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EDITOR’S NOTES

The thirty-second annual meeting of the Wesleyan Theological
Society convened at Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, D. C.,
in November, 1996. The theme addressed there was “The Worship of
God.” It was recognized that worship settings, styles, and orientations
comprise a significant and often controversial transitional area in
contemporary church life. The Society’s intent was to explore this vital
and volatile area biblically, theologically, and historically, with special
attention to the precedents, perspectives, and resources available to
today’s church from the Wesleyan/Holiness tradition.

This issue features edited versions of ten of the presentations made
at this historic meeting. The subjects include the central purposes of
worship, aspects of worship practices in the Wesleyan/Holiness tradition
in England and the United States, and the significant search for liturgical
identity in this presumably “non-liturgical” tradition. Two emphases are
that the church was born in song and authentic Christian worship both
glorifies God and sanctifies humanity.

Honored here are William Arnett and Charles Carter, two special
men of God, both recently deceased. They were key leaders in the
Wesleyan Theological Society and have left behind a rich legacy of
scholarship and sacrifice. Their lives were acts of worship.

The book reviews and advertisements highlight the ongoing vigor of
scholarship by and about the Wesleyan/Holiness theological tradition.

BLC
October, 1997
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WORSHIP AND SANCTIFICATION

by

Henry H. Knight III

One year in the late 1970’s when I was still a fairly new pastor in the
United Methodist Church, I attended a district-level collection of work-
shops on a variety of topics, of which we each could choose two. The two
I chose were worship and evangelism. The workshop on worship was led
by a pastor and his choir director, both noted for their expertise in the
area. Their workshop idea was to plan their service for Easter Sunday,
right there before our very eyes, so that we could see how was done and
then go and do likewise. There was much discussion about the lectionary
lessons, an appropriate psalter reading, the choir processional and anthem,
the lighting of the Christ candle, and so on.

Of great importance was said to be the choice of hymns. Charles
Wesley’s “Christ the Lord is Risen Today” was judged obvious as an
opening hymn. Then the choir director noted that many people like “Low
in the Grave He Lay,” also known as “He Arose.” One pastor visibly
winced and then said somewhat sarcastically that if his congregation had
to sing that song, it would ruin the Easter service. There was some snick-
ering at this remark by others in the workshop.

Worship was a major concern in the evangelism workshop as well.
But the pastor leading this workshop, who had a numerically growing
church, was more interested in whether newer and potential members
actually liked the worship. He clearly was not to be constrained by a lec-
tionary—instead, he emphasized topical preaching which addressed felt
needs. As for music, he was dubious of the value of traditional hymns
since they are so much at variance with what people listen to today. Had
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this workshop been held ten or fifteen years later, I suspect we would
have heard more about alternatives to the organ and the hymnal, perhaps
even praise choruses projected on the sanctuary wall. This attitude toward
traditional hymns has recently been expressed by Doug Murren who, in
his book The Baby Boomerang, has a chapter entitled “Roll Over, Chuck
Wesley.”1

These are anecdotal stories, but they reflect well a real tension which
runs through our practice of worship. They represent two entirely differ-
ent sets of criteria for evaluating the adequacy of our worship. The first
was governed by the aesthetic sensibilities of a pastor and choir director,
both trained in classical music, who saw worship as the occasion for
bringing their best before God. The second was driven by the desire to
share the gospel with those outside the church, and sought to remove bar-
riers to their participation.

I do not want to imply that these workshops represent the best think-
ing from either the liturgical or evangelistic arenas. However, I fear they
are typical of how that thinking is often appropriated in the local church.
Neither do I wish to deny the validity of the issues they raise. I take very
seriously both the concern to be rooted in the tradition—to maintain our
identity as Christians—and the concern for contextualization—to be rele-
vant to our culture. The problem is that, while the issues are real, the pro-
posed solutions are often one-sided. Their fundamental problem is that
they frame the question wrongly as a presumed choice between “tradi-
tional” or “contemporary” worship, or between worship which reflects
“high” culture or “popular” culture.

Instead of letting aesthetic or utilitarian concerns provide the gov-
erning criteria for evaluating worship, I propose understanding the central
purpose of worship as “the glorification of God and the sanctification of
humanity.”2 Drawn from the Roman Catholic tradition, this phrase has
two distinct advantages for evaluating Christian worship, especially for
those of us in the Wesleyan tradition. First, it suggests the obvious two-
fold test: does our worship glorify God, and does it encourage or enable
the sanctification of the participants?

KNIGHT

1Doug Murren, The Baby Boomerang (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1990).
2James F. White, Introduction to Christian Worship (rev. ed.) (Nashville:

Abingdon Press, 1990), 29.
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Second, it raises the question of how the glorification of God is
related to the sanctification of humanity. I will argue that worship which
glorifies God at the same time sanctifies persons through forming and
shaping distinctively Christian affections. However, when worship has as
its overriding purpose evangelism, therapy, social activism, or any other
human-centered goal, it neither glorifies God nor sanctifies persons. It
becomes anthropocentric instead of theocentric. Authentic worship is
necessarily centered on God.

Remembrance and the Glorification of God

What, then, is worship that glorifies God? At its heart, such worship
is praise and thanksgiving for who God is and what God has done in Jesus
Christ. That is, it is fundamentally doxological and eucharistic, and is so
because it is anamnetic--it remembers God's character, redemptive and
creative activity, and promises of salvation and new creation.

Remembrance as anamnesis does not mean what we so often mean
by the word “remember”—it is not a recalling to mind of a past event or
person that is no longer present. Rather, anamnesis is remembrance in
which the event or person becomes present to us—it is something like
experiencing that event or person anew, as a present reality.

The celebration of the Passover is paradigmatic of this remem-
brance. Central to the meal is a recital of the narrative of the Exodus
event. But, as Don Saliers says,

It is clear also that on the present night—in this very prayer
and ritual action of the meal—the liberating power of that past
event is here and now, made actual among the community of
memory and hope.3

The forms which this remembrance take for Christians are many. Cer-
tainly the reading of Scripture and the proclamation of the Word are pri-
mary means of presenting the story and character of God. The sacraments
are enactments through words, signs, and actions of what God has done in
Jesus Christ. In addition, prayers and hymns often tell us who God is and
what God has done.

To name these elements of worship is to recognize the inextricable
linkage of remembrance to praise and thanksgiving. While proclamation

3Don E. Saliers, Worship As Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 96.
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might call for a subsequent response to God, sacraments, hymns, and
prayers more often integrate the remembrance within the praise and
thanksgiving. That is, it is as we are praising or thanking God that we
remember God and joyfully enumerate the reasons for our thanks and
praise.

In our glorifying of God, what, then, do we remember? Described
most generally, we remember who God is and what God has done, with
the latter the prime indication of the former. For Wesley, the entire sweep
of God’s activity from creation to eschaton is a testimony to God’s love
and to God’s purpose of transforming and renewing the world. His focus,
of course, was on the renewal of the image of God in humanity, and the
central event in this entire drama of redemption is God’s act in Jesus
Christ. There is a christological concentration in Wesley’s work which
evokes not only praise and thanksgiving, but repentance and awe as well.
The following stanza of a hymn by Charles Wesley illustrates this:

O Love divine! What has thou done!
Th’ immortal God hath died for me!
The Father’s co-eternal Son
Bore all my sins upon the tree:
Th’ immortal God for me hath died,
My Lord, my Love is crucified.4

This remembrance of what God has done is linked in Wesleyan the-
ology with what God will do. Many of the eucharistic hymns speak of a
present experience of eschatological promise, again focused christologi-
cally. For example:

By faith and hope already there,
Even now the marriage-feast we share,
Even now we by the Lamb are fed: . . .5

Of course, in Wesleyan worship there is special focus on the soteriologi-
cal promises of pardon and holiness. But these are consistently related to
God: what God has done in Christ, what God is doing through the Spirit,
and what God will do in the end.

KNIGHT

4Franz Hildebrandt and Oliver A. Beckerlegge, eds., A Collection of Hymns
for the Use of the People Called Methodists (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983),
114 (Hymn 27). Vol. 7 of The Works of John Wesley, Frank Baker, ed.

5J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Eucharistic Hymns of John and Charles Wesley
(Cleveland: OSL Publications, 1990), H-31 (Hymn 5).
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God’s redemptive activity reveals the character or identity of God—
who God is as God. There is a rich set of descriptive imagery. God’s holi-
ness, sovereign majesty, wisdom, and power are examples. All elicit
praise. Most centrally for Wesley, God is love, a love manifest supremely
in Jesus Christ which governs all of God’s other characteristics. As Wes-
ley says, commenting on 1 John 4:8:

God is often styled holy, righteous, wise; but not holiness,
righteousness, or wisdom in the abstract, as he is said to be
love; intimating that this is his darling, his reigning attribute,
the attribute that sheds an amiable glory on all his other
perfections.6

It is remembering this God which elicits our gratitude and praise in
worship.

Thus far I have used the terms “praise” and “thanksgiving” some-
what interchangeably. Having described something of the content of
remembrance, we can now distinguish the two more carefully. Thanksgiv-
ing is when we have gratitude for something which is done on our behalf-
-an act of compassion, the giving of a gift, an enduring friendship. Praise
is an acknowledgment of excellence in another, a recognition of qualities
which we deem praise-worthy. In terms of worship, thanksgiving is a
response to God’s gracious and loving activity in creation and redemp-
tion; praise is elicited by who God is. Together, they are linked to such
related responses as awe before the mystery and majesty of God and
delight as the sheer enjoyment of God.7

To say that praise and thanksgiving are at the heart of worship is not
to say they are the whole of worship. Worship contains a number of other
essential elements, such as confession and intercession. What it does
mean is that praise and thanksgiving keep all of worship centered in
God’s character and activity rather than in our own agendas. Apart from
this centering, confession could become cheap grace and intercession a
personal wish list. When authentic praise and thanksgiving govern our
worship, the remembrance of God is central. Confession then is a
response to being accountable to this God, and intercession is bringing the
world before the God who created, loves, and redeems it.

6John Wesley, Notes on the New Testament, 1 John 4:8.
7On awe and delight in worship, see Don E. Saliers, Worship Come to Its

Senses (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996).
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I emphasize authentic praise and thanksgiving because not every-
thing that goes by these names is integrally related to remembrance.
Sometimes what is called praise is only lively singing cast adrift from the
biblical story of God. It may be celebratory, but the reason for celebration
remains unclear. Even Scripture choruses can have this effect unless those
singing them have some sense of the biblical accounts from whence they
were extracted. Don Saliers observes “that in liturgy, as in life, we do well
to tell the difference between short-term episodes of pleasure and the
deeper, more permanent sources of joy and delight.”8

“Exciting” worship does not always direct us to God. This fact is
not, however, a blanket condemnation of exuberant worship in favor of a
more solemn worship style. Rather, it suggests as one criterion for wor-
ship, whatever the style, the question of remembrance: Does it tell us who
God is? Does it set before us the God revealed in Scripture? Saliers
reminds us that

. . . there is no way around the need for the specific character
of God’s Word. That Word in the Scripture, proclamation, and
sacrament keeps stretching us—seekers and “settled believers”
alike. Worship well-grounded in the whole Bible continually
invites us to ponder the mystery of God’s ways just as Mary
pondered in her heart the awesome work of God.9

Glorification of God, understood as praise and thanksgiving elicited
by the remembrance of God, is the alternative to all utilitarian forms of
worship. As Leander Keck insists, “If praise is the heart of worship, then
making worship useful destroys it, because this introduces an ulterior
motive for praise.”10 Such worship is always a substitute for the real
thing, whether its goal is to reach the unchurched, enlist the churched in a
social agenda or building program, or just help people feel good about
themselves or to realize their potential.

In lifting up authentic praise, Keck raises an important issue. He
argues that praise, and not thanksgiving, lies at the center of worship, for

authentic praise of God acknowledges what is true about God;
it responds to qualities that are “there” and not simply “there

KNIGHT

8Ibid., 40.
9Ibid., 26.
10Leander E. Keck, The Church Confident (Nashville: Abingdon Press,

1993), 35.
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for me.” . . . In other words, God is God, because of what God
is and does, quite apart from what God is and does for me.11

Keck’s concern would be understood and endorsed by many in the
Reformed tradition, including Jonathan Edwards. But it should give Wes-
leyans pause because John Wesley characteristically moved in the oppo-
site direction.

Worship for Wesley was often most centrally eucharistic and, there-
fore, doxological as well. If by this Wesley simply meant gratitude that
God in Christ was Saviour of the world, there would be no problem. But
this the pre-Aldersgate Wesley could readily affirm to the Moravian
Bishop Spangenberg in Savannah. No, Wesley insisted that

faith is a divine evidence and conviction, not only that “God
was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself,” but also
that Christ “loved me, and gave himself for me.” It is by this
faith. . .that we “receive Christ”; that we receive him in all his
offices, as our Prophet, Priest, and King.12

It is that dreaded “for me” which theologians like Edwards believed
undercut authentic praise of God for simply being God.

In Wesley’s theology, gratitude for one’s own justification and sanctifi-
cation does not compromise praise because the “for me” is what is so reve-
latory of God as God. As we have seen, for Wesley the reigning attribute of
God is love, and that love is revealed in Jesus Christ. It is only natural that
our personal experience of God’s love would lead us increasingly to grow
in our knowledge and love of God, and thereby in our gratitude toward and
praise of God. “We love because God first loved us” (l John 4:19), and
thanksgiving is the central way of expressing our love for God.

This is not to say that there is no danger in beginning with the bene-
fits received. Apart from the trivialization of God as the dispenser of what-
ever our hearts desire (which, knowing how sinful those hearts are, Wesley
would seek to avoid), there is the constant temptation to focus on the
salvific gift rather than the giver. “You look inward too much, and upward
too little” Wesley advises Miss Bishop.13 This for Wesley was one form of

11Ibid., 30.
12Albert C. Outler, ed., Sermons II 34-70 (Nashville: Abingdon Press,

1985), 161. Vol. 2 of The Works of John Wesley, Frank Baker, ed.
13“Letter to Miss Bishop” (Feb. 16, 1771) in The Works of the Rev. John

Wesley, M.A., Thomas Jackson, ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1978),
XIII:20.
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“enthusiasm.” He guards against it by placing pardon and holiness securely
within the story of God, continually referencing it to Christ and the Spirit.
We’ve seen this already in the hymns, as well as his insistence that we
receive Christ in all his offices as Prophet, Priest, and King. He never
divorces the benefits of Christ from the remembrance of Christ.

Affections and the Work of Sanctification

This brings us back to the original thesis, that worship is both for the
glorification of God and the sanctification of persons, but it can only aid the
latter if its focus is on the former. We are now in a position to see the role of
the glorification of God in worship in the work of sanctification. To do this,
we must first say something of the nature of sanctification for Wesley.

As the works of Gregory Clapper, Richard Steele, and Randy Mad-
dox have amply demonstrated, Wesley understood the Christian life to
consist of a pattern of affections or “holy tempers,” rooted and grounded in
the hearts of believers.14 For both Wesley and Jonathan Edwards, this way
of conceiving the Christian life was in contrast to the typical anthropolo-
gies of their day, which presupposed a conflict between reason and “the
passions.” The rationalists, for example, argued that reason needed to con-
trol the will rather than its being controlled by the passions, for while the
latter tempted to sin, the former could ensure moral choices. Maddox has
shown how this anthropology supplants that of Wesley in nineteenth cen-
tury Methodism among both the partisans and opponents of the holiness
movement.15 When worship is related to this type of anthropology, it is
going to emphasize those elements that inform and persuade the intellect.

For Wesley and Edwards, the affections provided a more holistic
anthropology, integrating the mind and the heart. While some nineteenth-
century Methodists, influenced by Scottish common-sense realism or
Kantian idealism, found Wesley’s anthropology incoherent, twentieth-
century writers have been more appreciative of the affections. Both

KNIGHT

14See Gregory S. Clapper, John Wesley on Religious Affections (Metuchen,
N.J.: The Scarecrow Press, 1989); Richard B. Steele, "Gracious Affection" and
"True Virtue" According to Jonathan Edwards and John Wesley (Metuchen, N.J.:
The Scarecrow Press, 1994); and Randy L. Maddox, Responsible Grace
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 69-70.

15Randy L. Maddox, “Holiness of Heart and Life: Lessons From North
American Methodism,” Asbury Theological Journal 50-51(Fall, 1995-Spring,
1996), 157-172.
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Robert C. Roberts and Don E. Saliers have developed contemporary ver-
sions of the affections, with Saliers maintaining that terminology and
Roberts calling them “emotion—dispositions.”16

In my own appropriation of their insights, I have come to describe
the affections as having three characteristics. First, they are dispositions—
abiding inclinations in the heart which characterize us as persons. Thus,
to be Christian is to have and be growing in certain affections such as love
of God, love of neighbor, faith, hope, humility, gratitude, joy, and the like.
Affections as dispositions are to be distinguished from what we today
often term feelings. While one may or may not feel loving or thankful at a
particular time, to be a Christian is to be a loving and thankful person.
The affections are deeper in our character than feelings which come and
go; they abide in the heart and remain over time.

Second, affections provide a certain perspective on the world. In a
way they mediate our experience. When we experience a hungry child, it
matters greatly whether one’s life is characterized by selfishness or com-
passion. Affections provide us with a way of evaluating our experience as
well as the motive to act on that understanding. If asked why we are
involved in combating world hunger, the reason we are likely to give is
that we have compassion for those who suffer.

Third, affections are intrinsically relational—they take objects. One
does not simply love, one loves someone or something. Christians love
God and neighbor; they do not love money—or at least struggle with the
latter while growing in the former. In the case of an object who is a sub-
ject, the relationship can be two-way: we are the objects of God’s love;
we love God in return.

The relationality of the affections is central to our consideration of
worship and sanctification. We cannot have Christian affections apart
from an ongoing relationship with God. To forget, ignore, or reject God is
to replace God with some other object of our love. When the object of the
love changes, the affection of love and the resulting life change as well.
To use Saliers’ language, the object forms and shapes the affections. Thus,
to love the God revealed in Jesus Christ has a profound formative effect
on who we are—it is what makes us Christians in the Wesleyan sense of

16See Don E. Saliers, The Soul in Paraphrase (New York: The Seabury
Press, 1980, reprinted by OSL Publications), and Robert C. Roberts, Spirituality
and Human Emotion (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982).
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holiness of heart and life. In contrast, to love money would make us very
different people, leading lives reflecting values and priorities at variance
from those of the gospel.

If the affections are the content of sanctification, and they are
formed and shaped by their object, holiness of heart and life is dependent
on our remembering experientially the God who is holy. Here is the
essential link between worship and sanctification: it is as we praise and
thank God that, through remembering again and again who God is and
what God has done, we grow in the knowledge and love of God. Our own
lives are continually shaped and our affections deepened by our encounter
with this God over time. As we bring our whole lives to worship God, we
render our lives worshipful. This is the essential interrelation of liturgy to
ethics, or, in John Wesley’s language, of acts of piety to acts of mercy.

For clarity, let me state what I do not mean. I am not saying that
worship provides information about God which we cognitively appropri-
ate and then will to emulate. Rather, I am suggesting that in worship we
encounter the God revealed in Jesus Christ, who is present by way of the
Holy Spirit, and made known to us through faith, which is a gift of the
Holy Spirit. Thus we do not simply know more about God, we come to
know God ever more deeply; and this God is not simply an amorphous
feeling, but a God who has a distinctive character revealed in Scripture.
Authentic worship, then, is not only anamnetic but epicletic; it not only
remembers who God is but encounters the living reality of that God
through the Spirit. At one and the same time, it avoids the extremes of a
formalism which simply goes through the motions and an enthusiasm that
substitutes enjoying feelings for knowing God.17

It is for this reason that worship which glorifies God at one and the
same time sanctifies the participants. Worship that is at its heart utilitar-
ian, or aesthetic, or entertainment cannot sanctify because it doesn’t really
glorify—it doesn’t remember the God of Israel and of Jesus Christ as the
ground and motive for its thanksgiving and praise. Worship that remem-
bers this God cannot but give God thanks and praise, and evoke in its par-
ticipants ever-growing love, hope, humility, joy, peace, and gratitude in
response to the love God has so richly shown in creation and especially in
redemption through Jesus Christ.

KNIGHT

17For a discussion of formalism and enthusiasm as they relate to means of
grace, see Henry H. Knight III, The Presence of God in the Christian Life
(Metuchen, N. J.: The Scarecrow Press, 1992).
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SACRED SONGS/SACRED SERVICE

by

Sharon Clark Pearson

“The Christian Church was born in song.”1 This significant observa-
tion is the conclusion of formal study of the liturgical traditions and hym-
nic deposits embedded in New Testament documents, a study whose
results are now broadly recognized. One function these sacred songs per-
form is to reveal the content of the worship and teaching of the early
Christian communities. They are windows into the life of the church.
These songs demonstrate what was identified as specifically Christian in
the early churches. As traditions which predate the New Testament text,
they indicate what was accepted as authoritative teaching, what was rec-
ognized as authoritative by an early community and what was passed on
with assumed authority.

The songs incorporated into the New Testament perform another
function as well. Study of the place they hold in the New Testament docu-
ments discloses their vital function of directing the exhortation and
instruction in the texts themselves. The inspiration of the hymnic tradi-
tions creates the impetus for the rhetorical requirements the text makes on
its readers. The Christolgies are never left in the realm of doctrinal propo-
sitions. The significance of the claims about the Christ is laid out in
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1This article is dedicated to Dr. Ralph P. Martin whose inspiration has
touched my life; but far beyond that he has challenged the Church to embrace its
rich heritage to the full. Ralph P. Martin, Worship in the Early Church (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1974), 39. With the artistry of a
songwriter, Martin opens his Chapter 4, “Hymns and Spiritual Songs.” This
sentence provides the quintessence of this article.



practical applications of what faith means in the community and in the
world.

Songs and Early Christian Belief

The Christology of the New Testament is “virtually contained in those
passages most likely to be classified as early hymns of the church. . . .”2

Song is the language of worship; song is the vehicle of praise bursting
from the human heart. It is in song that the experiential and the analytical
unite forces. From the beginning, the early church encapsulated its faith in
song, its song in worship, and its worship in instruction, thereby creating a
circle of inspiration, implication, and application. What began with the
great act of God in Christ culminates in the human response of confession,
adoration, and service. The center of Christian worship is Christ, a “word”
about Christ (reading of Scripture, song, liturgy, and preaching), the sacra-
ment of Christ, and then service in the name of Christ.

What is distinctive about Christian worship is its Christology. Early
Christian understandings of Christ were derived not only from reflection on
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and not only in the available con-
ceptual constructs of their cultures and time. The conviction of Jesus’ iden-
tity did not flow first from philosophical speculation, but rather was appre-
hended in the experience of community worship, the experience of the
living and reigning Lord in the midst of the believers. The exalted language
of worship, received in traditional liturgical deposits, reflects both the glory
of the resurrected Lord, present in and to the church, and the historical con-
structs in which that worship was expressed. The psalms of old now burst
forth into fresh creations, hymns of the One sent from God and acknowl-
edged as Messiah and Lord. The Christ event is so astounding that a
plethora of images, old and new, are enlisted to communicate in exquisite
form the significance of God’s act in the Christ. Christ is exalted because he
had performed a specific function. In him, God had accomplished some-
thing for each one who is worshipping and for all of them together.3

PEARSON

2Ralph P. Martin, The Worship of God (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1982), 52. This is particularly the case with 1 Peter, which will be
the focus of this study.

3This is a summary of the thinking of Larry Hurtado in One God, One Lord:
Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1988).
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Once the place of hymns in the early church is established by New
Testament evidence, a related inquiry may be pursued. The inquiry is
directed by a question: What role did hymnic materials fulfill in the pro-
duction of the text of the New Testament? The question restated is, What
service did the sacred songs of the church play in the development of the
Scriptures of the church? The thesis presented here is that the songs of the
early church performed the vital service of defining what was specifically
Christian. They became the center of Christian worship and then they
became the foundation for instruction that was incorporated into the New
Testament. The songs now embedded in the New Testament texts func-
tioned first in the service of worship and then as the authority for Chris-
tian exhortation, encouragement, and engagement in the life of the church
and in the world. The song served in the making of the Christian commu-
nity, then and now. Song invites the worshiper into correct understanding
and experience.

One of the more secure conclusions of studies of the New Testament
is that, before those books were produced, collections of pre-formed litur-
gical (including song), catechetical, and parenetic material were in circula-
tion in the church and were appealed to as authoritative sources. Such tra-
ditional deposits formed a common fund which was used in the production
of the texts of the New Testament. The effectiveness of such traditional
material is assumed by the authors who employed them to great effect as
anchors and centers of understanding and prescribed action.

In the early church, much of the interpretation of the Christ event
was presented in the conceptual constructs of the Old Testament, reflect-
ing the authority that the Old Testament canon held in the community.
Many of the songs of the church were based on the language, the con-
cepts, and often, even the form of Old Testament worship materials (par-
allelism).4 A further conclusion reaching near consensus in New Testa-
ment studies is that the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament
texts followed recognizable patterns, including the selection of whole
blocks of writing, especially from Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the Psalms (in
contrast to isolated proof-texts).5 For example, 1 Peter reflects the

4Martin, The Worship of God, 54.
5For a summary of these findings, see Ralph P. Martin, New Testament

Foundations, Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1978),
248-256.
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imagery and even the words of Deutero-Isaiah. Furthermore, in the hymns
of 1 Peter the Christ event is presented in the concepts and even the
explicit language of the “servant songs.”

The Identification of Hymns

Three passages in the New Testament refer to the occurrence of
singing in worship: 1 Corinthians 14:26; Colossians 3:16; and Ephesians
5:19.6 The identification of liturgical (creedal or hymnic) passages in the
text of the New Testament, begun in the early 1900s, was based on gram-
matical and syntactical evidence. For example, E. Norden (1912) listed a
number of literary devices as indicative of such materials: parallelismus
membrorum; a pronominal beginning; descriptive participles; and relative
clauses.7 Since the earliest work on such material, many passages in the
New Testament have been isolated and identified as hymnic in nature or
genre.8 The evidence considered by such investigations includes not only
the internal structure (strophes or parallelisms) and poetic devices, but
also contextual dislocation produced by the insertion of such material into
the prose style of narrative or epistle. Traditionally, the psalms of Luke 1-
2 and the doxologies of the Book of Revelation have been accepted as
such pre-formed deposits. Other texts, well-established as “hymnic” by
form criticism in the past few decades, are Philippians 2:6-11, Colossians
1:15-20, 1 Timothy 3:16, and John 1:1-18. A number of other passages
have been isolated and identified as “hymnic,” at least in some sense. First
Peter, for example, has been the subject of much recent attention, particu-
larly in terms of its Christological materials.

PEARSON

6James 5:13. “Songs of praise” could refer to private or public worship.
7As summarized by Martin Hengel, “Hymn and Christology,” Studia

Biblica III, Journal for the Study of the New Testament, Supplement Series 3
(Sheffield, 1980), 186. See Hengel, Studies in Early Christianity, 1995.

8Reinhard Deichgräber has prepared a through historical summary and
analysis of the study of early Christian hymnic materials in his work
Gotteshymnus und Christushymnus in der frühen Christenheit: Untersuchungen
zu Form, Sprache, und Stil der frühchristlichen Hymnen, Studien zur Umwelt des
Neuen Testaments, 5 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1967). Various
critical methods developed by literary and form criticism are used to identify
traditional deposits. Recent work on Christological hymns and hymn fragments
have attempted more precise distinctions and delineation of the provenance of
each classification.
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First Peter: A Case Study

1 Peter is an epistolary form which incorporates a kaleidoscope of
traditional deposits from the worship and teaching milieu of the early
church, as well as quotations and allusions from the Old Testament. The
dependence of 1 Peter on pre-formed materials, as well as numerous Old
Testament citations and allusions (nearly 46 quotations and pointers), is
so great that the document has been characterized as “the epistle of tradi-
tion.”9 Schutter summarized the findings of source studies of 1 Peter (as
well as his own study of the hermeneutic of the author) by describing the
text as “[an] intricately woven texture, a nearly continuous synthesis of
source-materials of one sort or another.”10

As early as 1906, Alfred Seeberg made note of the use of formula-
like material in this epistle.11 The studies which followed were concerned
with detecting such pre-formed deposits on the basis of lexical, stylistic,
and contextual study. Over the last century, form-critical study has identi-
fied a number of types of traditional material and formal sources (beyond
the Old Testament citations). These types have been classified as the fol-
lowing: topoi, ethical lists, kerygmatic and creedal statements, hymns or

9Ceslas Spicq, Les Épîtres de Saint Pierre, Sources Bibliques (Paris:
Libraire le Coffre, 1966), 15. Clark Lyndon Palmer asserts that 1 Peter includes
more traditional material for its length than any other epistle (“The Use of
Traditional Materials in Hebrews, James, and 1 Peter,” Ph.D. dissertation,
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1985, 201).

10William L. Schutter, Hermeneutic and Composition in 1 Peter (WUNT
2nd series, 30, Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1989), 49 (hereafter cited as Schutter,
Hermeneutic and Composition. Selwyn said as much in 1947: “Its synthetic
character is evident in the use freely made of liturgical and teaching forms current
in the Church of the day, and in the close and compact interweaving of its
theology and ethics . . .” (The First Epistle of St. Peter, 2nd ed., Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 198, 1). The difference in the two works is not only that
Schutter’s work reflects the further development of understanding of the forms
behind 1 Peter since Selwyn’s study, but also the fact that Schutter completes the
analysis that, comparatively, Selwyn only began, including the complex and
coherent use of the Old Testament in 1 Peter.

11Alfred Seeberg, Der Katechismus der Urchristenheit (Leipzig: A.
Deichertsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1903), 86-96. Seeburg was first to discuss
the “formula-like” material in 1 Peter. See also Rudolf Bultmann, “Bekenntnis
und Liedfragmente im 1 Petrusbrief,” Coniectanea Neotestamentica XI (1947): 1-
14 (hereafter cited as Bultmann, “Bekenntnis und Liedfragmente”).
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hymn fragments, catechetical instructions, doxologies and eulogies,
household rules, testimonia and dominical sayings.12 Such source materi-
als are found throughout 1 Peter.

The Christology of 1 Peter is advanced primarily by the use of tradi-
tional deposits which have been carefully integrated into the text. The
epistle employs these traditional materials without attempting to expand
on their doctrines (1 Peter is not a “theological treatise” as such).13 Its
essential Christological testimony occurs in 1:3-12, 1:18-21, 2:4-8, 2:21-
25, and 3:18-22. Each of these passages contains traditional materials,
whether from oral or literary sources. With the exception of 2:4-8, each
passage has been identified by style and form as containing traditional
liturgical fragments.14 The conclusion that formal liturgical or “hymnic”
materials are embedded in 1 Peter has been widely recognized since the
early studies by Bo Reicke (1946), R. Bultmann (1949), J. Jeremias
(1949), and H. Windisch (1951) who identified 1:3-12, 1:18-21, 2:21-25,
and 3:18-22 as hymns.15

The Christological Hymnic Material in 1 Peter

The Christological pericope 1 Peter 1:3-12 is a distinct unit (com-
posed of a single sentence) and a tightly woven declaration based on at
least six varieties of formal materials exhibiting several accretions of tra-
dition. The berakot form (“Blessed be . . .”) which opens the pericope
establishes the types of sources employed in the unit as a whole (verses 3-

PEARSON

12Schutter, Hermeneutic and Composition, 33. Schutter offers an extensive
list of these occurrences, as well as the scholars who have developed the study of
each type.

13F. W. Beare, The First Epistle of Peter (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958),
31. This is not to say that 1 Peter is not theocentric. Ralph P. Martin asserts:
“Probably no other document in the New Testament is so theological as 1 Peter”
(New Testament Foundations, vol. 2, 344). But Beare correctly makes the point
that it is not a philosophical discussion of doctrine.

14Selwynn argued that 1 Peter 2:6-8 was based on a hymn (the same hymn
that he saw reflected in Romans 9:33). However, there is little support for his
thesis that the material is “hymnic.” Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter, 277.

15Bo Reicke, The Disobedient Spirits and Christian Baptism: A Study of 1
Peter 3:19 and Its Context (Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1946). R. Bultmann,
“Bekenntnis und Liedfragmente”; Joachim Jeremias, “Zwischen Karfreitag und
Osten,” Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 42 (1949): 194-201. H.
Windisch, Die katholischen Briefe.
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12) and also the intent of 1 Peter. The passage is created from language
and forms of Christian worship and was for Christian worship.16 Pre-
formed traditional materials have been worked into a complex introduc-
tion to the whole of 1 Peter.17

First Peter 1:3-12 portrays both literary and grammatical elements of
a rhythmic style with hymnic features. It is not possible to produce evi-
dence for reconstruction of a hymn or a hymnic fragment in 1 Peter 1:3-
12, even in the most obvious verses 1:3-5. Yet, given the limitations
admitted here, it is possible to claim a “hymn-like” quality for at least 1
Peter 1:3-5, and probably even for the materials through verse nine. A
Christological pattern of sufferings/glories, which appears in the liturgical
forms behind this exquisite literary proem, creates the center of the unit 1
Peter 1:3-12 which, in its final form, is best identified as a formal, didac-
tic ascription.18

The pericope of 1 Peter 1:18-21 is a composite of formulary materi-
als primarily determined by the Isaiah 53 tradition and deliberately reflect-
ing a dynamic of the sufferings/glories. The descending clauses, in two
couplets (with balanced antithesis) preserve, traces of the hymnic nature of
the traditional sources. The participial phrase in verse 18 is used as a tech-
nical introduction to “standardized teaching” which follows.19 The poetic
forces of parallelism and assonance and the unusual liturgical language of
the pericope (7 terms not found elsewhere in 1 Peter) create the authority
that enforces the exhortation of 1:13-17 and is continued after 1:21, most
often in the language and thought forms of Deutero-Isaiah.

16The berakot form is derived from the prayers of the Jewish synagogue. It
is Chrisitanized with the addition “[Father] of our Lord Jesus Christ.” See also
Ephesians 1:3 and 2 Cor. 1:3.

17David Kendall argues that the pericope “provides the foundation for all
of the authors subsequent remarks.” This is an overstatement if all specifics are
meant. However, the general concerns of the text and the Christology of the
ascription are certainly guiding the following presentation. “The Literary and
Theological Function of 1 Peter 1:3-12” in Perspectives on First Peter, NABPR
Studies Series, Number 9, Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 106.

18Detailed evidence and historical dialogue on each of the hymnic passages
investigated in this article may be found in my Dissertation, The Christological
Hymnic Pattern of 1 Peter (Ann Arbor Michigan: UMI), 1993.

19See the same participial expression in Rom. 5:3,, 1 Cor. 15:58, 2 Cor. 1:7.
J.N.D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and Jude (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1969), 72.
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The next hymnic pericope, 1 Peter 2:21-25, exhibits a different lin-
guistic usage, terminology, and style from its context. The arrangement of
parallelisms together with strophes sets this unit off from the surrounding
context. Derived from a rearrangement of several lines of Isaiah 53, this
hymnic piece is based primarily on the feature of parallelism original to
the source.20 The features that indicate the independence of this unit (con-
textual dislocation and linguistic usage) also give the unit the character of
a traditional deposit (a pre-formed unit) and, more particularly, a hymn.21

The pericope includes the ethical example of Christ as the archetypal
righteous sufferer and the dominant theme of Christ’s suffering as atone-
ment. A sufferings/glories pattern is portrayed here in the language of Isa-
iah 53.

Whereas the pericope of 1 Peter 2:21-25 emphasizes the obedience
of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53, the last pericope to be considered, 1

PEARSON

20First Peter 2:22________Isaiah 53:9b
2:23________53:7, 9
2:24________53:4, 11, 12
2:24b_______53:5
2:25________53:6

21All of the general stylistic criteria listed by Shimada apply to this hymn.
Shimada lists 6 general stylistic criteria: (1) elevated prose style; (2) rhythm; (3)
correspondence between words and phrases; (4) combination of parallelism,
rhythm and poetic beauty; (5) differences in linguistic features, terminology and
style in a given context; and (6) repetition of creed-like contents in different
passages. Under the designation of structure, Shimada lists another five criteria.
Shimada then moves to the level of minute detail in his listing of 12 particular
stylistic criteria (e.g., grammatical features such as the relative construction or
participial construction). K. Shimada, “Formulary Materials,” 102-4. Even those
who are hesitant to list this passage as a hymn must discuss it as an option given
the force of the findings. In his new commentary (1 Peter, Hermeneia-A Critical
and Historical Commentary on the Bible, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996,,
192-3), Paul Achtemeier allows that this text may be hymnic in origin. However,
after he lists the evidence, he then disputes the list point by point. His conclusion
is basically a statement of uncertainty, but his line of argumentation does not
recognize that the evidence he disputes is that which is common to liturgical
deposits in 1 Peter. Achtemeier’s hesitancy to recognize hymnic material seems
to arise out of his not seeing the larger patterns of 1 Peter and its use of source
materials throughout. See my dissertation for an overview of the use of liturical
deposits in 1 Peter: The Christological Hymnic Pattern of 1 Peter. Leonhard
Goppelt, A Commentary on 1 Peter , ed. Ferdinand Hahn, trans. John E. Alsup,
1st English ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1993), 208.
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Peter 3:18-22, moves immediately from the suffering of Christ to his vin-
dication, exaltation, and triumphant reign in the present, which assures
the future. First Peter 3:18-22 begins with a repetition of the language and
structure of the introduction to the hymnic form in 2:21-25. The introduc-
tory “for” (gar), the “because” (oti), and the phrase “Christ also suffered
for our sins” (2:21 and 3:17-18) are all parallels, as is the “in order that”
clause expressing motivation.22

The pericope opens with a primitive creedal statement and expands
into a hymn fragment which frames verses 18c-22. Despite first appear-
ances, the pericope is not a haphazard juxtaposition of disparate materials.
The progression of thought in 3:18-22 is produced by a long series of
qualifying statements or dependent clauses, each one specifying the pre-
ceding statement. Following the synthesis provided by Intertestamental
literature, verses 20-21 offer a sort of midrash developed on Enoch/Noah
traditions.23 Verse 3:22 returns to the resurrection inference of verse 18 in
a resolution in which Christ has become the “Cosmocrat” and “judge of
all history.”24 Each assertion of the pericope is a purposeful progression
built on the authoritative base of a sufferings/glories scheme.

Some of the evidences, identifying hymnic features in this pericope
include the rhyming participles of verse 18b which are hapax legomena in
1 Peter. The third participle which occurs in verses 19 and 22 makes it
even more likely that traditional material is being used. Another clear sign

22William J. Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits: A Study of 1 Peter
3:18-4:6 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1965, 1989), 110. Dalton accepted
Reicke’s conclusion that the theology of Christ’s suffering is introduced in the
same way in both passages.

23Michaels’ thought is based on the principle (attributed to Jesus ) that “as it
was in the days of Noah, so it will be in the days of the Son of Man” (Luke 17:26;
cf. Matthew 24:3). 1 Peter, Word Biblical Commentary, Vol. 49 (Waco, Texas:
Word Books Publ., 1988), 200. “A rationale has been presented for the conflation
of the Noah and Enoch traditions from 1 Enoch. Isaiah 54:9-10 is the inspiration
for the Christological assertions of 1 Peter 3:19-22. Christ takes on the roles of
the Suffering Servant, the Son of Man, the Messiah and even the typology of
Enoch and Noah. As the new Enoch, the Son of Man, the Messiah, the Righteous
One (3:18-22) has pronounced judgment and thereby salvation. That salvation is
shared symbolically in Christian baptism which is a sign of the turning point in
salvation history. The Christ is vindicated and exalted, so assuring the vindication
of his followers.

24Martin, Foundations, Vol. 2, 267.
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of creedal or hymnic material is the intentional antithesis with parallel
clauses. Such criteria are found in verse 18b. The anaphoric style of 1:20
is repeated as well. Also, with the verb endings and noun endings the
same, the rhetorical device of epiphora creates a certain assonance in
these paired participial phrases.

The final verse of the pericope also reflects a creedal or hymnic
character. The connecting relative pronoun, the two participial verbs, and
the anaphoric style are all signs of a traditional piece.25 The “themes of
enthronement, ascension to a heavenly realm, and domination or subjuga-
tion of the cosmic powers” are described in elevated style and language.26

The content, which recalls the basic facts of Heilsgeschichte, again indi-
cates poetic and hymnic character. The phrase “who is at the right hand of
God” is paralleled in Romans 8:34, including the relative pronoun (cf.
Eph. 1:20; Heb. 1:3; 10:12; 12:2). The original source of this phrase is the
LXX of Ps. 109 [110]:1.27

The last line of the pericope consists of a participle and three nouns
without definite articles: “with angels and powers and authorities subject
to him.” Assonance is produced by the rhyming endings. The defining
nouns are similar to those found in 1 Corinthians 15:24, Ephesians 6:12,
and Colossians 2:15, which again reveals their traditional nature.

First Peter 3:18c-22 is so clearly distinct from 3:18ab and parallel to
1 Timothy 3:16 that it suggests the theory of an underlying hymn. First
Peter 3:18ab serves as a “superscript” for 3:18c-22 in the same way that
2:21 functions for 2:22-25.28 After presenting a summary of the historical

PEARSON

25Michaels, 1 Peter, allowed that there are “two traditional statements about
Christ’s exaltation here,” but negated the idea that the relative clause “who is . . .”
is a part of any traditional formula. He explained that the phrase found here and
in Romans 8:34 is the author’s “ad hoc construction.” On the basis of the
surrounding evidence (such as the use of participles) and the fact that such a
clause is common to traditional and hymnic material, the phrase is considered
here to be an integral part of the hymnic piece.

26Earl Richard, “The Functional Christology of 1 Peter,” in Perspectives on
1 Peter, Special Studies Series, no. 9, NABPR, 1986, 129.

27Hengel identified 1 Peter 3:18, 22 as a hymn fragment. “Hymn and
Christology,” Studia Biblica (1978). He sees the influence of Psalm 110 on this
hymn as well as on the hymn fragments he locates in Ephesians 1:20-22 and
Romans 8:34.

28Schutter, Hermeneutic and Composition in 1 Peter, 68-9. Schutter’s
analysis is accepted at this point.

— 24 —



dialogue of the form-critical work on 1 Peter 3:18-22, Martin concluded
that 1 Peter 3:18f, 22 is a “pre-formed early version of a hymnic formula
of which 1 Timothy 3:16 is a more complete or refined version.”29 Schut-
ter cautiously concurred with the proposal of an underlying hymn behind
3:18c-22. In fact, he explained Goppelt’s rejection of a hymn fragment
partly as “neglect” of the parallels which may be observed in 1 Timothy
3:16; he quoted Sanders’ comparison of the sequence of 3:18c/19/22 and
the order of 1 Tim. 3:16 in defense of an underlying tradition.30

The Sufferings/Glories Pattern of the Hymnic Material

In 1 Peter the Christological hymnic deposits have been selected and
reworked in a fashion consistent enough to create an identifiable pattern.
The Christological pattern or scheme of the four passages identified
above (which contain traditional liturgical material: 1:1-12, 1:18-21, 2:21-
25, and 3:18-22) introduces the primary focus on the death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ, which is presented as constituting a unity. In 1 Peter,
this unity is understood to reveal God’s plan. The dynamic of the pairing
of death/resurrection is presented throughout 1 Peter in the scheme of
“sufferings” and “glories” (1:11). That scheme presents the conviction
that, in God’s plan, righteous suffering is followed by vindication, exalta-
tion, and “glories.” The Christological materials of 1 Peter have been
selected, correlated, and arranged by the scheme of sufferings/glories so
as to create a pattern. This suffering/glories pattern or scheme (hereafter
referred to as the S/G pattern) is not only appealed to at significant junc-
tures in 1 Peter; it has been made the model which guides the develop-
ment of the text itself.

Edward Lohse declared in 1954 the design behind the author’s selec-
tion of the Christological pericope in 1 Peter: “The creedal and hymnic
pieces used by 1 Peter center on the theme of Christ’s sufferings and are
cited precisely because of that content.”31 E. Richard and W. L. Schutter
continued the direction anticipated by Lohse, each from a different angle.
Richard isolated liturgical fragments he detected in 1 Peter and claimed to
have discovered a “hymnic pattern or mythic structure” which “empha-

29Martin, “Peter, First,” ISBE, III, 812.
30Schuttter, Hermeneutic and Composition in 1 Peter, 69.
31Eduard Lohse, “Parenesis and Kerygma in 1 Peter.” Translated by John

Seely. In Perspectives on 1 Peter, NABPR Special Series, no. 9 (Macon,
Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1986), 59.
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size(d) two movements within [the] Christological progression: suffer-
ing/death and glory/right hand.” He concluded his proposal with the state-
ment: “For our author, Jesus is the image of suffering and glory.” Richard
made this thesis foundational to his understanding of the total document:
“Indeed, the entire structure of 1 Peter is an appeal to authority . . . Christ’s
example, that is, his suffering and glory are the authority or model of
Christian life in the world both as defense (3:15) and as life (2:21).”32

Schutter recognized this sufferings/glories pattern and its centrality
in 1 Peter. He found this scheme to be so foundational in 1 Peter that he
made the claim that the S/G “has operated as an organizing principle in
the way the author has read the Scriptures. . . .”33 In his analysis of five
passages in 1 Peter, where the Old Testament controlled the task of com-
position, Schutter found that each one reflected the S/G scheme of 1:11.34

Therefore, he concluded that the sufferings/glories scheme in 1:10-12 is
the definitive statement of the hermeneutical method of 1 Peter. That
scheme is understood by the author/s of 1 Peter to be the core of the mes-
sage of the prophets. According to Schutter, the sufferings/glories motif is
derived from the humiliation/vindication theme of the Servant Songs of
Deutero-Isaiah, especially Isaiah 53.35 In particular, he found that the
source behind the Christological material in 1:18-22, 2:21-25, 3:18-22,
and 4:13-14 was Isaiah 53:

. . . no OT context makes itself felt as strongly in this respect

. . . as that of Is. 53. The three explicit allusions to it already
identified in 2.22, 24, and 25 make three more in 2.23-4 likely,
so that vv. 4-14 in Is. 53 are spanned. Thus other possible allu-
sions to Is. 53 at 1.19 (53.7) and 3:18 (53.11 LXX) become
likely. So, by virtue of the allusion to 52.3 at 1.18, a block of
Isaiah comes into view, helping the prospects for another allu-
sion at 1.21. . . .36

The presentations of these two scholars only begin to do justice to
the fact that the sufferings/glories motif appears throughout 1 Peter (as a
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32Earl Richard, “The Functional Christology in 1 Peter,” passim.
33Schutter, Hermeneutic and Composition in 1 Peter, 123. Schutter

identifies the sufferings/glories scheme with the abbreviation S/G.
34Ibid., 168, 170.
35Ibid., 106, 108-109, 168, 170.
36Ibid., 38.
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pattern, sixteen times). Their work prepares the way for the conclusion
that in 1 Peter, the S/G pattern, derived from and couched in traditional
deposits, has become not only the message, but also the method of the
document.

Summary of Findings

What becomes apparent in this brief case study is that pre-formed
traditional deposits, originally carefully crafted, are painstakingly incor-
porated into the text of 1 Peter. From the opening proem to the closing
affirmation of the triumphant cosmocrator, these traditional materials are
appealed to as authoritative presentations of the Christ which are pre-
sumed then to require a certain response from the congregation. In con-
tent and in form, these songs contain the inspiration to move the church to
worship and service.

The importance of the four Christological passages (1:1-12, 1:18-21,
2:21-25, and 3:18-22—and also 2:4-8) studied above is that they form the
conceptual unity for the document. They provide a foundation for the cen-
tral motif of 1 Peter: sufferings/glories.37 The suffering and the glorifica-
tion of Christ are made the foundation for the encouragement and exhora-
tion offered to the suffering communities of northern Asia Minor.

Many scholars (including Goppelt, for example) have noted that the
three Christological formulas (1:18ff.; 2:21-25; and 3:18-22) in 1 Peter
furnished the parenesis (ethical material) with a Christological founda-
tion.38 The layout of material creates a pattern of indicatives (givens or
facts) which guide the imperatives (resulting commands). First Peter 1:3-
12 introduces this pattern with a broad-based indicative. The Christologi-
cal traditions are then employed throughout the text as the authority on
which the imperatives rest.

The formal source material of 1 Peter, especially the liturgical texts
which originally had been created in the realm of worship, are re-enlisted
and directed to a worshipping community. The author(s) of 1 Peter draws

37The unity of the letter and its design reflect the unity of the source
materials portraying the humiliation/ vindication motif or sufferings/glories
scheme from Isaiah 53. These findings are consistent with the observation that
much of the language and themes of 1 Peter can be traced to Deutero-Isaiah. This
includes the finding that there are few liturgical/hymnic lines in 1 Peter in which
there are no references to the themes or language of Deutero-Isaiah.

38Leonhard Goppelt, A Commentary on 1 Peter.
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on these authoritative statements of the faith (whether the sources are
Scriptures, Christian forms developed from Scripture, or Christian liturgy)
in a great variety and number of forms, all of which are used for the pur-
pose of heightening the effect of encouragement and instruction in the
worship experience offered by the text.

The Christology of the five major tradtional pericopae of 1 Peter
(1:3-12, 1:18-21, 2:4-8, 2:21-25, and 3:18-22) controls both the soterio-
logical assurances and also reveals and responds to the sociological reali-
ties of the recipient community. These pericopae function as the rationale,
the assurance, the requirement of the community of faith, and as a theod-
icy that both promises vindication and justifies God’s action/inaction. The
songs of 1 Peter provide a sacred service in the document and presumably
in the worship life of the communities that received the inspired word
about Christ.

This case study of 1 Peter demonstrates that the hymns of the early
church which lie behind the text not only functioned as worship material
for the recipient community, but also served as the authority for the
exhortation of the text. Further, the song material embedded in 1 Peter
actually guides the method and the logic of the text: sufferings/glories.
Christ, the innocent, suffered unjustly. God vindicated the suffering of the
Christ and exalted him. You suffer (innocently). You will also be vindi-
cated by God. These sacred songs perform a sacred service first in the
worship of the early church and then in the function they play in the
sacred texts of the church (such as 1 Peter).

From the above brief perusal of the phenomena of hymnic deposits in
the New Testament, it seems that the Christologies of the early churches
reflected therein were presented in the forms and language of worship, and
not in extended philosophical discourse or rhetoric. Whereas the early
songs portrayed a unity in the worship of the Christ (though in diverse con-
cepts), later philosphical reflection on the Christologies of the hymns cre-
ated great diversity and even division in the church of the early theologians
(“fathers”). It seems that only the form of experience and expression called
“song” is able to proclaim adequately the truth about the Christ and the
“indescribable and glorious joy” of loving Christ (1 Peter 1:8).

Implications and Applications

The major theses of this article are: (1) the Christology of the New
Testament is located almost exclusively in the hymnic material of the
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early church; (2) these songs of the early church performed the vital serv-
ice of defining what was specifically Christian; (3) the Christological
hymns/hymnic fragments functioned as authority for Christian exhora-
tion, encouragement, and engagement in the life of the church and in the
world; (4) such songs invite the worshipper into both correct understand-
ing and experience; and (5) these traditional materials are now a part of
what is identified as the received traditions, the authoritative literature of
the church, Scripture.

What are the implications of such a study? How does this study
inform the church today in its theory and practice of worship? At the very
least, and first, worship and instruction in the church ought to proceed
from its Christology. What defines the worship of the church as “Chris-
tian”? The worship of the One whose plan of salvation is revealed in
Christ Jesus. What kinds of affirmations may be made? Those that are
declarative of the One worshipped and those which express the experi-
ence of the worshipper (“you love him . . . and rejoice with an indescrib-
able and glorious joy—1 Peter 1:8).

What difference does this study make for the planning and practice
of the worship of the church of today? How important are the songs of the
church? How important is the text of the songs of the church? Are assem-
bled Christians today singing all or even the core of what they believe?
Do the songs of the church have the breadth that preaching and teaching
does? Are they as instructive as they are inspirational or are they just “odd
little tidbits” of theology or Christian experience?39 Is the church making
full use of the opportunity to sing all that needs to be sung if, in fact, song
is both powerful in experience and memorable in impact? As conservators
of the traditions of the church, how adequate are the songs selected for the
only service of worship many congregants will participate in per week?40

In most Christian communities, song is a vital part of worship. Many

39A negative criticism by Marvin McKissick, Associate Professor of Music
at Azusa Pacific University (31 years) in a dialogue in which he graciously
responded to this article. Professor McKissick has evaluated much of the
theology of the songs of the church as inadequate. His partial explanation for this
phenomena is that the music of the past was written by ministers and theologians.
Recent songs have been written primarily by musicians who are often woefully
illiterate, biblically and theologically.

40McKissick suggests such “so what” questions as contained in this
paragraph. Such questions (my paraphrase) should be asked by those who plan or
teach worship.
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traditions boast multiple resources of considerable breadth to support this
exercise. Most hymnals “contain hymns from almost twenty centuries and
liturgical pieces that go back to the earliest church. . . .”41 Along with this
age-old heritage, many of the great reformations of the church have been
accompanied by an outburst of song. “Both Luther and Wesley wrote new
music to supplement the musical heritage they already had, a faith tradi-
tion passed on from one generation to another.”42 Focus on the Wesleyan
tradition reveals a rich heritage of vibrant music, deliberate theology and
songs of experience. John Wesley compiled selections from some 6,500
songs of his brother Charles Wesley in The Collection of Psalms and
Hymns.43 This hymn book became “very much a part of Wesley’s educa-
tional and evangelical ministry.”44 Hymn-singing was found to be:

[a] powerful instrument of both evangelism and Christian wor-
ship . . . by means of the hymns the Methodist people were not
only brought to religious convictions: they came to understand
their Bibles better, a secure foundation of evangelical theology
was laid in their minds, and they were built up in the Christian
faith. . . . Methodists everywhere became well-known for their
singing.45

John Wesley designed the hymnal with the concern that it be “large enough
to contain all the important truths of our most holy religion” and judged it
unique in providing “. . . so distinct and full an account of scriptural Chris-
tianity.”46 Charles Wesley’s deep knowledge of Scripture, exhibited in his
natural and capable paraphrase which highlighted themes rather than pre-
cise vocabulary, demonstrates a conscious commitment to the truth of
Scripture as well as to the Wesleyan concern for religious experience.47

It is typical of reforming movements to complain of the weaknesses
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41Marva Dawn, Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down (Grand Rapids, MI:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995), 182.

42Ibid., 185.
43Very few of his own songs were included. However, while the collection

is almost completely Charles’ songs, most of them bear the marks of John’s
editing, which in some cases was considerable. Franz Hildebrandt and Oliver A.
Beckerlegge, eds., The Works of John Wesley, Vol. 7 (Nashville, TN: Abingdon
Press, 1983), 58.

44Ibid., 55.
45Ibid., 61-62.
46Ibid., 55.
47Ibid., 49.
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of the worship traditions of parent bodies. In some cases the accusation
has been that the songs are staid and empty of inspiration.48 Note:

It is a fact well known, and felt by the saints, that the hymns of
the past fail to express the glorious Light and Liberty, Grace,
Truth and Power, the Free and Holy Church has attained in
this blessed evening light. Hence the Lord has marvelously
given us these NEW SONGS [his emphasis] that we may sing
more fully the Joy and Victory we have in the Lord Jesus
Christ.49

A later church historian of this particular reforming group (Church of
God, Anderson) agreed that such new songs “lyricized the theology and
the spirit of the movement in such a way that it became even more joyful,
inspiring, and contagious than it had ever been before.”50 Another partici-
pant of this movement went farther, crediting the music for the reforma-
tion: “. . . it was their inspired music which had so much to do with bring-
ing to birth a new spirit of reformation among the people.”51

Part of the genius of the Wesleyan tradition is experience-oriented
worship (demonstrative). “Emotion is a response, an accompaniment, and
a confirmation” of the saving activity of God in the individual and the
church.52 This powerful affirmation of the value of experience in worship
is offered by a songwriter whose theology is deeply steeped in the tradi-
tions of Scripture:

We sing of him whose wondrous name

48Just recently, a young student of mine compained that our home
congregation was missing the great reformation in the church. His proof? The
reluctance of the church to replace hymns with new choruses.

49J. C. Fisher, Songs of Victory (Williamstown, MI: Gospel Trumpet Co.,
1885). Preface. Fisher was an early participant in the Church of God Reformation
Movement now identified with Anderson, Indiana.

50John W. V. Smith’s analysis in his book The Quest for Holiness and
Unity, (Anderson, IN: Warner Press, Inc., 1980), 66.

51“Our Church Musicians” by W. Dale Oldham, in A Time to Remember:
Teachings, The Church of God Heritage Series, editor Barry L. Callen
(Anderson, IN: Warner Press, Inc., 1978), 24 (264).

52Frederick G. Shackleton, Professor Emeritus of Religion and Philosophy,
Azusa Pacific University. Member of the General Hymnal Committee which
produced the 1953 and the 1971 Hymnals of the Church of God, Anderson,
Indiana. Interview, May 26 and June 1, 1997.
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Fills all our hearts with song;
Our highest praise to him we’ll raise

Throughout the ages long.
Jesus Christ is the Lord

to the glory of God the Father.
Jesus Christ is the Lord,
Let ev’ry tongue proclaim.
Name above all names

Ev’ry knee should bow before him
Savior, Lord and King,
Forevermore the same.53

It is true that Scripture is full of stories of personal encounters with
God: Abraham, Moses, Mary, Martha, and Paul were confronted by the
God who willed to be revealed. Personal and corporate testimony of that
experience is the natural outcome. Theological reflection is the attempt to
understand and explain that experience. But, for the Christian, reflection
on experience does not happen in a vacuum. It is defined in the realm of
the Christ-event, God’s fullest self-disclosure, prophesied and fulfilled
according to the testimonies of the Old and New Testaments.

But, what does the the emphasis on the authority of Scripture imply
when it comes to the question of songs in the church? If Scripture carries
a special authority, what does the study of 1 Peter suggest to the church?
The case study of 1 Peter is informative, not only for the particular
emphases of the Weslyan tradition, but also for the church in her myriad
traditions and expressions. The ascription of praise, 1 Peter 1:3-12, which
functions to introduce the themes of 1 Peter, is instructive. It covers a
remarkably broad range of theology: the doctrine of Christ, the trinity,
salvation history, the church as the people of God though aliens and
sojourners in the world, those who “love” and “exult” “without having
seen,” eschatology with the comfort of hope, and a rich theodicy for those
who “suffer.” What God has accomplished in Christ for salvation (about
to be revealed) is the center of the assurance and exhortation of this epis-
tle. While not every song will cover vast theological territory, songs of a
given worship event ought to be definitive expressions of Christian doc-
trine and experience. So, for example, the church can sing knowingly of
salvation with Charles Wesley, “O for a Thousand Tongues to sing my
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53“Jesus Christ is Lord” by Frederick G. Shackleton, in the Hymnal of the
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great Redeemer’s praise,”54 or with Fanny Crosby, “To God be the Glory,
great things he has done, So loved he the world that he gave us his Son.”55

Such songs lead the worshipper into correct understanding and experi-
ence. They are based on the authority of the testimony of Scripture as
well as personal experience of God’s saving presence.

Until recently, theologians and ministers wrote the songs of the
church. Many of the contemporary choruses are written by biblically and
theologically illiterate laypeople (usually musicians). Wrong-headed the-
ology and uncertain esoteric experience can and does mislead the church
in grave ways. Part of the problem is the lack of awareness or understand-
ing of Scriptural revelation. Another part of the problem is historical
ignorance. Two thousand years of church music can be a blessing as eas-
ily as a “curse.” Unfortunately, most “contemporary” services “seem to
slice out only a few recent years [of music] and thereby deprive their par-
ticipants of their rightful place in that larger picture.”56 Ignorance of what
has gone before is a grave handicap; a crippled church cannot be effective
in a world that needs all her gifts!

Marva Dawn challenges the church: “What kind of character is
being formed by certain styles of worship?”57 “Shallow music forms shal-
low people.”58 Warning against “dumbing down” the church in a mis-
guided and misinformed attempt to be culturally relevant, Dawn encour-
ages the church to reject music that is theologically misleading,
inadequate, sub-Christian, or shallow.59 In his theology of worship text,
Ralph Martin offers four helpful criteria by which to test hymns and
songs of the church. A song ought to:

(1) articulate the praise of God the Father in whom his cre-
ation lives . . . ; (2) celebrate God’s activity in history . . . and
[Christ’s] continuing reality in every age including our own;
(3) register sensitivity to personal experience of God’s saving

54“O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing” by Charles Wesley in the Hymnal of
the Church of God, Hymn #65 (Anderson, IN: Warner Press, 1971).

55The song continues: “who yielded his life an atonement for sin, and
opened the lifegate that all may go in.” “To God be the Glory” by Fanny Crosby
in the Hymnal of the Church of God, Hymn # 5 (Anderson, IN: Warner Press,
1971).

56Dawn, Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down, 182.
57Ibid., 167.
58Ibid., 165.
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and renewing grace in Christ and in the Spirit, leading to
encouragement . . . to rise to full stature in Christ; and (4) con-
tain understandable language and application of truth at the
social level.60

Let us reach out in the church and to the world with the best music
we can offer from the church’s entire history, from the distant past to the
present. Let us offer our praise out of the depth and the breadth of God’s
love at work among us, as recorded in Scripture and testified to by the
saints. Let the church always and ever “sing a new song . . . because God
is present in our midst in new ways.”61

As in the days that 1 Peter circulated among the congregations of
Asia Minor, now as then, song with its great affect and effect becomes a
primary tool for the induction, instruction, inspiration, and increase of
Christian faith and life. Song is one of the more powerful tools for the
edification of the worshipping community. What is best remembered?
Sermon or song? Lesson or hymn? Proclamation or praise? What best
creates and sustains a “word about Christ”? That which draws both heart
and mind into the presence of God and into an experience of the Christ
“for us.” May we not waste such a precious and rich inheritance of song
which is a birthright of our great salvation! May we employ the sacred
songs of the church to the sacred services of the church in service to the
church! And may the church, with the saints and angels above, sing a
“new song” with full voice:

Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered
to receive power and wealth
and wisdom and might

and honor and glory and blessing!62
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60Martin, The Worship of God, 59.
61Dawn, Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down, 204.
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WATCHNIGHT, COVENANT SERVICE,
AND THE LOVE-FEAST IN

EARLY BRITISH METHODISM

by

William Parkes

Hester Ann Rogers was the wife of James Rogers, one of John Wes-
ley’s preachers whose journal of spiritual experiences (joined with
selected letters) went into numerous editions both authorised and other-
wise in the first half of the nineteenth century. Hester Rogers wrote to
John Wesley from Dublin in January, 1788:

The Christmas festival was a most blessed season. On Christ-
mas morning, at four o’clock, the preaching-house was well
filled, and God was truly present to bless; many were awak-
ened, and some converted. Four were justified at the watch-
night on new year’s eve. Several also found pardon at the love-
feast, and many witnessed a good confession; but the time of
renewing of covenant exceeded all; fourteen souls were that
day born of God; some at their classes, and the rest at the
sweet, solemn season of the covenant. The house was truly
shaken by the power of God . . . it was none other than the
ante-chamber of glory to my soul.1

There could be no better introduction than this singularly powerful
account of the three distinctive means of grace embodied in the life of
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early Methodism—beyond the preaching service and the sharing where
permitted or desired in the sacramental life.

None of these worship acts buttressing deeper spiritual formation
were the creation of John Wesley or his immediate cohorts. Wesley bor-
rowed from a deep well of resources, but added features that were pecu-
liarly his own. The intention of all three of the worship experiences to
which Rogers referred was to offer further opportunities for believers to
“build each other up” and the convicted to encounter transforming grace.
The completed tapestry had a Wesley weave, but the cloth was extracted
from the practice of the Apostolic church, later developments in both
Eastern and Western Christendom, German Pietism, English Puritanism,
the Reformed Covenantal tradition, Laudian and Caroline schools of high
Anglicanism, and the Moravians. The Watchnight was envisaged as an
evangelical manifestation of the vigils of the early church, made all the
more powerful by the warmth of zeal and commitment. The Lovefeast
was seen as having its vital roots in the Agape of the New Testament,
revived by the Unitas Fratrum. It was to be the Methodist feast of Chris-
tian love, testimony and song, preferred by so very many to the Eucharist
itself. The Renewal of the Covenant had the fullness of biblical authority
and perfectly expressed that covenant of grace that Christians must appro-
priate constantly.

That many within the Wesleyan/Methodist stream of faith today
have never even heard of Covenants, Watchnights, and Love-feasts is sad
but nevertheless true. British Methodism and her daughter churches
around the world retain the Covenent, but it is now a far cry from three
hours of penetrating self examination. The imperious majesty of the awe-
some words of the original form have given way to something consider-
ably more accommodating to the tenor of the twentieth-century spiritual
climate. Yet even this accommodation remains too challenging for many.
Worship on the first Sunday of a new year is frequently set amidst plenti-
ful empty seats. The Watchnight lingers, but many churches no longer
open their doors for the midnight service on the last day of the old year.
Christmas eve Eucharist has largely replaced it, but Evangelical Angli-
cans have adopted it in many places. The Love-feast suffered from
neglect, followed by almost its total loss after the 1880s. Happily, here
and there it is having a resurgence, both as a Wesleyan/Methodist expres-
sion and, in a more liturgically orientated form. almost as a neo-sacra-
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ment at ecumenical gatherings. A few places have maintained a continuity
of practice extending more than two hundred and fifty years.2

It would be a tragedy if these distinct expressions of God’s people in
deep encounter with Christ were ever to be confined to short paragraphs
and brief footnotes in standard historiographical studies. The very glory
that so frequently surrounded them has the right to demand some atten-
tion. They might well ask of us who seek to serve the present age whether
their decline has been to our great loss.3

The Love-Feast

The Christian fellowship meal which heightened the concept of love
among believers was from its foundation closely related to the Eucharist.
Precisely how and in what form is a matter of some historical dispute, but
the coupling of the two is beyond question.4 That it degenerated into
squabbles over food allocation and took on the status of something of a
charitable deed towards the poor cannot be denied. Its spiritual content
was never entirely extinguished, however, as vestiges of the Agape still
appear in the rituals of the Eastern Orthodox churches. As late as 407,
Chrysostom recalled “a custom most beautiful and most beneficial; for it
was a supporter of love, a solace of poverty, and a discipline of humility.”5

Frank Baker sees a faint survival in England in the granting of especially

2A barn Love-feast at Alport, set in a remote part of the Derbyshire Dales
has been held regularly under Methodist auspices for at least two hundred and
forty years. Long before that the building was used by a Puritan conventicle.
Frank Baker, Methodism and the Love-Feast (London: Epworth, 1957), 57;
Leslie F. Church, More About the Early Methodist People, (London: Epworth,
1949), 238-9.

3The four-volume History of the Methodist Church in Great Britain
(London: Epworth, 1965, 1978, 1983, 1988) sadly demonstrates this. In his
exposition “The People Called Methodists, The Means of Grace,” 1:259-73, A.
Raymond George devotes less than a single page to the “institutions” of Love-
feast, Watchnight, and Covenant Service. There are other scattered and brief
references, but the Covenant, in spite of its current use, fares particularly badly.
Love-feasts are given somewhat more attention.

4The most thorough study of the Love-feast remains that of R. Lee Cole,
Love-Feasts: A History of the Christian Agape (London: Epworth, 1916), but it
contains little on Wesleyan usage. Frank Baker’s comparatively short study of
1957 is helpful, both historically and as a practical guide. See also Church, 237-
42.

5Cited by Baker, 9.

WATCHNIGHT, COVENANT SERVICE, AND LOVE-FEAST

— 37 —



minted coins to the “worthy poor” by the sovereign on Maundy Thursday.
Since this once included foot-washing as a symbol of the humility that
should ideally be a mark of regal power, the origins of the Maundy distri-
bution probably belong elsewhere, largely in the traditions of early Eng-
lish Christianity.6

John Wesley was well aware of primitive practice, but made no
claim to being a full restorationist. He first encountered the meal of cele-
bration in Savannah, Georgia, on Monday, August 8, 1737. This was only
ten years after its re-introduction by Zinzendorf among the Brethren in
Herrnhut. Following Anglican prayers that evening:

. . .we joined with the Germans in one of their love-feasts. It
was begun and ended with thanksgiving and prayer, and cele-
brated in so decent and solemn a manner as a Christian of the
apostolic age would have allowed to be worthy of Christ.7

It was the apostolicity of the practice that made a distinctive appeal
to Wesley at this stage of his spiritual pilgrimage. The form existing
among the Moravians in Georgia was ultimately to bear only a partial
resemblance to the later normative Methodist pattern. Following his evan-
gelical awakening Wesley visited the Moravians in Germany for three
months in the summer of 1738. Here he formed somewhat mixed impres-
sions, but remained totally convinced of the value of the Love-feast.

On his return to England and again taking up some responsible lead-
ership in the Fetter Lane Society, it is hardly surprising that this largely
but not entirely Moravian group should have adopted Rules which
included the provision once a month of an evening “. . . general Love-
feast, from seven till ten.”8 The simple and quietly devout feasts that he
had encountered in America and Germany began to radically change.
Whether it was by design or under the powerful leading and aegis of the
Holy Spirit aiding the glow and fervour of people recently renewed,
remains beyond present historical knowledge. The Rules became well
nigh meaningless when on new year’s day, 1738:
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6Ibid.
7The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., Ed. Nehemiah Curnock

(London: Epworth, 1909), I:377.
8The Works of John Wesley (Jackson), reprint ed. (Kansas City: Beacon Hill
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Mr. Hall, Kinchin, Ingham, Whitefield, Hutchins, and my
brother Charles were present at our love-feast at Fetter Lane,
with about sixty of our brethren. About three in the morning,
as we were continuing instant in prayer, the power God came
mightily upon us, inasmuch that many cried out for exceeding
joy, and many fell to the ground. As soon as we were recov-
ered a little from that awe and amazement at the presence of
His majesty we broke out with one voice: “We praise Thee, O
God; we acknowledge Thee to be the Lord.”9

This record of an all-male assembly reads almost like the reunion of
a large segment of the Holy Club. Something touched so vitally by God
could not be restricted, and a Love-feast for women took place at Fetter
Lane on February 18, 1739. Thereafter there were alternative feasts for
men and women every two weeks in London. Bristol then followed where
the first was for the women of the Society on April 9. The separation of
the sexes had been a common practice among the Moravians, but this
broke down quite early among the Methodists. “General” feasts became
the norm even though that there was no mixed seating for several years.
When this became common knowledge outside the Societies, it provided
a platform for the salacious to accuse Wesley’s people of carnality of the
worst kind. The name Love-feast was alone sufficient to trigger wild
imaginations and produce disgustingly scurrilous broadsides.10 Well

9Ibid., 170.
10The unknown writer of The Love-Feast: A Poem (London: n.p., 1778)

waxed lyrical on the supposed sexual orgies taking place in the Love-feasts:

There Saints, new born, lascivious Orgies hold,
Meek Lambs by Day, at Night no Wolves so bold,
There the new Adam tries the old one’s Fort,
And Children of the Light in Darkness sport.. . . .

Revealing his ignorance, the author confuses the chalice used in the
Eucharist with the Love-feast, and his lampoon does not stop at accusing the
Methodists of incest:

Together wanton pairs promiscuous run,
Brothers with Sisters, Mothers with a Son:
Fathers, perhaps with yielding Daughters meet,
And Converts find their Pastor’s Doctrines sweet;
Pure Souls are fir’d with Love’s divinest Spark
And Paradise is open’d in the Dark. (p. 28)

For satirical attacks on Methodism, see Albert M. Lyles, Methodism
Mocked (London: Epworth, 1960), especially chap. 5, “Satire of Methodist
Practices,” 82-95.
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before 1740 came to a close the Love-feast had become an established
feature on the calendar of all the major Societies. James Hutton, the
Moravian book-seller, would occasionally lead the London gatherings,
and this was a recognition that presidency at the Love-feast could differ
from that demanded at the Eucharist.

Disputations over the stillness controversy broke out at a general
Love-feast on April 13, 1740, at Fetter Lane. Charles Wesley was broken-
hearted at “finding so little love, and so much dispute. . . . Our brother
Hodges next began talking at random. . . . The women stopped his
mouth.”11 The contention came to a crucial head on July 20, and John
Wesley’s chosen stage was a Love-feast. He presented his views with con-
viction, making it perfectly plain that it was strictly a “choose you this
day” ultimatum. The quietists denial of the need for any of the ordi-
nances, or even the reading of the scriptures before the full enlightenment
of faith as they understood it, was declared an affront and “flatly contrary
to the word of God.” The atmosphere must have been electric as Wesley
asked all those of the same judgment to “follow me.” Only eighteen or
nineteen did so, the majority of them women.12 On Wednesday of that
week, Wesley’s “little company” met at the Foundery, and the first dis-
tinctly Methodist Society was born.

The popularity of the Love-feast was enhanced by the absence of the
Lord’s Supper, except in the larger Societies where the few ordained
associates of the Wesley’s were able to make a modicum of provision.
This led to monthly celebrations in many places, but the more usual and
later settled practice was to hold them quarterly.13 John Wesley’s own
vivid description in his Plain Account of the People Called Methodists is
strong on background but frail on detail:

In order to increase . . . a grateful sense of all his mercies, I
desired that, one evening in a quarter, all the men in band, on a
second, all the women, would meet; and on a third, both men
and women together; that we might together “eat bread” as the
ancient Christians did, “with gladness and singleness of heart.”
At these love-feasts (so we termed them, retaining the name, as
well as the thing, which was in use from the beginning) our
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11The Journal of The Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A. (Jackson), reprint ed.
(Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1980), I:216-17.

12Works (Jackson), I:282.
13Frank Baker, A Charge to Keep (London: Epworth, 1947), 120.
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food is only a little plain cake and water. But we seldom return
from them without being fed, not only with the “meat which
perisheth,” but with “that which endureth to eternal life.”14

The food was no more than symbolic, a small portion of cake or
bread. Cake was preferred so that there could be no confusion with the
elements in the Eucharist. Water, or occasionally tea, was the chosen drink.
Wine was never used for the same reason as bread, but there are accounts
of it being introduced in some places by non-Wesleyans in the following
century. It thus differed from the much fuller meals at Love-feasts served
from time to time by the Moravians, the Dunkers (Church of the Brethren),
and some other Anabaptist bodies. Large and often individually produced
loving cups, with texts, figures, or the name of the Society on them, were
passed from hand to hand rather than personally handled by the presiding
preacher. The imagery of a common servanthood was thus allied to that of
a common meal. Vital as this time of sharing was, most participants would
consider it peripheral to the heart of the feast. By far the greater part of any
Methodist celebration was occupied with open praise, singing, testimony,
prayer, preaching, and calls for deeper discipleship. Brief reports on the
Lord’s work in other places might be given by visitors from other Soci-
eties. No set form was demanded and it was never circumscribed by the
boundaries of liturgy. At the same time, it possessed all the necessary ele-
ments of a dynamic liturgy for it was truly “lay-work.”

The hymnody associated with the feasts was carefully selected.
Charles Wesley’s Love-feast, first published in the 1740 edition of Hymns
and Sacred Poems, has invariably been sung in some version to the pre-
sent time. In the original form it had four distinct parts, each with four
eight-line verses and a further part containing six.15 Countless thousands

14Works (Jackson), VIII:258-9.
15The Works of John Wesley (Bicentenial Edition), vol. 7, A Collection of

Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists, ed. Franz Hildebrandt and
Oliver A. Beckerlegge, with James Dale (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), 695-700 for
textual and historical analysis of the hymn.This was Wesley’s definitive hymn
book of 1780. The 1875 edition, with the supplement generally known as Wesley’s
Hymns, retained the whole text but divided it into four distinct hymns (519, 520,
521, and 522). In the Methodist Hymn Book of 1933 the first verse was divided
into eight four-line stanzas (748) and the third part of the original, “Let us join ‘tis
God commands,” is set as a separate hymn (713). In the current British Methodist
hymnal, Hymns and Psalms, the form is much nearer the original, being retained
as a single hymn, but in two parts with a total of twelve four-line verses (756).
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in the first eighty years of British Methodism would know the thrill of
waiting for the opening of a Love-feast, always marked by the lining out
of:

Come and let us sweetly join
Christ to praise in hymns divine;

Give we all, with one accord.
Glory to our common Lord.

Hands and hearts and voices raise;
Sing as in the ancient days;

Antedate the joys above,
Celebrate the feast of love.

Other Wesley hymns commonly associated with the occasion
included “All thanks to the Lamb who gave us to meet . . .” and the still
very familiar “All praise to our redeeming Lord, who joins us by his
grace.” Doddridge’s “O Happy day that fixed my choice . . .” (from a non-
Methodist source) was also popular, but the roof-lifting refrain was a later
addition.16 Testimonies were expected to be lively and current. It was said
that men and women who could barely speak a sentence of reasonable
English in their common speech would often find a fluent “prayer lan-
guage” in Love-feasts. John Wesley’s lines (adapted from Zinzendorf),
“Unloose our stammering tongues to tell . . .” became a common reality.

The discipline imposed upon entry to Love-feasts remained in place
for most of the first hundred years of Methodism. For a short period, only
members of the select bands, the inner core of the Society who could tes-
tify to salvation and the attainment of or serious pursuit of perfect love,
could be present. This very soon gave way to the admittance of all who
were members of a Society, those who “desired to be saved from their
sins. . . .” Stewards were appointed to ensure that an offering was taken
for the poor fund and that none attended without producing a band or
class ticket, or a written note by the itinerant. They were issued quarterly
and had to be current. This practice was observed by all the branches of
British Methodism, although only the Wesleyans retained the bands. The
security notwithstanding, many slipped into feasts, sometimes on “bor-
rowed” tickets, and found themselves under conviction. Two such became
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16Frank Baker, Methodism and the Love-Feast, 17-24, for hymns associated
with the Love-feast. He points out the link between these hymns and the singing
of grace before food. It cannot be claimed that the practice entirely owes its
genesis to the Love-feast, but there is certainly an association.
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towering figures. William Clowes, powerful evangelist and co-founder
with Hugh Bourne of Primitive Methodism, was told to “cover the name
written on it with my thumb” at a feast in Burslem in 1805. The steward
was of the zealous kind and:

examined them minutely. . . . A puff of wind came and blew
the door-keeper’s candle out. I presented him my ticket . . . he
called for another light, just as he was going to read my ticket,
another puff came, and away went his light. . . . The man . . .
hastily pushed back the ticket into my hand saying: “Move
on.” So I passed into the gallery of the chapel.17

Jabez Bunting, the imperiously magisterial power broker of the
Wesleyan connexion for so much of the nineteenth century, often
repeated: “Many attribute their conversion to their having attended a love-
feast; I owe mine to having been shut out of one.”18 When the great
Joseph Benson was the Superintendent preacher in Manchester, he was
happy to relax the requirement of a ticket for those young people who
might be won for the Lord. The youthful Bunting had attended feasts sev-
eral times, sharing his mother’s class ticket. When Alexander Mather suc-
ceeded Benson, traditional discipline was restored. Now shut out, Bunting
was brought to the point of deep inner searching and “once for all
renounced sin.”

Revivals, both local and spreading over a wide area, frequently
began and continued through Love-feasts.19 Greatly used in these out-
pourings were figures on the revivalist wing of Wesleyanism, both lay and
itinerant. Among the former were those who could be described as spe-

17John T. Wilkinson, William Clowes 1780-1851 (London: Epworth, 1951),
18, citing the Journals of William Clowes (London: Primitive Methodist Book-
Room, 1844).

18T. Percival Bunting and G. Stringer Rowe, The Life of Jabez Bunting,
D.D. (London: T. Woolmer, 1887), 34.

19This was especially true of the great Yorkshire revivals which began in
the 1790s and had an increasing influence well into the 1820s under men such as
William Bramwell and others. Cornwall witnessed many revivals where Love-
feasts played a highly prominent and frequently emotional role. Adam Clarke
recorded several cases of divine healing in Love-feasts associated with a
powerful revival in the the Channel Islands (Adam Clarke to John Wesley, July,
1789, cited in R. D. Moore, Methodism in the Channel Islands, London: Epworth,
1952, 55-56).
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cialist practioners of the Love-feast, such as “Praying Nanny” Cutler,
whom William Bramwell, the key man among the revivalists, believed
was the main instrument in the great Yorkshire revival that began shortly
after the death of Wesley.20 Quaint Sammy Hick and William Dawson
were also mightily used. All the leading ministerial figures who stood for
revivals against the increasing opposition of the Wesleyan Conference to
“exciteable religion” fervently believed in Love-feasts as instruments for
the promotion of heart faith. Bramwell, a man as mighty in prayer as
preaching, John Smith, David Stoner, Hodgson Casson, and Thomas
Collins constantly called for them.21 Expressions such as “irresistible,”
“the power of the grace of entire sanctification,” “the power of God so
fell,” “with reluctance they departed,” “voices could scarce be heard,” and
“I have got it!,” abound in magazine accounts and biographies. Long after
regular Love-feasts had given way to straight prayer meetings and “tea
gatherings” in the major Wesleyan body and most of the smaller off-
shoots, the Primitive Methodists retained the circuit quarterly celebra-
tions.22 With the exception of some isolated reports from Ireland, they
were never associated in British Methodism with Quarterly Meetings.23

The Watchnight

The Watchnight had as much of an ancient lineage as the Lovefeast.
The roots ran deep in the traditional nights of prayer in the early church
and the watching and praying associated with our Lord in the garden.24

The precise date of its introduction by John Wesley is uncertain. His
account of its beginnings as a specific act of worship within the United
Societies is clear enough, but, somewhat surprisingly, the Journal is silent
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20For the work of Bramwell and Ann Cutler, and the effect both spiritually
and bodily of Yorkshire Love-feasts, see Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters,
vol.II, The Expansion of Evan-gelical Nonconformity 1791-1859 (Oxford: OUP,
1995), 65-67.

21The “Primitive Wesleyan” or Revivalist band of preachers, itinerant and
lay, were totally convinced of the value of Love-feasts in the work of revivals,
long after the rite had settled down in many places as a testimony meeting with
bread or cake and water. This raised disciplinary questions because of regulations
limiting attendance to those in Society, and the revivalists’ conviction that Love-
feasts, like the Supper of our Lord, could be a “saving ordinance.”

22The Methodist Recorder, Winter Number, 1896, 49-50.
23Frank Baker,Methodism and the Love-Feast, 54, 62.
24Church, 241-2.
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as to the day or even month. On March 12, 1742, what was probably the
second Bristol Watchnight took place.25 The first was very definitely in
Kingswood, near Bristol, where the Methodist Watchnight was introduced
to counteract the “wild carousals of the Kingswood miners” on Saturday
nights. Many of the Methodist converts had participated in the crude and
drunken ribaldry in former days.26 Wesley makes no mention of this in his
own account, but the known rough and miserable state of the Kingswood
community gives it the ring of truth. Note:

About this time, I was informed that several persons in
Kingswood frequently met together at the school; and when
they could spare the time, spent the greater part of the night in
prayer, and praise, and thanksgiving. Some advised me to put
an end to this; but, upon weighing the thing thoroughly, and
comparing it with the practice of the ancient Christians, I
could see no cause to forbid it. Rather, I believed it might be
made of more general use. So I sent them word, I designed to
watch with them on the Friday nearest the full moon, that we
might have light thither and back again. I gave public notice of
this the Sunday before . . . that I intended to preach; desiring
that they, and they only, would meet me there. . . . On Friday
abundance of people came . . . we continued till a little beyond
the noon of night, singing, praying, and praising God. This we
have continued to do once a month ever since, in Bristol, Lon-
don, and Newcastle, as well as Kingswood; and exceeding
great are the blessings we have found therein. . . .27

“About this time” strongly suggests the introduction of the Watch-
night at or near the time of the beginning of the class meeting, for it
immediately follows this account in the text. This can be confidently
dated as February 15, 1742.28 The school in question was that established
by Wesley for the people of Kingswood and their children. As with the
Love-feast, Wesley demanded the credibility that came from the practices

25Henry Bett, The Spirit of Methodism (London: Epworth, 1937), 57; John
Bishop, Methodist Worship in Relation to Free Church Worship (Scholars
Studies Press, 1975), 92-94; Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley
and the Rise of Methodism (London: Epworth, 1989), 411-412.

26Works (Jackson), I, 263.
27William Myles, A Chronological History of the People Called Methodists

(London: Wesleyan Conference Office, fourth ed., 1813), 56; Church, 242-243.
28Works (Jackson), VIII, 255-256.
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of the “ancient Christians.” It meant for him more than the authority of
the forms of worship discernable within the New Testament. It had to
include the total record of God’s people as displayed in the writings of the
Ante-Nicene fathers. Nothing could be rejected out of hand up to the
reign of Constantine. By 1748, when he wrote his Plain Account of the
People Called Methodists, he was able to confront some of the criticism
of Watchnights. Having asserted that “the word of God sunk deep into the
heart, even of those who until then knew him not,” he faced the accusers
or the uncomfortable:

If it be said, “This was only owing to the novelty of the thing
. . . or perhaps the awful silence of the night,” I am not careful
to answer in this matter. Be it so: However, the impression
then made on many souls has never since been effaced . . .
allowing that God did make use either of the novelty or any
other indifferent circumstance, in order to bring sinners to
repentence, yet they are brought. If. . . either by the novelty of
this ancient custom, or by any other indifferent circumstance,
it is in my power to “save a soul from death, and hide a multi-
tude of sins,” am I clear before God if I do it not, if I do not
snatch that brand out of the burning?29

John Bishop argues that Wesley shared in Moravian Watchnights in
London long before the Kingswood event. That may be true, but the dates
that Bishop gives to support his contention, namely the last day of the
year in both 1739 and 1740, cannot be verified from the Journal.30 On
December 31, 1739, Wesley simply records the long and disturbing con-
versation with Molther, the leading protagonist among the Moravians for
the “quietist” or “stillness” position. The last day of 1740 found him in
Kingswood, where a powerful evening service took place, including the
presence of many from Bristol. Wesley does not state that it was a Watch-
night, and there was no Moravian connection.

Yet it cannot be doubted that, as with the Love-feast, the diet of
Moravian worship had a profound effect on Wesley.31 At the same time, it
was no mere copying. Under his leadership it took on different character-
istics. The Wesleyan spirit would inject fervour and fire into any frame-
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work that was adopted. This was especially true of the crucial areas of
worship and devotion. Wesley fused together in his heart and mind a rain-
bow coalition and tried and tested it in the life of the Societies. The
colouring came from the Prayer Book of the English church, the preach-
ing tradition of Puritanism at its best and most open, and radical continen-
tal Pietism as interpreted by the Moravians. It was from the last of these
that Wesley gained the highest inspiration for Watchnights, but he was
also wide awake to the knowledge that all-night prayer gatherings were a
feature of Puritanism, both inside the established church and among the
Independents. More important than any proven or probable modifications
that he made from the traditions of a wider Christendom was the constant
overriding preference for that which could be shown as established among
the “ancient Christians.”

Nights of prayer, or prayer and praise, while clearly having a kin-
ship, must not be identified with the Watchnight celebration. Some of the
early ones did extend well beyond the midnight hour, and especially if
preceded by a Love-feast as was the custom in some areas. But this was
unusual. The timing “at half an hour past eight . . . till a little after mid-
night” was the general practice.32 Whole nights spent in prayer by the
people of God can be stimulated by a constellation of reasons. Watch-
nights were for a particular reason and planned at a particular season. Fol-
lowing the Moravian practice, the first London Watchnights took place on
Friday evenings nearest the full moon. John Wesley referred to it as a
“solemn service,” “a particular blessing,” and that “generally there was a
deep awe on the congregation, perhaps in some measure owing to the
silence of the night. . . .”33 Reviewing the Watchnights after several years
of use, Wesley declared: “It has generally been an extremely solemn sea-
son; when the word of God sunk deep into the heart, even of those who

32J. H. Overton, John Wesley (London: Methuen, 1891), 30, from an
Anglican perspective seeks to root not only Watchnights but also class-meetings
in Wesley’s admiration for apostolic practice, thus discounting Moravian
influence. C. H. Towlson, Moravian and Methodist: Relationships and Influences
in the Eighteenth Century (London: Epworth, 1957), 216-20, ultimately decides
for Moravian origins, as do most commentators. Rack, 411, states: “The
watchnight has been claimed, much less plausibly, as an importation from the
Moravians,” but he cites no reasons for this judgment. Obviously, the precedent
of the early church cannot be discounted.

33Works (Jackson), I, 364.
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till then knew him not.”34 The “Watching” in the Watchnight was the
“watching unto prayer,” the watching for the Lord’s outpouring, and the
watching of eschatological expectancy. This was largely understood in a
realised sense; the Kingdom as here and now in the rapture of praise and
the majesty of Christ’s light symbolized by hundreds of candles challeng-
ing the night. Nor did this end when the service closed. After the Bristol
Watchnight held on March 12, 1742, Wesley reported:

The Lord was gloriously with us at the watch-night; so that
my voice was lost in the cries of the people. After midnight,
about a hundred of us walked home together, singing, and
rejoicing, and praising God.35

Traditions peculiar to certain regions such as Scotland, Wales, Corn-
wall and the West, the Midlands, and the North, both on the East and
West side, have always been part of the British Methodist heritage. The
writer recalls from his first appointment in Yorkshire the post-Watchnight
practice of joining hands around the outside of the church and lustily ren-
dering a very localized version of “Hail shining Morn” to immediately
welcome the new year. The church historian had found references to this
practice as far back as 1833. Other Methodist and Wesleyan Reform
churches in the area did precisely the same thing, except that they were
not agreed on the choice of hymn.

As the monthly or quarterly Watchnights gradually gave way to a
single annual celebration associated with the new year, the eschatological
strand, as distinctive as in the Covenant, became ever more pronounced.
The day and time encouraged such concepts, and the Watchnight hymns,
so powerfully important in creating the character of the service,
resounded with a cry for Christ’s millennium. None personified this better
than Charles Wesley’s:

Come, let us anew
Our journey pursue,

Roll round with the year,
And never stand still till the Master appear.

The arrow is flown,
The moment is gone;
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The millennial year
Rushes on to our view, and eternity’s here.

O that each in the day
of His coming may say,

“I have fought my way through,
I have finished the work thou didst give me to do!”

O that each from his Lord
May receive the glad word,

“Well and faithfully done!
Enter into my joy, and sit down on my throne.”36

Joy, mingled with a measured solemnity and the final advent hope, feature
prominently in a hymn which was the only one actually headed “Watch-
nights” in Wesley’s Hymns:

Join, all ye ransomed sons of grace,
The holy joy prolong,

And shout to the Redeemer’s praise
A solemn midnight song.

Blessing, and thanks, and love, and might,
Be to our Jesus given,

Who turns our darkness into light,
Who turns our hell to heaven.

Thither our faithful souls he leads,
Thither he bids us rise,

With crowns of joy upon our heads,
To meet him in the skies.37

How incomparably glorious compared to so many weak and “meatless”
ditties which all too many Wesleyan people now have sadly become
accustomed to as their main sustenance. Those within the heritage who
neglect the very best representation of our sung faith and creed are in peril
of being absorbed within the somewhat mediocre orbit of much that
passes for evangelical hymnology.

36Originally in Hymns for New Year’s Day (1749) and A Collection of
Hymns for the People Called Methodists (1780), 45. The Works of John Wesley
(Bicentennial Ed.), Vol. 7, 136-137; Methodist Hymn Book (1933), 956; Hymns
and Psalms (1983), 354.

37Not in the Watchnight selection in the 1780 collection. In Wesley’s Hymns
(1875), 976;Methodist Hymn Book, 960.
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Other hymns linked to the Watchnight were Charles Wesley’s “Sing
to the great Jehovah’s praise” and “Captain of Israel’s host, and Guide.”38

Later in the nineteenth century, Frances Ridley Havergal’s “Standing at
the portal of the opening year” and “Another year is dawning” became
firm favorites. Two and sometimes three preachers were used at Watch-
nights in some of the smaller Methodist bodies. Margaret Adams, who
became an itinerant with the Bible Christians,39 testified that she was
“invited to a Watchnight at Goosham Mill, and out of curiosity I went. I
took no heed . . . being careless, but when a third preacher began . . . he
described my character . . . I gave myself to God.” She fell to the ground,
and cried so loudly that the preacher could not go on. She said that “the
false curls under my bonnet felt they were on fire, and I would have cut
off my hair if I had scissors!”40 Watchnights served not only as an agency
for mission, but also featured a degree of social control. August 1, 1834,
was the vesting day for the absolute abolition of slavery in Jamaica. The
island authorities feared rioting and disruption. Instead there was com-
plete calm. Several thousands had gathered in the Methodist churches on
the island, spending the final hours to midnight in great Watchnights. At
the moment of emancipation, it was said the Doxology could be heard
ringing throughout the night.41
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38The former was the last of the seven hymns in Hymns for New Year’s Day
(Bristol: 1750), with a continuity in Wesley’s Hymns, 979; The Methodist Hymn
Book (New) (Wesleyan Methodist New Connexion and Wesleyan Reform Union,
1904), 931; Methodist Hymn Book, 959; Hymns and Psalms, 360. The glorious
and all too short “Captain of Israel’s Host” was first published in Short Hymns on
Select Passages of Scripture, 1762. In the 1780 work, 317, and in every
Wesleyan and Methodist post-1932 collection to the present. Amazingly, it is not
in the United Methodist Hymnal (1989).

39A largely West Country and rural Methodist offshoot (as distinct from a
schism) which existed from 1815 until 1907 when, with the Methodist New
Connexion and United Methodist Free Churches, it became part of the United
Methodist Church (Great Britain). In turn, this church entered the much wider
Methodist union of 1932, with the Wesleyan and Primitive Mtehodists. The Bible
Christian work was largely centred on the poorer classes. They were solidly
Wesleyan in doctrine and highly revivalistic. Akin in ethos to the much larger
Primitive Methodist Church, they also accepted women as itinerants from their
earliest days. Again, like the Primitives, they abandoned the practice before the
end the nineteenth century.

40Zechariah Taft, Biographical Sketches . . . of Holy Women, vol. II (Leeds:
for the author, 1828), 256.

41Frank Baker, A Charge to Keep, 82.
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The level of denunciation aimed at the Love-feast was more than
maintained with the Watchnight. Robert Southey, the Poet Laureate,
stormed: “The Watch-night was another of Wesley’s objectionable institu-
tions. . . . Mr Wesley disregarded the offence which he gave, by renewing
a practice that had notoriously been abolished, because of the obvious to
which it led.”42 John Baily, an Irish Anglican, felt threatened by “mid-
night assemblies” and considered Wesley to be a “harebrained enthusiast.”
He replied by asking Baily if he had ever read the Prayer Book, with its
mention of vigils, and reminded him that he had “the authority of our own
national church as well as the universal church, in the earliest ages.”43

Strong implications of sexual immorality were contained in the worst of
the satirical lampoons. The anonymous writers of Fanatical Conversion
and Perfection were particularly abusive. The former claimed that the
length of the Watchnight service was to heighten the expectancy and
anticipation of unspeakable doings involving “yielding saints,” whom
“John’s Exorcists” would make “pregnant sinners.”44 The second author
made his vulgar challenge in gross doggerel:

Preaching LUBBERS, who have dropp’d their PACK;
In watch-night Labours prove themselves not slack,
Thro’Calls of Love to tender Scenes advance,
And slide into Adult’ry in a Trance?45

Old as it is, the riposte of Abel Stevens is surely sufficient: “These
meetings are public, and their supposed possible evils are unknown,
except in the conjecture of writers who have never witnessed them.”46 It
was true, as Charles Wesley wrote of the Kingswood miners, that “Oft
have we passed the guilty night, In revellings and frantic mirth,” but now:

42Robert Southey, The Life of John Wesley, ed. Arthur Reynolds (London:
Hutchinson, 1903), 257.

43Works (Jackson), IX, 80-81; The Letters of John Wesley, ed. John Telford
(London: Epworth, 1931), 3, 287.

44Fanatical Conversion; or, Methodism Displayed. A Satire. Illustrated and
Verified by Notes from J. Wesley’s Fanatical Journals... (London: 1779); and
Perfection: A Poetical Epistle. Calmly Addressed to the Greatest Hypocrite in
England (London: 1778), cited in Lyles, 91.

45“Lubbers,” i.e., A lazy, clumsy, or ignorant fellow. One out of place, as in
“Land-lubber,” sailors’ terminology for one unequal to the task. Reference to the
background of many of Wesley’s preachers.

46Abel Stevens, History of Methodism (London: James Hagger, n.d.), II,
189.
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We will not close our wakeful eyes,
We will not let our eyelids sleep,

But humbly lift them to the skies,
And all a solemn vigil keep;

So many years on sin bestowed,
Can we not watch one night for God?47

The Renewal of the Covenant

The origin, subsequent history, and “doctrine as worship” features of
the Covenant are by far the most complex of the three distinctives exam-
ined here. At the same time, the Covenant has received more scholarly
attention than the Love-feast and much more than the Watchnight.48 John
Wesley gave deep and long consideration to this penetrating and search-
ingly moving service before very carefully and with solid preparation pre-
senting it for the consideration of the Methodist people. In his Short His-
tory of the People Called Methodists, completed in late 1781, Wesley
traced the beginnings:

August 6, 1755, I mentioned to our congregation in London, a
means of increasing serious religion, which had been fre-
quently practised by our forefathers—the joining in a covenant
to serve God with all our heart and with all our soul. I
explained this for several mornings following: And on Friday
many of us kept a fast unto the Lord; beseeching Him to give
us wisdom and strength, that we might “promise unto the Lord
our God, and keep it.” On Monday, at six in the evening, we
met for that purpose at the French church in Spitalfields. After
I had recited the tenor of the covenant proposed, in the words
of that blessed man, Richard Alleine, all the people stood up,
in token of assent, to the number of about eighteen hundred.
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historical and theological examination, but heavily analytical on liturgical
minutia. Also, Frederick Hunter, “The Origins of Wesley’s Covenant Service”
(The London Quarterly & Holborn Review, January, 1939), 78-87; Frank Baker,
“The Beginnings of the Methodist Covenant Service” (The London Quarterly &
Holborn Review, July, 1955), 215-20; Rupert E. Davies, “The History and
Theology of the Methodist Covenant Service” (Theology, February, 1961), 62-68.
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Such a night I scarce ever knew before. Surely the fruit of it
shall remain for ever.49

John Wesley recorded some ten occasions when the service was held
in the French church before the opening of the chapel in City Road, and
there may have been others.50 It has been argued that this was because of
his sensibilities on the necessity of a consecrated building for the celebra-
tion of the Lord’s Supper. Wesley placed little or no store by such consid-
erations, and it is far more likely that it was simply a matter of a building
large enough to seat the congregation.51 Preparation for the first Covenant
was meticulous, and in an entirely different category than the Love-feast
and Watchnight. It was by explanation and catechising in depth. Full-
length preparatory services were a common feature, especially in places
where they were to engage in their first Covenant. Fasting and prayer, the
appeal to historical continuity, and the generating of expectancy were all
significant for Wesley. The original Covenant service was long. The form
set forth by Joseph Alleine, based in part on the work of his kinsman
Richard Alleine and prepared by Wesley for inclusion in his Christian

49Works (Jackson), XIII, 337; the received opinion that this was the first
Covenant service has not gone unchallenged. John S. Simon, John Wesley and
the Advance of Methodism, London: Epworth, 1925, 97-98, took the exhortation
to the Newcastle Society by Wesley on July 10, 1748, that they renew their
covenant with God, and quoting Joseph Alleine, as the first such service.
Frederick Hunter gives priority to January 1, 1748 (cited: 82), and likewise Frank
Baker emphasises the events of December, 1747 to January, 1748, as
“experiments with a simple form of covenant” (cited: 215-216); similarly, in his
Charge to Keep, 121-122, he claims that in 1755 “Wesley crystallized another
type of service which he had already used.” With Tripp (12-15), 1755 remains by
far the most likely earliest date of a Covenant service properly understood as
such. Covenant themes were regularly applied by Wesley to his people in the
1740s, including calls to personal renewal of God’s covenant. But a strong
covenant theme does not a Covenant service make.

50At first, Covenant services were restricted to the larger Societies such as
London, Bristol, Newcastle, Dublin, and Cork. Known French Church usage:
August 11, 1755, April 11, 1757, February 29, 1760, January 1, 1762, December
25, 1762, January 1, 1766, January 1, 1767, January 1, 1769, January 1, 1771,
and January 1, 1772; here the pattern changing to New Year’s day is clearly
discernable. Later, the first Sunday in the year became the norm. Tripp, 16-25.

51John C. Bowmer, “John Wesley’s Huguenot Chapels” (Wesley Historical
Society Proceedings, XXVII), 26, projects the view of a consecrated building.
Wesley’s convictions are best seen inWorks (Jackson), III, 195.
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Library, would occupy well over an hour in a worship context, quite apart
from hymns, further prayers, and readings and an exhortation.52 David
Tripp rightly observes that it is difficult to find any significant event in the
summer of 1755 which might have led John Wesley to conceive of such a
service.53 The awakening was in its seventeenth year, and Wesley may
have considered that, while the breadth of the work was ever increasing,
something was lacking in regard to its depth. Disciplined discipleship had
to be evoked.

If we cannot trace the defining moment of Wesley’s passionate wish
to share the covenantal relationship of the believer with the beloved
through a solemn affirmation, the sources that fed it can be identified. But
perhaps more important is the need to recognise how vital covenant theol-
ogy was for John Wesley.54 Renewal of the Covenant defined something
that had gone before. It was not a new relationship to be honored and
marked, but one established by God, first with God’s original people and
now with the new Israel. It demanded particular reminder and renewal
with gathered witnesses at least annually. The covenant of grace was
operative from baptism; it was therefore a reinforcement of baptismal

PARKES

52The service of 1780 contains five long sections and a ten-part Covenant
Prayer. In all, there are approximately five thousand words.

53Tripp, 27.
54Ibid., 108-112; this aspect has received relatively scant treatment in

Wesleyan doctrinal and historical studies. It has no prominence even in the
strongest attempt to tie John Wesley within the Reformed tradition (George Croft
Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley, New York: Henry Holt, 1935). Of the
classical theologians, William Burt Pope is fairly typical in emphasizing the
covenantal aspects of the sacraments, rather than in any wider context (A
Compendium of Christian Theology, London: Wesleyan Conference Office,
1879, III, 299-334). This vein has continued in sacramental studies such as Ole E.
Borgen, John Wesley on the Sacraments (Grand Rapids, Francis Asbury Press,
1985), especially 136-139; Rob L. Staples, Outward Sign and Inward Grace
(Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1991) where there is a strong recognition of
covenantal connections throughout, and Gayle Carlton Felton, This Gift of Water
(Nashville, Abingdon, 1992), especially 52-53. John Deschner, Wesley’s
Christology (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1988) has perhaps the most
incisive comments on Wesley’s approach to covenantal thought in recent years,
seeing the problem of overlap from time to time with dispensational terminology
in Wesley (extended footnote 15, 112-114). The covenant theme is also strong in
Howard A. Snyder, The Radical Wesley (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press,
1980), 113-116, 136, 139, 149-150, 160-162.
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vows.55 It was also a renewal of all the limitless promises arising from the
new birth, for baptism without regeneration had no permanent validity.56

God’s covenant with his people was therefore re-enacted firstly by initia-
tion and then actualisation and made the contractural demand of being re-
confirmed through individual and collective renewal.57 In Methodist
thought the strong association of both sacraments with covenantal theol-
ogy and typology has raised problems, consciously or otherwise, in
assessing the importance of such a singular and isolated act as the
Covenant Renewal.58 Its lack of use in the United States may not be
entirely due to its omission from the Sunday Service of the Methodists,
compiled by Wesley. Neither can it be totally explained by the long peri-
ods of anti-liturgical preference in American Methodism. There may well
have been some recognition that the Lord’s Supper had built within it
such a recognizable motif of covenantal renewal that an added gloss such
as the Covenant service could diminish that content.59

An element of mystery surrounds the means by which John Wesley
distributed the text of the Directions. Apart from the form in volume 30 of

55This is made very clear in the text of the 1780 Covenant Service.
56Standard Sermons of John Wesley, ed. Edward H. Sugden (London:

Epworth, 1935), Sermon XXXIX, “The New Birth,” II, 242.
57For the strong association with renewing baptismal vows and the

confirming aspect of the Covenant, see Tripp, chap. 5, “The Covenant and its
Renewal in Methodist Thought,” 106-131.

58For W. B. Pope, the sacraments are “seals of a covenant,” A Higher
Catechism of Theology (London: Wesleyan Methodist Book-Room, 1880), 333-
334; if the seal, what further sealing is necessary, one might ask. Benjamin Field
logically would appear to make a service such as the Covenant Renewal
unnecessary: “[Baptism as a seal], on God’s part is a visible assurance of this
faithfulness to His covenant stipulations; and on our part a pledge by which we
make ourselves party to the covenant, promising to fulfil its conditions,” The
Student’s Handbook of Christian Theology, ed. J. C. Symons (London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 1894), 308. Other examples could be cited.

59This is not to say that the Covenant service has been entirely unknown in
the United States. Its presence (in a very slightly modified form of the British
Methodist service of 1936) in The Book of Worship for Church and Home (New
York & Nashville: Methodist Publishing House, 1952), 46-53, signifies some use.
It is here alongside “a Watch-Night Service or on the First Sunday of the New
Year,” but there are no Watchnight features in the service as published. It was not
within the official Rituals of the Church, but one of many “Orders for Occasional
Use.” It is not in the current Rituals of the United Methodist Church, where the
Baptismal services are now titled “The Baptismal Covenant.”
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his Christian Library, a work hardly likely to be carried by the preachers
or retained in many chapels, the text was not published until 1780.60

David Tripp, while rightly identifying Wesley’s motivation for the
Covenant service as originating in a form of prayer devised by Joseph
Alleine in about 1659, with additional directions and the Covenant Prayer
itself extracted from Richard Alleine’s Vindiciae Pietatis published in
1663, insists that there were further influences. The scriptural content is
obvious, as is the more general Puritan emphasis on covenant theology
and the practice of personal covenanting as a contract of faithfulness to
God.61 Somewhat less obvious is Tripp’s observation that there is a Lau-
dian or old-type High Anglican connection.62 Such churchmen advocated
no service in any way similar to the Covenant Renewal, but the principle
ran strongly through both the Confirmation rite and the Communion order
where both acts were envisaged as the renewing of the baptismal
promises. Samuel Wesley seemingly made much of covenant theology in
his work, The Pious Communicant Rightly Prepared (1700), insisting:
“. . . because there are few who have come of age without being guilty of
some breaches of this Covenant, we do, after we have taken it upon our-
selves in Confirmation, renew it again at the Holy Communion.”63

One should tread warily, however, in pressing this line of influence.
Reformed theology as a whole is drenched with covenantal concepts,
including its view of the sacraments. This is acknowledged by David
Tripp who otherwise meticulously searches for origins in all manner of
places: “It may fairly be said that the starting-point of Methodist dog-
matic theology in the early nineteenth century, at least on the subject of
the Covenant, is in chapters VII, XXVIII, and XXIX of the Confession of
Faith of the Westminster Assembly, adjusted by the Methodist convictions

PARKES

60Thomas Lee, one of the preachers published the Covenant service minus
for some reason the Covenant Prayer, prior to Wesley. It appeared as: An Extract
from the Thirtieth Volume of the “Christian Library” published by the Rev. Mr.
Wesley (Sheffield: 1779). He sent an advertisement to all his brethren. “Mr
Wesley’s reaction is not known.

61The writing of personal covenants was a common Puritan practice, as it
was with many Methodists. Southey actually believed that some of them wrote in
their own blood. This was vehemently denied by Jabez Bunting.

62Tripp, 63-68.
63Cited by Tripp, 8.
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on God’s universal love, on free will and on the peccability of believ-
ers.”64

Wherever else in Wesley’s reading and experience, apart from the
Alleine Puritan devotions, he appropriated the design of Covenant
Renewal, the Moravians played little or no part. He had been present at
what J. E. Hutton describes as the practice of the “The Cup of Covenant”
at Herrnhut in 1738, but it did not approach a Renewal as Wesley under-
stood it. It consisted largely of a celebration of the covenant of faith
between believers on the occasion of the sending out of missionaries,
although they did sing a hymn described as the Brethren’s Covenant
Hymn.65 Direct indebtedness to the Moravians has been claimed, but C.
W. Towlson is surely correct in his judgment that “. . . it is improbable
that Methodism owes anything to Moravianism in this respect.”66

At least thirteen editions of the Directions appeared before 1812.
Even so, as late as 1888 the service was not incorporated in the Wesleyan
Order of Administration of the Sacraments. Emendations were frequently
made to the text and surviving copies used by preachers consistently dis-
play much deletion and changing of words. This was always in the direc-
tion of a discernable softening of much of the awesome language of the
original, and an obvious desire to shorten the pre-sacramental service by
reducing the ten-part Covenant Prayer.67 By the mid-nineteenth century,
Methodists had problems with such language as: “O Most dreadful God
. . . I beseech thee accept of thy poor Prodigal now prostrating himself at
thy door,” or “O blessed Jesus, I come to thee hungry, wretched, miser-
able, blind, and naked; a most loathesome, polluted wretch, a guilty, con-
demned malefactor.”68 Revisions were made by the Wesleyans in 1879

64Ibid., 112; Deschner, 112, also finds Westminster Confession structures in
Wesley’s thought. Whether free will in this period had such a prominent place in
Methodist dogmatics (with the possible exception of a shift discernable in
Richard Watson) is more conjectural.

65J. E. Hutton, A History of the Moravian Church, 224, cited in Tripp, 9.
66Towlson, 223.
67By comparison, the present service in The Methodist Service Book

(London: Methodist Publishing House, 1975), 171-181, with Holy Communion,
four or five hymns, and a sermon of average length (twenty minutes?) can be
completed in a little over one hour.

68The 1780 service remained in use in some form for over one hundred
years. Words here are from the opening lines and part five of the Covenant
Prayer.
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and 1897. British Methodists of all persuasions had some form of
Covenant service, although they differed considerably in length and con-
tent. With the exception of the Methodist New Connexion and Wesleyan
Reformers, it never claimed the same allegiance among the dissenting
bodies.

The service for the Renewal of the Covenant is still held on the first
Sunday in January in every Methodist church. Sometimes congregations
will unite for the occasion. The once exceedingly long preamble is now
reduced to quite short prayers of Adoration and Confession. The nature of
the Covenant relationship is set forth, and the invitation given. The
Covenant Prayer is a highly truncated version of the original, but both the
spirit and content of its essential obligations remain. We might ask
whether there could ever be a deeper consecration:

I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will,
rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put me to suf-
fering; let me be employed for you or laid aside for you,
exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me
be empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely
and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and dis-
posal. And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours. So be it. And the
covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.
Amen.69

PARKES

69Current Covenant affirmation,Methodist Service Book, 180.
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A LITTLE HEAVEN BELOW:
THE LOVE FEAST AND LORD’S SUPPER
IN EARLY AMERICAN METHODISM

by

Lester Ruth

“I was as in a little Heaven below,
and believe Heaven above will differ more

in quantity than in quality.”1

In addition to the well-known preaching services conducted by the
nearly legendary circuit riders, early American Methodists participated in
a variety of lesser known but equally important services. Foremost among
these additional forms of worship were the Love Feast and the Lord’s
Supper. Each was an expression of fellowship, which was the dominant
ecclesiological concept for early American Methodists. In each, Meth-
odist fellowship was expressed both in the manner in which the services
were conducted and in the way they were commonly interpreted.

Early Methodists designated these services as “private,” that is,
access was normally restricted, sometimes to the point of curtailing the
ability of non-participants to see and hear the rituals.2 For early Method-
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1William Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience, and
Ministereal Labours, of William Watters (Alexandria: S. Snowden, 1806), 75-6.

2”Private” worship was a common colloquialism among early Methodists.
See Ezekiel Cooper, Journal, Ms., Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary
Library, Evanston, IL, 7 August, 1791; [John Smith], “The Journal of John Smith,
Methodist Circuit Rider, of his Work on the Greenbrier Circuit, (West) Virginia
and Virginia,” The Journal of the Greenbrier Historical Society 1, 4 (October
1966): 25. Preaching services were considered “public” worship.



ists, the necessity of restriction was a crucial feature rooted in their polity.
Inherited from Wesley, the polity required that meetings of the societies
themselves, the bands and classes, and the love feast be restricted to those
who were active members. Individual exceptions were limited. After cre-
ation of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784 and the concomitant
result of having Methodist preachers ordained to administer sacraments,
the polity likewise included the Lord’s Supper in this sphere of private—
as opposed to public—worship.

But fidelity to polity was not the only reason Methodists gave for
conducting private worship. The polity was often confirmed by the intense
fellowship experienced in private worship. Struggling to find words ade-
quate for their experience of themselves as church, Methodists frequently
relied on eschatological explanations, expressed in the poetic, affective
idiom common to their piety. Simply put, Methodists believed that what
they frequently experienced in these restricted rituals was nothing less than
a foretaste of the quality of life in heaven. While the eschatological focus
could be on the act of worship itself or on the coming of God in power to
save, very often early Methodist eschatological interpretation highlighted a
quality of church fellowship which itself revealed heaven.

The contrast between private and public worship raises the issue of
the relationship between worship and evangelism in early Methodism.
Generally, private worship provided the larger context for overtly evange-
listic activities, including the well-known preaching service. Specifically,
the exhibition of Methodist fellowship in private worship made visible the
goal of evangelism (inclusion in a worshiping fellowship), renewed the
dedication of Methodists to evangelize, and, frequently, was itself the
occasion for individual experiences of grace, from conviction through
sanctification. This balance between and breadth of types of services
offers suggestions to those imbued with recent emphases of the modern
Liturgical Movement and to those flush with the excitement of seeker
services and other forms of “contemporary” worship.

Privacy: The Love Feast

Perhaps the most visible aspect of love feasts was their restricted
nature.3 In its most basic form, an American Methodist love feast con-

RUTH

3Important literature on love feasts—both British and American—includes
Frank Baker, Methodism and the Love-Feast; John Bishop, Methodist Worship in
Relation to Free Church Worship (Scholars Studies Press, Inc., 1975), 88-92;
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sisted of a sharing of bread and water and a time of testimonies. This
form was apparently little changed from its British roots. Because of the
desire to limit participation to Methodists and a few exceptions, entrance
into the love feast was normally closely guarded.

On an official level, polity set the criteria for admission to love
feasts, even from the first annual conference held in America in 1773. At
that time, the preachers affirmed that no one was “to be admitted into our
love-feasts oftener than twice or thrice unless they become members.”4

After creation of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784, American Dis-
ciplines continued the restriction in specific detail. In response to the
question of how often strangers could be present at love feasts, the Disci-

Emory Stevens Bucke, “American Methodism and the Love Feast,” Methodist
History 1 (July 1963): 8-13; Leslie F. Church, More about the Early Methodist
People (London: Epworth Press, 1949), 237-42, 282-5; Richard O. Johnson, “The
Development of the Love Feast in Early American Methodism,” Methodist
History 19, 2 (January 1981): 67-83; and C. R. Stockton, “The Origin and
Development of Extra-liturgical Worship in Eighteenth Century Methodism” (D.
Phil. diss., University of Oxford, 1969), 89ff. Generally, Americans conceived of
the love feast as having essentially two parts, the food ritual and the testimonials.
Summary references to a love feast, for example, often briefly mention these two
parts or, in fact, only the testimonials. The exact order, allowing for some
variation, was a little fuller than that. As Nathan Bangs, a preacher who first
itinerated in 1802, summarily described a typical love feast (A History of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, 3rd ed., New York: Mason and Lane, 1840, 1:249),
it proceeded in this order: hymn, prayer, eating of bread and water, testimonies,
monetary collection, hymn, prayer, benediction. American love feasts had nearly
the same components as their British counterparts and their order was essentially
the same, with one important exception: the location of the monetary collection.
Whereas descriptions of British love feasts seemingly locate the collection
between food distribution and testimonials, in America the collection occurred at
the end of the testimonials. One consequence is that Americans frequently used
the collection as the point to fuse administration of the Lord’s Supper to the love
feast, a very common occurrence. In those instances, the love feast was said to
have “closed” with the sacrament. Love feasts could also culminate with an
invitation to mourners or with an eruption of the “work of God,” a period with
shouting and exhorting by believers and crying by “mourners.” Admission of new
members was also a possible addition to the order.

4Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, annually held in America: from
1773-1813, inclusive (New York: D. Hitt and T. Ware, 1813), 6.
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plines answered: only a very few times (“twice or thrice”) and only with
the utmost caution.5

Actual restriction of access was accomplished by a doorkeeper. Most
frequently, the preachers—itinerant or local, singularly or in combina-
tion—assumed the responsibility for staying at the door and deciding who
could enter.6 If someone slipped by the doorkeepers, removal was not
unknown, as in the case of one man removed by a “large, athletic” Irish
Methodist who reportedly escorted the intruder to the door and ushered
him out with the bottom of his foot while exclaiming, “There, go! and the
blessing of the Lord go wid ye.”7

Doorkeepers used a variety of criteria for admission. In love feasts
held within a particular society, possession of a current ticket would guar-
antee admission.8 Also common were special notes of permission which

RUTH

5Minutes of several conversations between the Rev. Thomas Coke, LL.D.,
the Rev. Francis Asbury, and others, at a Conference begun in Baltimore, in the
State of Maryland, on Monday, the 27th of December, in the year 1784
(Philadelphia: Cist, 1785; reprint ed., Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 5; the
1787 Discipline: A Form of Discipline, for the Ministers, Preachers, and
Members of the Methodist Episcopal Church in America (New York: W. Ross,
1787; reprint ed., Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 32, added the reference to
thrice. For the period through 1824, this provision had no other changes.

6Charles Giles, Pioneer: A Narrative of the Nativity, Experience, Travels,
and Ministerial Labours of Rev. Charles Giles (New York: G. Lane & P. P.
Sandford, 1844), 250-1; Benjamin Lakin, Journal, Ms. on microfilm, Washington
University Library, St. Louis, MO, 14 April 1811; Nathaniel Mills, Journal, Ms.,
United Methodist Historical Society, Lovely Lane Museum, Baltimore, MD, 10
February 1811; John Littlejohn, “Journal of John Littlejohn,” Ts., Louisville
Conference Historical Society, Louisville, KY, 79 (11 November 1777); George
Coles,My First Seven Years in America (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1852), 181;
William Colbert, “A Journal of the Travels of William Colbert Methodist Preacher
thro’ parts of Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, Delaware, and Virginia in 1790
to 1838,” Ts., Drew University Library, Madison, NJ, 4:143; Jeremiah Norman,
Journal, Ms., Stephen Beauregard Weeks Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC, 26 February 1797.

7W. P. Strickland, ed., Autobiography of Dan Young, A New England
Preacher of the Olden Time (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1860), 105-6.

8Originally, these tickets, distributed quarterly by the senior itinerant in the
circuit, were technically tickets of admission for class meetings. However, in
America, their function and name changed. First in an unofficial sense, the class
tickets became love feast tickets. In 1820 the Discipline updated its language about
renewal of tickets to recognize this. See Frank Baker, “The Americanizing of
Methodism,”Methodist History 13, 3 (April 1975): 6 and the 1820 Discipline, 39.
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allowed admission at a particular Quarterly Meeting’s love feast, for
instance.9 Granting these notes was not a foregone conclusion, as in the
case of a man who was required to follow the disciplinary provisions for
holding his slave, namely, submitting facts of the purchase to the Quar-
terly Meeting Conference for its ruling on how long the slave could be
held before manumission.10

Early Methodists offered a variety of reasons why love feast privacy
was so important.11 The most obvious was the desire to safeguard the
atmosphere so participants felt able to speak freely in testimony. In some
ways, personal testimonies were synonymous with the love feast itself,
and so creating the best atmosphere possible for speaking was a self-justi-
fying goal. As the bishops noted in 1798, including unawakened persons
could “cramp, if not entirely destroy . . . liberty of speech” in love
feasts.12 A particular concern was preserving the liberty of women mem-
bers since some non-Methodists opposed women speaking in the
church.13

The freedom to testify to Christian experience openly—and the con-
comitant Methodist understanding that God’s presence was experienced
anew in these testimonies—was closely tied to a more explicitly theologi-
cal reason for restricting access to love feasts. Simply put, early Method-
ists considered that God was uniquely present in their midst when they

9Coles, First Seven Years, 181; Norman journal, 20 September, 1800;
Cooper journal, 2 January, 1787. Doorkeepers seemed to have had some level of
discretion. Generally, doorkeepers had the discretion to admit members and those
who were genuine, serious “seekers” of religion or, at times, members from other
denominations.

10Norman journal, 16 March, 1799. The 1798 Discipline (The Doctrines
and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church in America, with Explanatory
Notes by Thomas Coke and Francis Asbury, 10th ed., Philadelphia: Hall, 1798,
reprint ed., Rutland, VT: Academy Books, 1979, 170) required the Quarterly
Meeting Conference to make this determination.

11Some Methodist preachers themselves felt uncomfortable with limiting
access. This minority of preachers argued that exclusion would be an “insult” to
non-Methodists. Typically this view was opposed by more traditional preachers.
See Lakin journal, 13 April, 1811; Cooper journal, 11 November, 1787.

121798 Discipline, 73. See also Colbert journal, 1:143.
13See the quote from the 1838 Christian Advocate and Journal in John H.

Wigger, “Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Popularization of
American Christianity 1770-1820” (Ph.D. diss., Notre Dame, 1994), 266 and
Johnson, “Development of the Love Feast,” 75.
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gathered as God’s distinct people. Mixture with unawakened outsiders
voided the condition by which God was present and revealed. Methodists
restricted admission to their worship because there they experienced the
glorious presence of God.

The strongest statement of this idea was in the bishops’ commentary
in the 1798 Discipline. Explaining limited access to the love feast and to
meetings of the society itself, the bishops noted:

It is manifestly our duty to fence in our society, and to pre-
serve it from intruders; otherwise we should soon become a
desolate waste. God would write Ichabod upon us, and the
glory would be departed from Israel.14

The bishops’ statement is interesting in that it refers to fencing the
“society,” not just “the table” or some other liturgical act or place. This
reference implies that the bishops considered the pre-eminent place of
God’s revealed presence as the fellowship itself and secondly the liturgi-
cal acts of this fellowship. Moreover, the bishops’ statement demonstrates
the role of polity in their ecclesiology: The discipline existed not just as
provisions for existing as an institution, but so Methodists could be a dis-
tinct people in whom God was uniquely manifest. In a special way, by
following its polity Methodism showed itself as an exceptional fellowship
in which God dwelled.15 The symbol of and the occasion for this manifes-
tation was often a love feast.

In connection with their restricted love feasts, Methodists used a
variety of terms to distinguish themselves from those excluded. Faithful
Methodists were, as one hymn put it, “faithful followers of the Lamb”
who were “the same in heart and mind/And think and speak the same.”
When at love feasts “all in love together dwell/The comfort is unspeak-

RUTH

141798 Discipline, 154.
15I am indebted to the argument by Russell Richey that early American

Methodism had essential unity between crucial elements of its existence, namely
between its “structure and mission,” “organization and life,” or “form and
substance.” See Russell E. Richey, Early American Methodism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1991), 13, 19, and 71. Richey sees an important change
occuring in Methodism during the nineteenth century as “sacrality eventually
attached itself to the form, to the surface, to the structure—not to the religious life
originally borne by those externalities,” surely a rebuke to subsequent
Methodism, including modern versions. See Early American Methodism, 16-7.
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able.”16 Methodists were also the “good” in contrast to the “bad” or the
“wicked.”17 These sorts of terms provided additional justification for the
restricted rituals. One Presiding Elder, trying to answer why privacy was
the best mode for love feasts, argued that the Scriptures taught not “to
give that which was holy to dogs, or to cast our pearls before swine.”18

The contrasting terms for the two groups reinforced the propriety of
a love feast’s privacy. If “thoughtless and profane” people were mingled
with the “devout,” as one itinerant argued, a love feast was that in name
only.19 How much better, the Methodists thought, to have congruence
between the symbols (the bread and water), the symbols used (the love
feast itself), and the loving fellowship symbolized (the assembled
Methodists).

Privacy: The Lord’s Supper

The manner of restricting access for the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper was more fluid than for the love feast. The precise manner in
which admission to the Lord’s Supper was restricted was directly tied to
the setting in which it was administered.20 When attached to a love feast,
as was often done, admission to communion was much more restricted,
synonymous with the level of privacy safeguarded for a love feast. In this
situation, the criteria and method involved for limiting access were the

16Thomas Haskins, “The Journal of Thomas Haskins (1760-1816),” Ts.,
Indiana State University, Terre Haute, IN, 22.

17Lakin journal, 7 April, 1811; [Richard Sneath], “Diary,” in The History of
Bethel Methodist Episcopal Church, Gloucester County New Jersey, 1945, comp.
Mrs. Walter Aborn Simpson (No publisher, 1945), 66.

18James B. Finley, Autobiography of Rev. James B. Finley; or, Pioneer Life
in the West, ed. W. P. Strickland (Cincinnati: Methodist Book Concern, 1853),
287. His argument alludes to Matthew 7:6.

19Giles, Pioneer, 176.
20Methodists showed great flexibility in choosing the setting for and manner

of administering the Lord’s Supper. Attaching the sacrament to the end of a love
feast was very common, especially at a Quarterly Meeting, itself one of the more
regular settings for sacramental administration. See Lester Ruth, “A Little
Heaven Below: Quarterly Meetings as Seasons of Grace in Early American
Methodism” (Ph.D. diss., Notre Dame, 1996). In addition, the Lord’s Supper
could be administered in the manner of a love feast, using a similar order with an
extended time of testimonies. Finally, the sacrament could exist as an
independent, floating ritual, perhaps attached to the end of a preaching service or
a class meeting.
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same as for a love feast. Admission to the love feast meant admission to
the sacrament (and the reverse). When administered in connection with a
preaching service, however, the restriction was often not as tight. Because
non-communicants were not excluded from the space, such a Lord’s Sup-
per had a higher degree of visibility to a bystander than did the normal
love feast.21

Nonetheless, early Methodism consistently maintained a sense that
admission to actual communion should be limited, even though the rite
was administered in a public setting. As the Southern preachers in 1779
formed a presbytery and began to anticipate their own regular administra-
tion of the Lord’s Supper, their Annual Conference defined who was eli-
gible to commune: “those under our care and Discipline.”22 After creation
of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784, the Disciplines continued a
similar concern, although the polity tended to weaken the direct connec-
tion to Methodist membership implied in the 1779 requirement. The pro-
vision in the 1785 Discipline, for example, presumes that non-members
will be communing with the Methodists and thus establishes guidelines
for admission: “Let no Person who is not a Member of the Society, be
admitted to the Communion without a Sacrament-Ticket, which Ticket
must be changed every Quarter.”23 In 1787 this provision was modified by
adding a requirement for examination before communion and by chang-
ing the reference from “ticket” to “token.”24 After 1785, no mention is
ever made of the eligibility of members in good standing to commune;
their membership provided automatic qualification.25

RUTH

21See, for example, the case of the itinerant who had planned to hold a
“private” sacrament but, because the house was not immediately available in the
morning, had to wait until after the preaching service to have a “public”
sacrament. See Lakin journal, 25 December, 1809.

221779 ms. minutes in Philip Gatch, Papers, Ohio Wesleyan University
Library, Delaware, OH.

231785 Discipline, 17.
241787 Discipline, 29. Despite the fact that this passage remained

unchanged in the Disciplines well into the nineteenth century, the exact nature of
these sacramental tickets/tokens remains a mystery. The primary material for the
period is virtually silent on their use and nature.

25Throughout this early period, very little mention is ever made of immediate
sacramental discipline for Methodists in order to be eligible for communion. John
Bowmer’s assessment of British practice (“A Converting Ordinance and the Open
Table,” Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 34 (1964): 111-2) that the
ongoing accountability of Methodist membership was a sort of continual
sacramental discipline seems likewise accurate for American Methodists.
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A connection between membership standards and admission to com-
munion continued in the polity, but the connection was always written in
a limited way, preserving a presumption that non-members would com-
mune under certain circumstances. In the 1785 Discipline, for instance,
the polity disallowed communing anyone who had been expelled or vol-
untarily withdrawn for not complying with the rules concerning manu-
mission of slaves. This Discipline also sought to prevent any such person
from joining the Methodists or communing unless they had complied.26

Although these passages were dropped in the following year’s Discipline,
a similar—albeit more general—provision was added in 1792: “No per-
son shall be admitted to the Lord’s Supper among us, who is guilty of any
practice for which we would exclude a member of our society.”27 This
sort of passage presumes that non-members were communing. Rather
than attacking this practice itself, the polity accepted it and tried only to
define those instances when non-member communion would be inappro-
priate. The one disciplinary exception in the printed polity was the stipu-
lation from 1788 onward that, if a member had been tried and expelled
from the society, that person lost not only the “privileges of society” but
also admission to the sacrament.28

Accounts of the Lord’s Supper in open, public settings give hints as
to some of the unofficial standards used. On one occasion, Bishop Coke
granted permission to “any serious person of the congregation who
desired it” to commune with Methodists.29 At another, Bishop Asbury
preached that “true penitents and real believers” were proper communi-
cants.30 Other itinerants used similar criteria. At an 1823 Quarterly Meet-
ing, the invitation to commune was given “to the pious, & to all that were
desirous.”31 At another time, the elder administered the sacrament “in an

261785 Discipline, 16.
27The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church in

America, 8th ed. (Philadelphia: Hall, 1792), 40.
28A Form of Discipline for the Ministers, Preachers, and Members of the

Methodist Episcopal Church in America (Elizabeth-Town: Kolloc, 1788; reprint
ed., Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 41.

29Thomas Coke, Extracts of the Journals of the Rev. Dr. Coke’s Five Visits
to America (London: G. Paramore, 1793), 107.

30Francis Asbury, The Journal and Letters of Francis Asbury, ed. J.
Manning Potts (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1958), 1:728.

31Mills journal, 12 January, 1823.
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open way & invited all Christians to come.”32 Such latitude did not mean,
however, that the elders did not restrict access or that everyone in attend-
ance did commune. At a 1793 Quarterly Meeting, for example, a preacher
explained to the congregation “who ought, and who ought not partake of
the supper of the Lord” before it was administered.33 Occasionally, the
same restrictive function was accomplished by sermons which sought to
explain the Lord’s Supper. Such sermons, preached immediately prior to
administration of the sacrament, fulfilled this function by exploring the
proper subjects of the sacrament.34

Sometimes, restriction was done on a more individual basis. At one
Quarterly Meeting, for example, the Presiding Elder refused to admit a
woman who had applied for admission but, upon examination, was dis-
closed to hold Arian views on the divinity of Christ, which the elder con-
sidered heretical.35 Sometimes the restriction was voluntary. Alfred Brun-
son, newly a Methodist, was surprised at his first Methodist communion
to see his class leader not commune. When asked why, the class leader
responded that he had an unresolved conflict with other Methodists and
thus he could not receive without disobeying Christ’s command.36 There-
fore, even if the sacrament was conducted outdoors in a public setting
with a large congregation from a preaching service, the number of com-
municants could be a minority of those in attendance.37

Accounts of the Lord’s Supper in early American Methodism indi-
cate that some things were usually not required. One was a previous con-

RUTH

32William Ormond, Journal, Ts., William Ormond Papers, Special
Collections Library, Duke University Library, Durham, NC, 11 April, 1802.

33Colbert journal, 1:150.
34For an example, see the account of the 22 May, 1814 Quarterly Meeting

in John Early, “Journal of Bishop John Early who lived Jan. 1, 1786-Nov. 5,
1873,” Ts., Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel
Hill, NC.

35Giles, Pioneer, 240-2.
36Alfred Brunson, A Western Pioneer: or, Incidents of the Life and Times

of Rev. Alfred Brunson, A.M., D.D., Embracing a Period of over Seventy Years
(Cincinnati: Hitchcock and Walden; New York: Carlton and Lanahan, 1872;
reprint, New York: Arno Press, 1975), 1:58-9.

37See, for example, the “Sacrament in public under the Trees” before a large
congregation in Cumberland, Maryland in 1825 in Marjorie Moran Holmes, “The
Life and Diary of the Reverend John Jeremiah Jacob (1757-1839)” (M.A. Thesis,
Duke University, 1941), 325-6.
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version experience. Serious mourners, whether or not they were members,
were frequently welcomed.38 Recognizing the gracious activity of God
during a sacrament, even on the unconverted, was commonplace in eigh-
teenth-century Methodism, which traced its belief that the sacrament
could be a “converting ordinance” back to Wesley himself.39 Accounts
sometimes describe how a mourner’s justification occurred at the very
moment of communing. On one occasion, for example, Bishop William
McKendree administered the sacrament to a mourner to whom “pardon
was communicated” just as she tasted the wine.40 Similarly, at a Delaware
peninsula Quarterly Meeting, a mourner named Mary Broughten “was
powerfully converted with the bread in her mouth” and fell to the
ground.41 Baptism also was not strictly required before admission to com-
munion.42 Membership in another church also did not disqualify someone
from communing with the Methodists.43

38For instance, see Robert Drew Simpson, ed., American Methodist
Pioneer: The Life and Journals of The Rev. Freeborn Garrettson (Rutland, VT:
Academy Books, 1984), 130-1.

39See John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, 3rd ed. (London: Wesleyan
Methodist Book Room, 1872; reprint ed., Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1978), 1:279-80 for an early use of this concept. Some scholars’ argument that
the American Methodists no longer saw the sacrament as a converting ordinance
because they restricted access is not persuasive since they typically overlook the
fact that a conversion experience was never the threshold for membership. See
Kenneth B. Bedell, Worship in the Methodist Tradition (Nashville: Tidings,
1976), 53. One could be a Methodist member in good standing and still be only a
mourner. Thus, even if admission to the sacrament was restricted to members
only, there would have been opportunity for some mourners to have experienced
grace in it as a converting ordinance.

40Finley, Autobiography, 401-2.
41Colbert journal, 4:14-15.
42Gayle Carlton Felton, This Gift of Water: the Practice and Theology of

Baptism among Methodists in America (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 55, 74-
9. For an example, see Ebenezer Francis Newell, Life and Observations of Rev. E.
F. Newell, who has been more than Forty Years an Itinerant Minister in the
Methodist Episcopal Church (Worcester, MA: C. W. Ainsworth, 1847), 69-70.

43Indeed, the 1785 Discipline even allowed joint membership and privilege
of communion. According to this Discipline, if a person would comply with the
Methodist membership rules, she or he could still worship at another church and
commune there. See 1785 Discipline, 47-8. This provision was omitted in
subsequent Disciplines. Examples of intercommunion—particularly by
Presbyterians and particularly after the start of the Second Great Awakening—are
numerous and are found in accounts of administration of the sacrament in a
variety of settings, including Quarterly meetings and Annual Conferences.
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Notwithstanding the relative open admission to communion when
administered in a public setting like a preaching service, there were
always some—sometimes a sizable majority—who did not commune.44

As in the case of love feasts, and perhaps with an even higher degree of
visibility, two groups were created: those who participated and those who
oversaw and heard the activities. For example, at one Quarterly Meeting
the sacramental table stood in the green outside a barn where preaching
was held. At the time of administration, the congregation was divided into
two groups: those who communed and the “spectators” who formed a
ring around them.45 This same dynamic—spectators observing the gra-
cious activity of God in the sacrament—occurred in other Methodist
sacramental administrations. One early itinerant described such a scene:

The disciples of Jesus came forward with boldness and owned
their divine Teacher in this holy ordinance, whilst hundreds of
spectators were looking on with amazement to see the mighty
display of God’s power, for many were overwhelmed with the
loving presence of God during this season of commemorating
one of the greatest events ever exhibited to human view.46

In such a case, the spectators were privy to a double manifestation of
God’s grace. They saw not only the symbols of commemoration of

RUTH

44To some outside critics, the differing standards of restriction for the love
feast and the Lord’s Supper appeared to be backwards: the love feast was often
more restricted than communion. One Methodist reply was to distinguish
between the love feast and the sacrament as different types of means of grace.
The love feast was classified as a prudential means of grace—one specifically
given to Methodists and thus essential for Methodist nurture—whereas the
sacrament was an instituted means of grace—one commanded of all Christians.
See Johnson, “Development of the Love Feast,” 77-8. See also the 1798
Discipline, 120, where the bishops’ commentary uses this distinction in
connection with limiting sacramental access. Compare James B. Finley, Sketches
of Western Methodism: Biographical, Historical, and Miscellaneous, ed. W. P.
Strickland (Cincinnati: Methodist Book Concern, 1854; reprint, New York: Arno
Press & the New York Times, 1969), 81. For a fuller definition of the types of
means of grace, see Henry H. Knight III, The Presence of God in the Christian
Life: John Wesley and the Means of Grace, Pietist and Wesleyan Studies no. 3
(Metuchen, N.J.: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1992), 3.

45Newell, Life and Observations, 135. An invitation was given to mourners
after the sacrament, during which many “eagerly rushed forward.”

46Nathan Bangs, Journal, Ms., Nathan Bangs papers, Drew University
Library, Madison, NJ, 5 October, 1805. See also Finley, Autobiography, 304.
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Christ’s death—the bread and wine—but also a fellowship which revealed
the present beneficiaries of this act of love.

Public testimonies by those communing only accentuated this wit-
ness. At one 1804 Delmarva Quarterly Meeting, for instance, “some bore
(before a gasping multitude) a feeling testimony of their sins being for-
given by Faith in Christ, and love of God shed abroad in their hearts by
the Holy Ghost.”47 For receptive spectators, such testimonies made their
social peers specific, visible representations of the grace Methodists said
God shared in the sacrament.

Heaven on Earth

Early Methodists’ understanding of their worship had a strong escha-
tological aspect. Among a myriad of images they used to explain their
worship experience, this eschatological one was constantly recurring.
What Methodists lacked in sophistication in their theology at this point,
they made up in insistence. Specifically, Methodists referenced their wor-
ship to heaven; they understood their worship as manifesting heaven.
Although they made this assertion about all their worship, not just the
Love Feast and Lord’s Supper, they often perceived a special heavenly
intensity in relation to these latter rituals.

Methodists used several means to describe how heaven was mani-
fested in their worship. For example, they emphasized the coming of God
in saving power as being the opening of heaven. Often they referred to the
opening of the “gate,” “door,” or “windows” of heaven. They also shifted
the emphasis in this initial image in order to better focus on the human
enjoyment of the gracious coming of God. To do this they talked in
refreshment metaphors. If God opened heaven to pour out blessings on
worshipers, then these worshipers could be said to have eaten of “heav-
enly manna” or to have been “refreshed with the Dew of Heaven.” They
could be said to have drunk of the “Sweet Refreshing Wine of Heaven’s
Eternal Love” or even to have fed on “Angels’ food.”48

Another way Methodists spoke of heavenly manifestation in their
worship was to note the eternal quality of the act of worship itself. Wor-

47Henry Boehm, Journal, Ms., Henry Boehm Papers, Drew University
Library, Madison, NJ, 17 June, 1804.

48Respectively, Boehm journal, 24 May, 1800; Richard Whatcoat, Journal,
Ts., Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary Library, Evanston, IL, 15
November, 1795 and 22 February, 1795; and John Smith, “Journal,” 34, 38.
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shiping God is the essential, eternal activity of heaven.49 Methodist wor-
ship anticipated the adoration that saints and angels continually offered to
God in heaven, whether in specific acts or in the sheer vividness of the
entire experience.50 This eschatological interpretation was rooted in and
sparked by an experience of Christian fellowship which anticipated and
shaped their understanding of eschatological fulfillment. In their estima-
tion, their fellowship, specifically in worship, revealed the power and
promise of heaven; it was even a participation in heaven. Their language
struggled to keep pace with the intensity of this experience.

Thus, Methodists especially explained heaven’s manifestation in
their worship by emphasizing the revelatory quality of their fellowship
together. Specifically, they saw the unity they felt when they loved each
other as being a participation in the life of heaven itself. As one noted,
“how like heaven it is to be where Christians love each other.”51 There-
fore, whenever the loving bonds of their fellowship became obvious,
Methodists would speak of their vivid—even if proleptic—enjoyment of
the fellowship of heaven. On August 9, 1789 in Baltimore, Maryland, for
example, Ezekiel Cooper spoke of Quarterly Meeting participants in the
Love Feast as approaching eternity, dwelling as it were in the “suburbs of
heaven”:

Love-feast began at 8 o’clock, and a feast of love it was. The
flame kindles through the church, as though every heart had
brought the fire of love burning with them. . . . There seemed
to flow words of fire from every mouth, while one after

RUTH

49References to human participation with angels in worshiping God is a
frequent feature in Methodists’ dreams and visions of heaven. See, for example,
the dream in Reuben Peaslee, The Experience, Christian and Ministerial of Mr.
Reuben Peaslee (Haverhill, MA: Burrill & Tileston, 1816), 28-9.

50Jessop journal, 21 January, 1790; Thomas Mann, Journal, Ms., Special
Collections Library, Duke University Library, Durham, NC, 5 August, 1810;
Finley, Autobiography, 290; Colbert journal, 3:40-1; William K. Boyd, “A
Journal and Travel of James Meacham,” Annual Publication of Historical Papers
of the Historical Society of Trinity College 10 (1914): 95. See, for example,
James B. Finley’s experience at his first love feast in a Quarterly Meeting
(Autobiography, 186) and a two-hour discussion of sanctification by Bishop
Francis Asbury at the 1804 New York Annual Conference (letter from William
Thacher to Robert Emory, 14 December, 1840, Drew University Library,
Madison, NJ).

51Sneath, “Diary,” 92.
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another, full of rapture and love, arose and humbly declared
the great goodness of God to their souls. It was as a Pentecost
indeed, and like unto the very suburbs of heaven. We stood as
on the top of Pisgah, and viewed the land of which the Lord
had said, “I will give it to you.”52

It was their love—it was a “feast of love indeed”—which had brought
them to the suburbs of heaven. The loving fellowship’s intensity
demanded a point of reference beyond earth and normal human existence.
Not surprisingly, very many of these types of references were linked to
private Methodist services, the Lord’s Supper and particularly the Love
Feast.53

The pain Methodists often experienced in parting after worship
served to sharpen their understanding of worship as eschatological in
nature. Countless accounts exist of the pain they felt when they had to say
farewell. Their honest tears at saying goodbye told them that the manifes-
tation of heaven experienced in their worshiping fellowship was not yet
permanent. In addition, the pain of parting served to sharpen the nature of
their eschatological hope. Specifically, their worship experience caused
them to envision heaven as a place where they would never have to part
from their fellow Methodists again. The reunion they anticipated in
heaven was not primarily portrayed as being with actual family—
although this was a part—but with their Christian family, their society of

52Ezekiel Cooper, “A brief account of the work of God in Baltimore:
written by E. C. in an Epistle to Bishop Asbury,” Ts., Barratt’s Chapel &
Museum, Frederica, DE; George A., Phoebus, comp., Beams of Light on Early
Methodism in America (New York: Phillips & Hunt; Cincinnati: Cranston &
Stowe, 1887), 95. Compare Ezekiel Cooper, “An Account of the Work of God at
Baltimore, in a Letter to —,” The Arminian Magazine (August 1790): 409-411.
The scriptural allusion is to Deuteronomy 33 where Moses is shown the land
promised to Abraham from the top of Mount Pisgah.

53An example of this sort of language for the Lord’s Supper is the
description of the sacrament in Abel Stevens, Memorials of the Early Progress of
Methodism in the Eastern States (Boston: C. H. Pierce and Co., 1852), 57,
quoting Jesse Lee: “Then we administered the Lord’s Supper, and our good God
was pleased to meet us at his table, and we did sit in heavenly places in Christ
Jesus.” Additionally, this type of reference could be applied to other private
meetings, like class meetings or even Annual Conferences. See Asbury, Journal
and Letters, 3:363: “our [annual] conferences in general are as the anti-chamber
of heaven.”
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friends.54 “I never knew till now what Christian fellowship could do,”
Kentuckian Benjamin Lakin said after a 1795 Quarterly Meeting, con-
cluding: “I was unable to converse . . . by reason of sorrow of heart to
think of seeing them no more in time, may the Lord bring us to meet in
heaven where parting is no more.”55

The reunion in heaven would be wonderful, they thought. As one
Methodist speculated on heavenly joys, the only thing he could think of
which could add to the joy of communing with God was the joy of
Methodist fellowship:

I have thought that if any thing can add to the Joys of happy
Souls above Except the Immediate presence of God & our
blessed Redeemer it will be the delight of our souls to meet
our departed friends, relations & fellow worshipers.56

Of special attraction to this Methodist was the purpose of this re-union:
worship. The joy of this fellowship would be “Especially in that happy
uniformity of mind which will then possess the whole heavenly Quire
both of Saints & angels.”

Thus, early Methodists understood their worship not as an individu-
alistic experience of God, nor as narrowly focused on God alone. Rather,
in this corporate activity God and heaven were made manifest. Conse-
quently, they saw their worshiping fellowship as a true anticipation of the
eternal worshiping fellowship of all God’s people. They longed for the
fulfillment of their proleptic experience:

RUTH

54“Friends” was a frequently used term for other Methodists.
55Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, 4:209. See similar statements

in J. B. Wakeley, The Patriarch of One Hundred Years; Being Reminiscences,
Historical and Biographical of Rev. Henry Boehm (New York: Nelson &
Phillips, 1875; reprint, Abram W. Sangrey, 1982), 153; Colbert journal, 1:35-6;
Cooper journal, 24 August, 1788, 15 November, 1790, 27 May, 1794; James
Meacham,Journal, Ms., Special Collections Library, Duke University Library,
Durham, NC, 27 March, 1789; Edward Dromgoole to Philip Gatch, 27 October,
1813; Philip Gatch Papers, Ohio Wesleyan University Library, Delaware, OH;
and Mary Avery Browder to Edward Dromgoole, 2 December, 1777; Edward
Dromgoole Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina
Library, Chapel Hill, NC. See also Asbury’s statement after parting with Thomas
Coke once (Journal and Letters, 2:118): “Strangers to the delicacies of Christian
friendship know little or nothing of the pain of parting.”

56Daniel Grant to Chisley Daniel, 27 October, 1791, David Campbell
Papers, Special Collections Library, Duke University Library, Durham, NC.
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Our hearts by love together knit
Cemented mix’d in one,
One hope, one heart, one mind, one voice,
‘Tis heaven on earth begun.
Our hearts did burn while tears spake
And glow’d with sacred fire,
We stop’d and talk’d and fed and bless’d
And fill’d the enlarge Desire.

Chorus:

A Saviour let creation sing,
A Saviour let all Heaven ring.
He’s God with us, we feel him ours,
His fullness in our souls he pours.
‘Tis almost done, ‘tis almost o’er,
We are joining them that gone before,
We then shall meet to part no more,
We then shall meet to part no more.57

Prose could express the same sentiments:

Our love feast was one of the best I ever was in. We sat
together in heavenly places; and to express myself in the
words which I immediately wrote down, I was as in a little
Heaven below, and believe Heaven above will differ more in
quantity than in quality. Our eyes overflowed with tears, and
our hearts with love to God and each other. The holy fire, the
heavenly flame, spread wider and wider, and rose higher and
higher. O! happy people whose God is the Lord, may none of
you ever weary in well doing. May we after having done the
work alotted us, meet in our father’s Kingdom to tell the won-
ders of redeeming love, and part no more.58

The Usefulness of Private and Public Worship Designations

Private worship’s effectiveness in creating and exhibiting Christian
fellowship provides the broader background for early Methodism’s evan-
gelism. The regular rhythm between private and public services was a

57Untitled, undated hymn in the Henry Bradford, Hymnbook, Ms., Southern
Historical Collection, University of North Carolina Library, Chapel Hill, NC.

58Watters, A Short Account, 75-6. Watters was describing his last Quarterly
Meeting on the Baltimore circuit in 1780.
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William Melvin Arnett (1915-1995)
Funeral services for Dr. Arnett were November 29, 1995, in

Wilmore, Kentucky. Son of Charles Edward and Frankie Viola
(Sherbert) Arnett, William Arnett was born in Clay Center, Kansas.
He earned an A. B. degree from Asbury College and degrees from
Asbury Theological Seminary (B. D.), Princeton Theological
Seminary (Th. M.), and Drew Theological Seminary (Ph. D.). His
dissertation was titled “John Wesley: Man of One Book.” He
married Ruth Priscilla Little in 1940 and they had four children.
Ordained a Deacon in 1944 and Elder in 1952 in the Kansas West
Conference of the United Methodist Church, Dr. Arnett served
student pastorates at High Bridge and Corbin, Kentucky. He was
the Frank Paul Morris Professor of Christian Doctrine at Asbury
Theological Seminary from 1951 to 1985, retiring in 1985. His
service to the Wesleyan Theological Society included being a
charter member and the Society’s third president and its
secretary/treasurer from 1983-1989.

IN HONOR OF . . .
WILLIAM ARNETT AND CHARLES CARTER

Charles W. Carter (1905-1996)
Death came on October 21, 1996, to Dr. Carter, another

charter member of the Wesleyan Theological Society and former
Editor of its Wesleyan Theological Journal. He earned Th. B. and
A. B. degrees from Marion College (Indiana Wesleyan University),
M.A. degrees from Winona Lake School of Theology and Butler
University, the B. D. from Asbury Theological Seminary, and an
M. Th. from Christian Theological Seminary. Ordained by the
North Michigan Conference of the Wesleyan Church, he was
author or editor of more than 30 books, including General
Editorship of the Wesleyan Bible Commentary and the two-volume
Contemporary Wesleyan Theology (Zondervan, 1993). He served
three terms as a Wesleyan missionary to Sierra Leone and was
Chair of the Division of Religion and Philosophy at Marion
College from 1946 to 1957 and at Taylor University from 1959 to
1971. He was Scholar-in-Residence at Indiana Wesleyan
University from 1971 to 1990.

God is to be praised for the special gift of these two servants of our
Lord. The Wesleyan Theological Society is especially in their debt.—Editor



BOOK REVIEWS

Norman H. Murdoch, Origins of the Salvation Army. Knoxville: Uni-
versity of Tennessee Press, 1994. 241 pp. ISBN 0-87049-858-4.

Reviewed by R. David Rightmire, Asbury College, Wilmore, KY.

Norman Murdoch’s Origins of the Salvation Army challenges tradi-
tional interpretations of the Army’s official denominational histories. As a
response to Salvationist hagiography, this work represents a social histo-
rian’s revisionistic assessment of the relationship between class and reli-
gion in the development of the Salvation Army. Murdoch brings a unique
perspective to his critical analysis of the successes and failures of William
Booth’s ministry among the poor. The author traces the lives and work of
Booth and his wife, Catherine, from their beginnings as Wesleyan evange-
lists in the 1850s to their inauguration in 1890 of the social scheme pre-
sented in the book In Darkest England and the Way Out. The work
includes appendices, a bibliographic essay, and an index.

In the opening pages of the book, Murdoch provides a helpful discus-
sion of the impact of trans-Atlantic revivalism on Salvation Army origins.
The Booths were especially influenced by the ministry of James Caughey,
Charles Finney, and Phoebe Palmer (American holiness evangelists) in the
1840s. In effect, the Army adopted and then institutionalized revivalism’s
“new measures.” Booth’s founding of an urban mission in the East End of
London (1865-79) is critically evaluated as a failure. Murdoch claims that
such failure was due to “Booth’s inability to reach across cultures” to the
non-Protestant immigrant populations, failing “to impose an Anglo-Wes-
leyan culture on East Enders” (79). The stagnation of the work in the East
End is presented as the catalyst for the focus of missional activity in the
out-lying provincial towns. In fact, the author discerns a pattern of accom-
modation leading to failure at every stage of the Army’s development.
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Richard B. Hays. 1996. The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A
Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics. Harper: San Fran-
cisco. 508 pp. ISBN 0-06-063796-X. Paperback.

Reviewed by John E. Stanley, Messiah College, Grantham, PA.

“Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renew-
ing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what
is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2, AA). This text summa-
rizes the task of New Testament ethics, according to Richard Hays, Profes-
sor of New Testament at Duke University Divinity School. Hays believes
the church has been compromised by its commitment to nationalism, vio-
lence, and idolatry. The academy needs a comprehensive New Testament
ethics which combines the descriptive, synthetic, hermeneutical, and prag-
matic tasks. Hays’ goal is to reform the church by showing how the church
can read Scripture and how Scripture can shape the life of the church.

Because of the diversity of its witnesses, the New Testament is nei-
ther a cookie cutter for producing identical communities nor a rule book
prescribing behavior. Instead, the church must engage in critical study
which restates the diverse canonical texts while seeking a synthesis of the
New Testament’s ethical witnesses. The hermeneutical task of relating the
text to the current situation requires an act of Spirit-led imagination. Prag-
matically, New Testament ethics is unfinished unless the text addresses
contemporary moral dilemmas facing the church.

After describing the moral visions of Paul, the later Pauline tradi-
tion, Mark, Matthew, Luke-Acts, the Gospel and Epistles of John, and
Revelation, Hays synthesizes these diverse ethical voices into the three
focal images of community, cross, and new creation. The church is said to
be God’s counter-cultural community of discipleship and constantly
should ask, “What should we do?” The cross stands as the paradigm for
faithfulness to God in this world. The new creation, based on the unique
act of God in the resurrection, represents the eschatological thrust of liv-
ing in the power of the resurrection amid a not-yet-redeemed world.
These three images are Hays’ canon within the canon, his lens that
focuses the reading of the canonical texts. The hermeneutical strategies of
Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl Barth, John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas,
and Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza are evaluated before the author states his
own hermeneutical method—which stresses moral judgment as metaphor-
making.
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