarily {as with parasyvemos i Actz 15:35), where he insists that ondy Bernahas lost his
temper, but never St Paul The clearest impression that remaine after all the tedium of
tracing Wesley's Biblical sources is of 4 man very much "t horme® in the Bible and quiethy
confidort of his understanding of ts “genersl tenor.”

There j5 another senxe, however, in which the notion of Wesley a3 the msn of “one
book omly™ s patentty absurd. He read vorgciously and v sl
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gemres, He had 2 apecial fondwars far “the Fathers™ of tha sarly cemhuries. He thoteht that the
Ciresk theologiane had understood the Gospel mare profoundhy and therspentically than their
Latin courterpartz. He cume &t the Fathers with an Anplizan bias (ne had been 2t Oxford in
the nrilight of 3 great age of parwistic scholarship), in tha usdition of Rickard Fietd, Heary
Hawmond and Simon Batrick He waz not in the lepst intimidsted oy lramed detractors of
patristic wizdor (ike Jagn Daille and Conyers hMiddleron,

Wit Wesley leamned most fom the Exstern fathers was the vich notion of the Chrjstia life
a3 aparticipaticn in the divine (ie., salvation as the rertoration of the ruined imaye of God in
the uman soul). The stape for his “Alderseate experience™ had been set by the Scripture
with which he begen that day: I3 Deter 1:4 (cf Weeley’s paraphrase: fa seegista hemin timia
axangelinata dedoretal, Jura genesths theins hoinono! physees, and the cudal phrass,
"partakers of the divine piusis. “ It way in this senxe of “participytion”™ in the divine Jife that
Waesley had already understood the mysteries of prace and fres will, of preveniert prace as
the Hohy Spirit's constant initixriva, of “parfiection™ s« 2 process rather than a commpleted act
There is much Anselmiae Loposge in Wesley {“acquittal,” "imputacion™), but there iy aven
more that strasues the notion of healing (tharapeia psyekes). He was najther “Ansueinian™
(indeed, ke hac some tart comments about the great bishiopy, nor “Pelagim™ (ha actually
denited that Pelagios had bean ¢ “Pelaglan™)—and he could interpret dikafos not only a5
the “irnrtation” of Christ's sighteousness to the repentart believer bt also jtx “irpartatian™
st yvell

From the Latt waditions, be seems 10 have legmed most from men Jike TWitliom of St
Thiemy—oho bed taught that love it the hishert fopn of knowledge—and from the
Vicurines {Rupzecht of Deutz, High et a1} with their bald notlon that God had used the
Adamic Fall to bring about 2 greater 1otal good than if Adwn had not sinned (G f5fix culpal).

All of this [3 1 wey of saying that, for Weley, the Chrictim tadition was more than a
ouriesity or & source for iHustrative material. It was 1 living spring of Christizn insight.
Reading Wesley against his sources smounts 1o an #ccentric excunion dirgugh the length
and breadth of the history of Christ shought. And because a livelv sense of “wadition”™ has
aow come to be a prereqaisite in ecumenica] dialogus (cf. J. J. Pelikan’z recent essay, Zhe
Vindicazion ¢ Traclinon), it ix 2ll the more impartmt for “Wesleyans” (amd sthers), to
discover howy nmch he bad [earned from the Christian past and thus also to leem far
aurselves the impostance of being truly “at homa™ n thac past.

But Wealey was na astiquarism. We keow of hic isboms tendency to require a reason far
everrthing from hic Grther’s well-known complaing ta Susania about hix personad kabite. He
neve dizcounted hix unfversity training in logic nar hie life-lone inrerect in contarmporary
science and colture, Ha Jived in the perilovs tramdtion from an exrlier theoceuiric rationsliom
that sought to reconrile relizion and science (as in Jahn Ray's Hisdom of God i Creavion—
the mototype far Wesley*s Swrvay of e Wisdom of God in Creatfon) to the ‘Enlightenment’s’
autright rejecticn of sopernaturatiom (a9 in the deists and Diavid Home), To be 2 thealogian in
i8th cenhoy Rritsin was to souggle with delsn amd seculwrisme (cf  Joseph
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Butler, William Paley of af), Wetler's adkmowiedzment of rationality a5 narmsative was both
principled and pragmatic. He took togice] cader ax a paradigen for the order of being #zelf {2
=ny paad Ramist would, or Liter, the Eamianc}. He remained a disciple of Locke and Aldrich
&ll s dzvy. But hix vivid semse of movatery ke him sovare of reazon’s limitations ¢ax in “The
Cae of Reason Impartiaily Conridered™. Richwd Branfley {in Loche, Wesfey and the
Method of Engiish Romanticism (1984) has mratvzed Locke's Influence on Wesley, But no
one, to my knowledpe, has provided & comparable study of Wasley and Malebranche, of the
Cambridpe Platomiste, or John Worris, or Bishop Beskeley, &i al.

Weslev's understanding of retson led him to & yeligious episternology- that hinges, crucislly,
on his view of inmition &3 & “spiritual zessorius™ in the human, wmind that consttates whar ja
mpst distinctively numan: viz, our capacity Sor God This I3 pant of God's creative design
and it points 10 the thiefinlet of the Halv Spirit inta the humam soz] and spirit. Just last yesr,
a dissertation was accepted by Rome’s Angellcam University on The Perceptitility of Grace
i John Wesley (by Daniel Joseph Luby—a Inypaal). It it a supeb probing of the
impostance, for Wesley, of “immediate perception” [of spirirondite zeatity]. Such imexpected
devaloprnents ramind as of hosy much we Hso need a foll-fiedged momopraph on '¢ationality
i the Wesleyan spirit.” Evan yo, “our knowledge of God and of the thingy of God” does not
come from intuitien, inference or deduction alome. Always it is & preveniant and tmerited
gift and must, therefoqe, be experienced a5 an inward change of heart snd head in which the
inind’s ituitions of the trotk are yealizad in the hesrt (as when Cheistus pro hobis bacomes
Christus pro me),

Hare 3 carefis] distinction is meeded. The “experience of grace” is indeed deeply inward, but
it is ot & merelv subjective “retigious affection ™ It is gm objective encountsr (within “the
heart™ to be mwe) of something not aorsekves and not ocur own {sometbing troly
manscendant). It iv an imwvard sssurance of an objective reality: viz, God's nnmerited faver,
his pardoning mercy, an swareness of the Spirit's prevenient action in medisting the grace of
aur Lord Jemu Christ to the believer, It b, therefore, the experience of a given—a divine
actiom that cam andyr be re-scted ta, in trusting faith or i pridefil zesisance. It iy this siress
upon the sheer givenness of spiritual iosight and of divine grace thar distinpuishes Wasley
from Pelagins-—and for tut matter, frem Anninius and Episcopius. Had be knows of Kant
(hia younger contemporary!) Wesley wonld have arreed with at least the first two peragrapha
of bis firse Crjtiqua ¢f Practical Reason {1788):

Thare tan ba no doubt thet all our knowledze berins with expsrience, . . _Inthe arder
of ve, therefore, we bave no knowledge antecedemt 10 emperience mad with
experience 1l aur keowledsa beging.

But though all our Inowledae begins with experience, it doas not follaw that it srises
out of experience ...

Whes, therefore, zealous and pious ¥ouls conclude thet the intemsity oy inwardness
of their omn feelings jy the messure of wuth (and when they invoke Weslsy’s
“strangeir warmed neart™ as a witess o such . %

i5

coelation’ pothing bur pinux sentimentalin: can ensue and with it a sort of nareisciom that
rexdily tors into en anti-intellectalion, The vesh foome in the famitiar phrase, <7 fel my
heart sranpehy warmed™ give us an underdeveloped che <1 felt™ is in the active voice;
“etrmpely wermed™ is paseive,

In his light, one may read with profit another af Waslay's *summaries.” this one of the gist
of Christian experjence at its best:

Words cannot express [and be was sericus in his conviction that religious lanpoaze iy
apophatic and, therefors, 2lso polysemans] what tha childven of God sxperiance But
peshans oqe mizht say (deairing oy who are tenght of God o soften or strengthen the
expression) that “the testimomy: of the Spirit” is an inward impression on the vau),
whereby the Spirit of God directly witnasses to vy spirit that I am a child of God, that
Tesus Christ hath Joved e and pives Himself for me—anid that all my xins ars blotted
putand thar I, even I am reconcited ta God [“The Witzess ofthe Spirit "L 1, 7).

Dy, Sugden’s coenment on this passgge, invoking the sathority of W', B. Pope, takes Wesley
to tuzk for thic emphacis on the objectivity of the Spirit's activity and of the hurnan rols a3
wiolly reactive. This reminds us ofhoty, iz the histary of Medodixt theplopizing, Waslev's
heroic efforts to save us fTom subjectivity and sentimentality bave so often gone 50 larpely
foy naupgihe, Wealey*s theological method was distinctive, and maybe unique (for ohe cannot
identify any of hix disciplss who sdopted it ax a whaole or in his theologlcal apirit). Adam
Clarke, Richard Watson, W. B. Pope, and others grasped much of the substauce of the
patriarch's jeaching. bt they were bent on reaking him ito a bibliclst (Clarke) ar 2
svstenazir theolopian (Warson and Pape). Indead, Watson: went so far a3 to entitle hic ovz
exposition of Weslevan thealogy in the Celvinist faxhion, Theological Mstitures,

All Weslayans have agread on the primacy of Scripture and then differed (not always
helpfully) in their bermeneutica) perspectives. This seems to roe to have come frowo 2 neglect
of Wes)ey*s own hermoeneutical focns on “the zvalogy of fmith™ I cannot cite a single essay
by 1 Wesleyan exepste or theologiam in which the analesfe fdri i 2 goveming notion In the
19th century, Wesley's raliance on the Christian tradition az a whols (and espacially “ha
Fathers™) was quistly jeticoned (ever by Mlethodist histarianc, like Sheldon and Cell). His
confidenca in reasem, withit it proper linite, has given 1wy to =n emotive anti
imtellecmalism or else its opposite; e.g. an overconfidence in reaton (3s in Bouwue and
Brightmen). Hia ficus on “experience™ a1 1 soteriological category—has besn tarned it a
varisty of empiticisms. balstered by a peszmatic appeal ta “peactical yeenits ™

The term “muadrilateral® does not occor in the Wesley carpuy—and mare than once, I have
regretted having coined it for coptamporary use, mnce it hae been so widely misconstrued.
But if we are to accept cwr respanaibility for seeldng doelleca for our faith, @ ame other
fashion tham 2 “theolpzical systeon™ ar, altematively, a juridicsl statement of “docwinal
standerds” then this method of & copjoint recoorse to the fowrfold  guide-
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¥nes of Scripture, nadition, resson and experience, may hald mare premize for m evangelical and
econszical fonre them we have realized as yet—by comparizon, for example, with biblicl, ot
traditicnalisyn, or, reticaalien or empiricism. Tt is Jir more valid than the reduction of Chiristinn
m]:mt_\mﬁmdmdof‘%mm and “experience” (10 coemman in Metbodist yarke today). The
"quadrileteral” requires of a thealogim no more than whet bk or the misht rescanshly e hakl
erconntable for; which s to say, a fandHarity witth Scriptare chat i both critical snd fitafl; phos,
muquahume“mmﬁwdmnofﬁa&nmpﬁcphn,amfml@ulmhm a
scenething roore tham a debatee’s wezpon; phis, 1 vital, inward faith that {s npheld by the asvrsnce

of zrace and it prompective trhmpky, in 1his Kfe,

The epoch that looms before us, whethes e bike it or no, ia 2 pastiibers] age, i which the
dapmatisas of the pre—Enliphtemmem ortodoxies and the confidemt dogmas of
“libesaliom™ (ag, “promress” sud “bumun perfercibiiin) will come to seem increasingly

autmoded. It is, predictably; a time of woubles for the whole werld, with 5o asaured future
for our p]lmﬂmd planet or for 4 Inpnanity sddicted to se!f—d.eﬁemg sirategies madked with
the lusjons of Food intentione, The stll—divided Eagments of the Christim rowpmunlty ase
maore interested in honest dociring] congensus than ever before. But thix {5 also 1o agy thatitia
i time whew the study of Weasley has @ distinctive contribution to malee,

Weither the Wesler theology, nar his methods are aimpls pmarass, They are not like the TV
dmunh.ncmhuheuadmdmﬂupquickl& far framediste use. They call for
itaginative updating in the sen warld coltural contexts (the sort of thing that John XX
spoke of a8 qEglormamenzo—care in presarving the kemel, imusivation jn rencvating the
maditn). Wesley's vition af Christism exiztence has to ba reconceived and tansvalued so
that jt can be a5 relavant in the experience of the late 20th century g it War ta alienatsd
English men and women in 1740! This requices that it must be refocnsed in ways neither
doctrinsire om the one hand, nor wendy on the other, Wesley avoided such barren
palarizations and 10, cae thinks, we may also—if our theolorians, like his, are as deeply
fmersed in Saipture {“at howe™ [n its imagery and mystery), as truly ra;peqﬁﬂ of the
Christlon wisdowm of past ages, x: homestly apen to tka disciplines of critival rezsom, g3
eaperly alatt to the fire and flame of grace.

Wesley's complex way of theologizing has the ecumenical sdvantszs of making fraitful
Jinkages with umudocmﬂtadmwmmwmugmmpphmm of them and
withowt fear of forfeiting itz own identity. There gre, hawever, at least two prioz conditions
for mch linksges: that Wexlev be rescuqd from the sterpotypes ip which his professed
dizeiples have cocooned him and that we recover for ourselves the rich manifold of wadition
from whick he drew so freely md ceatively. Thase conditions can be best met by leaming
nore and more from Wesley himealf (the nhole Wasley, including *the Jater Mr, Wasley™ as
reflected in 4 Christion Lidrayy apd The drminion Mapazine) and et 250 learning mors and
mote, gnd an our own, from the rich manifold of Christan traditions from which Weley
Yearued xo much.

Thiz is a daunting cheitenge and I freely confess thar it i more of a tack thanm I
have myself beem able to bring off w my own aatisfaction. Bot I can
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testify, with gveat eratitude that wrv commuming with Weasley and his sources has been
mmenzelv epdiching, i @ theological cocems zod i nar onn growh in grace, It i
tberafore, with full assurence thet T commend such explorations, not cxxly 1o those who bear
the Weslevan inxisnis, but wa all athers who may care 1o extend theiy 2cquaintatice with &
rare man of God.



