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EDITOR’S NOTES
In contrast to the Spring issues of the Wesleyan Theological Journal,

the Fall issues do not feature key presentations made at the Annual Meet-
ings of the Wesleyan Theological Society. Rather, they present a series of
significant materials that emerge from other sources and settings. This
current Fall issue makes available major articles on a range of subjects,
with several centering around the nature of the human person and the
transforming Christian experience of persons. Dean Blevins and William
Ury speak of notions of the self and personhood in a Wesleyan setting and
find important implications for the current postmodern setting. God’s gra-
cious transformation of the sinful self is then explored in various ways. It
is done by Byron Anderson through comparing “new creation” in the
Methodist hymnals of 1780 and 1989, by William Greathouse through
John Wesley’s connecting of sanctification and the Christus Victor model
of the atonement, by Matthew Schlimm through noting the dynamic
nature of Christian perfection, and by Rob King as he details how select
Eastern Patristic sources on the Spirit-filled life influenced John Wesley
and should influence contemporaryWesleyans.

Two additional emphases are found herein. One is social ethics. John
Tyson examines the connection between Wesleyan soteriology and social
ethics by using the political poems of Charles Wesley. The other emphasis
has to do with Christian theism. Clark Pinnock highlights John Wesley’s
transforming vision of a beautiful God and urges contemporary Wes-
leyans to keep this distinctive biblical vision alive. Then John Sanders,
with particular reference to the issue of divine foreknowledge, compares
the emphasis common in today’s “open theism” with the classic stance of
Arminianism.

Four other doors are opened in these pages, each celebrating in differ-
ent ways the Wesleyan past. First, Randy Maddox, noting that the library
of the Charles Wesley family has been kept largely intact, reviews the
process of this significant fact and provides a detailed record of this
library’s contents. Next, David Bundy details a very special gathering in
Nassau, Bahamas, in January, 2003, co-sponsored by the Wesleyan Theo-
logical Society and the Bahamas Wesleyan Fellowship and celebrating the
300th birthday of John Wesley. Then appropriate note is made of the Life-
time Achievement Award given by the Society in its 2003 meeting to
Charles Edwin Jones. Finally, the Society’s annual Smith/Wynkoop Book
Award for 2003 was given to Laurence W. Wood for his outstanding vol-
ume titled The Meaning of Pentecost in Early Methodism (Scarecrow
Press, 2002). An ad for and extensive review of this book appear in the
Spring 2003 issue of the Journal.
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Included here also is a series of book reviews, book advertisements,
and detail about the 2003-2004 officers of the Society and their email
addresses. Note should be made of: the Society’s web address
(www.wesleyanforum.org/wts/); the 2004 Annual Meeting of the Society
scheduled for March 5-6, 2004, at Northeastern Theological Seminary,
Rochester, New York; and the sixth international Wesleyan/Holiness
Women Clergy Conference endorsed by the Society and scheduled to
convene April 15-18, 2004, in Cincinnati, Ohio.

Barry L. Callen, Editor,
Anderson University, October, 2003
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AWESLEYANVIEW OF THE LITURGICAL
CONSTRUCTION OF THE SELF

by

Dean G. Blevins

The emergence of the postmodern world places new challenges on
the fields of theology and personality concerning traditional notions of
identity, personhood, and the self. Many philosophers, personality theo-
rists, and other scholars charting the death (or at least the dissolution) of
the “modern” or “Cartesian” self now posit a different, socially con-
structed self that is much more contingent.1 Summarizing this new post-
modern “psychology,” Walter Truett Anderson offers two assumptions
that support most “postmodern” views of the self. The first is:

(I)dentity is a social product and that people in different kinds
of societies have quite different kinds of identity-forming
experiences. The second, and more likely to provoke argu-
ment, is that most of us today live in “postmodern” societies in
which it is difficult—if not impossible—to create and main-
tain a single, stable, personal identity.2

This position does have its detractors, particularly scholars in the field of
theoretical psychology; however, any idea of a return to an insular, Carte-
sian “self” appears remote.3
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1Walter Truett Anderson, The Future of the Self: Exploring the Post-Identity
Society (NewYork: Tarcher Putnam, 1997).

2Anderson, 35.
3Henderrikus J. Stam, “Social Constructionism and Its Critics,” Theory &

Psychology 11, no. 3 (June 2001), 291-296.



Anderson’s proposition of the dissolution of the self proves difficult
for theological traditions like Pan-Methodism that places considerable
emphasis on the possibility of “holy” persons as recipients and expres-
sions of God’s prevenient, transforming love. Even so, for Wesleyans, the
turn to a postmodern representation of the self may provide new opportu-
nities to articulate a broader theological view of human identity and the
holy life, overcoming some of the previous impasse between Cartesian
selves and community life.

Seizing this “post-modern” opportunity, however, may prove to be a
venture fraught with hazard, particularly since the challenge of the ulti-
mate loss of the self is evident in a number of prominent postmodern
writers like Foucault, Barthes, and Derrida. Philosopher Calvin Schragg
writes:

Confronted with the mosaic messages dealing with the death
of the man [sic], the demise of the author, and the deconstruc-
tion or dissimulation of the subject, one finds oneself in a cri-
sis of concepts relative to matters pertaining to the human self,
understood as subject and agent in discourse and action.4

Theorists like Schragg may prove helpful for Wesleyans. Schragg offers
an alternative approach embracing a four-fold postmodern depiction of
identity as the self in discourse (the narrating self), in action (the embod-
ied/enacted self), in community (the ethical praxis of the self), and in
transcendence (the self before radical alterity).5 Scholars within the “Rad-
ical Orthodoxy” movement provide additional avenues for exploration, so
Wesleyans may well discover new ways to articulate the idea of the trans-
formed self.6 The question remains as to whether such formulations will
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4Calvin O. Schragg, The Self after Postmodernity (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1997), 3.

5Schragg, 4 ff.
6M. Douglas Meeks, “Wesleyan Theology in a Postmodern Era: The Spirit of

Life in an Age of the Nihil,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 35, no. 1 (Spring 2000),
22-40; John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1990); John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and
Graham Ward, eds., Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology (London: Routledge
Press, 1999); Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation
of Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, Inc, 1998); Catherine Pickstock,
“Liturgy, Art and Politics,” Modern Theology 16, no. 2 (2000): 159-80; R. R. Reno,
“The Radical Orthodoxy project,” First Things (2000): 37-44; Henry W. Spaulding
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be true to the Methodist tradition, particularly true to the tradition’s name-
sake, John Wesley.

Finding guidance in Wesley’s writings for negotiating the postmod-
ern world may prove difficult in light of Wesley’s Cartesian and Platonic
inclinations as well as his Lochean sensibilites.7 Previous investigations
of Wesley’s own interior life have been equally bound to modern person-
ality theories.8 A new avenue, however, may lie not in what Wesley said,
nor in the idiosyncratic expressions of his personal life, but in his Chris-
tian practice. Wesley lived a life anchored in the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper and the worship that surrounded this key practice.9 He regularly
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II, “Good Conscience or Good Confidence: A Postmodern Re-thinking of Ethical
Reflection in the Wesleyan/Holiness Tradition,” Wesleyan Theological Journal
35, no. 1 (Spring 2000), 41-66; “Milbank’s Trinitarian Ontology and a Re-Narra-
tion of Wesleyan-Holiness Theology,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 36, no. 1
(Spring 2001), 134-159.

7Richard E. Brantley, Locke, Wesley and the Method of English Romanti-
cism (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1984); W. Stephen Gunter, “Per-
sonal and Spiritual Knowledge: Kindred Spirits in Polanyian and Wesleyan Epis-
temology,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 35, no. 1 (Spring 2000), 130-148;
Albert Outler, “Introduction” Sermon 116: What is Man?” in John Wesley, Ser-
mons, Volume IV, ed. Albert Outler, The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed.,
15 vols. gen. eds. Richard P. Heitzenrater and Frank Baker (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1975-1995), 4:19. Methodist patriarch Albert Outler coins Wesley “a third
generation Cartesian” (4:19), while other scholars such as Gunter and Brantley
have noted Wesley’s appeal to Locke’s empirical tendencies, often ascribing a
“spiritual sixth sense” to human capacity. Subsequent references to the Bicenten-
nial set, The Works of John Wesley, will be cited asWorks.

8James Fowler, “John Wesley’s Development in Faith” in The Future of the
Methodist Theological Traditions, ed. M. Douglas Meeks (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1985), 172-192; Robert L. Moore, John Wesley and Authority: A Psycho-
logical Perspective (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979).

9Ole E. Borgen, John Wesley on the Sacraments (Zurich: Publishing House
of the United Methodist Church, 1972; reprint Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury
Press, 1985); John C. Bowmer, The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper in Early
Methodism (London: Dacre Press, 1951); Steve Harper, The Devotional Life in
the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Upper Room, 1983); Henry Hawthorn Knight,
The Presence of God in the Christian Life: A Contemporary Understanding of
John Wesley’s Means of Grace, Ph.D. diss., Emory University, 1987 (Ann Arbor,
MI.: UMI , 1988); Henry Hawthorn Knight, The Presence of God in the Christian
Life: John Wesley and the Means of Grace (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press,
1992); J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Eucharistic Hymns of John and Charles Wesley
(London: Epworth Press, 1948).



participated in the Eucharist and encouraged Methodists to do the same.10

He acknowledged that he was faithful to the rubrics of the Book of Com-
mon Prayer and had a high opinion of its Eucharistic liturgy.11 He was not
only the leader of a Methodist movement, but an Anglican priest who did
not want to be perceived as leading a nonconformist sect diverging greatly
from the Church of England’s liturgy.12 Such practices undoubtedly
shaped Wesley’s understanding of “holy character.”

This “liturgical” disposition affords Wesleyans a framework for
understanding the postmodern self that may resist both Cartesian and
deconstructionist understandings of identity. The framework is “social,”
but also theological; one where Schragg’s categories of narrative, enact-
ment, community, and transcendence intersect with particular clarity. The
liturgical world, as will be shown, disrupts modern, insulated notions of
the self, but provides a “gestalt” or liturgical “pattern” to give “space” for
organizing diverse representations of the self into a whole identity. One
can assert that the liturgical construction of the self provides an appropri-
ate means for articulating postmodern identity. What that identity would
look like may be discerned from three liturgical principles or “themes” of
Wesley’s day. The interrelated acts of doxology, oblation and epiclesis
provide a matrix for theologically articulating the self in the postmodern
world. The following explores the emergence of these themes in Wesley’s
day and applies them to personality theory for the contemporary setting.

Wesley’s Liturgical World

John Wesley’s appreciation of and participation in the Lord’s supper
cannot be understood unless attention is given to the liturgical context (and
the disputes) that surrounded the Eucharist for three generations prior to
his day. These ongoing formulations framed the creation and revisions of
the Book of Common Prayer (BCP) and shaped Wesley’s own liturgical
sensibilities.13 The crafters of the BCP sought to create a world for Angli-
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10Wesley, “The Duty of Constant Communion,”Works, 3:427-439.
11The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and

Other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church (England, 1663; Ann Arbor, MI: UMI,
1986), microfilm.

12Bowmer, 99-100; Wesley, “Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Reli-
gion,” Works, ed. Cragg, 11:79.

13Louis Weil, Sacraments and Liturgy: The Outward Signs (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1983), 3.
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cans through the practices defined by the various rubrics (instructions) to
the priests or ministers. The language of the Prayer Book indicated a par-
ticular view of both the nature of the Eucharistic community and the “real
presence” of Christ. Wesley’s Eucharistic theology was deeply intertwined
with these sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth-century constructions
and debates over the sacrament and accompanying liturgy.14

Controversies over the actions of the liturgy continued across the
centuries preceding Wesley.15 The structure of the BCP, however, began to
shape a particular world of praise to God and celebration of the Eucharist.
Each successive change in BCP included elements of conservatism and
controversy.16 The intent here is not to rehearse all the nuances in the his-
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14Dean G. Blevins, “Appendix: Anglican Eucharist in Historical Context,”
John Wesley and the Means of Grace: A Wesleyan Approach to Christian Reli-
gious Education, Ph.D. diss. (Chicago: UMI, 1999), 409-429

15Cressy and Ferrell, 8-9; Dugmore, 48. For instance, Puritans often cele-
brated Communion at a simple table in the midst of the congregation. Archbishop
William Laud created controversy in 1616 in Gloucester by moving the altar from
center of the church to an area dominated by the clergy and demanding all to bow
to it. For Puritans this was an act of idolatry.

16Cuming, 15, 30-44, 104; Echlin, 47-63; John Harper, The Forms and
Orders of Western Liturgy from the Tenth to the Eighteenth Century (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1991), 166-167; Ronald C. D. Jasper, The Development of the
Anglican Liturgy, 1662-1980 (London: SPCK, 1989), 1-7; Bard Thompson, Litur-
gies of the Western Church (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1961; reprint, Cleveland:
William Collins Publishers, 1962), 236-243, 345-405. Cranmer’s first edition
(1549) represented a shift from Latin to English vernacular, which actually began
with other documents in 1534. This BCP was a rather conservative revision of the
Roman Sarum or Salisbury Rite. Cranmer’s revision was due to immediate con-
troversy, primarily with the inclusion of older ceremonies that could be misunder-
stood as representing the “Old Learning” of transubstantiation versus the “New
Learning” of memorialism (Cuming, 15; Echlin, 47-63; Bard Thompson, 236-
243). The controversy of the order of worship, including the order of Holy Com-
munion, did not end. The BCP was revised in 1604 when the King James Bible
was introduced into the readings, though the final Bible was not complete until
1611 (Cuming, 104). The BCP was again revised in 1662, just after the Restora-
tion. This Prayer Book was created in an environment of conservatism and nostal-
gia for earlier times before Cromwell’s rebellion and Puritan rule of England.
This last revision was the most moderate, accommodating neither High Church
nor Puritan fully. The revision relied heavily on the 1604 text (Jasper, 1-7). While
this text remained in observance during Wesley’s day, there were other books and
manuals of prayer that challenged the 1662 BCP, both prior to its creation
(including the Westminster Directory and the Savoy Conference liturgy) and fol-
lowing its inception. Later challengers included Scottish, Puritan, Nonjuror, and
Unitarian groups (Cuming, 128-146; Jaspers, 1-39; Bard Thompson, 345-405).
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tory of the BCP from 1542 to Wesley’s day. The concepts that emerge
from the historical process must be noted, however, since they did influ-
ence Wesley’s practice, including the creation of many Methodist hymns.
Even Wesley’s abridgement of The Sunday Service for American Method-
ists was a conservative revision, primarily to accommodate the special cir-
cumstances of the American social environment and to include extempo-
rary prayer as well as John and Charles Wesley’s hymns.17 While the
battle for the Prayer Book included a number of political and social agen-
das, three theological issues seem to summarize the struggle: (1) deter-
mining the culture of the Eucharistic community (doxology), (2) remem-
bering Christ’s sacrificial life in community (oblation), and
(3) understanding the celebration of Christ’s dynamic presence via the
Holy Spirit at the table and in the world (epiclesis).18 Doxology provides
a logical point for entering into these themes.

The Eucharistic Community as Doxology

Doxology, praise, and worship toward God remain key themes
describing John Wesley’s understanding not only of the focus of individ-
ual believers, but also of the character or culture of the liturgical commu-
nity that received the Eucharist. Descriptive words were important in con-
nection to the “speech act.”19 While prayers often conveyed meaning, the
actions did likewise, suggesting a particular intent to the liturgy.20

— 12 —

17Bowmer, 211-215; James F. White, Introduction to John Wesley’s Sunday
Service (Nashville: Quarterly Review, 1984), 9-37. One must note that Charles
Wesley had considerable influence on John in particular and Methodism in gen-
eral. A limitation of this presentation is that much of Charles’ influence is dis-
cussed only indirectly through studies of John. Such limitation is noted and prob-
ably should be remedied at a later time but it will suffice for now to acknowledge
this influence. One obvious place where the Wesley voice “merges” is in the
hymns that will be discussed in the future.

18Clifford W. Dugmore, Eucharistic Doctrine in England from Hooker to
Waterland (London: SPCK, 1942); H. R. McAdoo and Kenneth Stevenson, The
Mystery of the Eucharist in the Anglican Tradition (Norwich: Canterbury Press,
1997).

19Teresa Berger, Theology in Hymns? A Study of the Relationship of Doxol-
ogy and Theology According to A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People
Called Methodist (1780), trans. Timothy E. Kimbrough (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1995), 19, 163-165.

20Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London: A and C Black, 1945;
Reprint, NewYork: Seabury Press, 1982), 2, 13; David Cressy and Lori Anne Fer-
rell, eds., Religion and Society in Early Modern England: A Sourcebook (London:
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Wesley’s personal sacramental practices actually agreed more with
the Anglican High Church, the Nonjurors, than with the Nonconformists.
Horton Davies notes that Wesley actually preferred the first Prayer Book
of Edward VI written by Bishop Thomas Cranmer.21 Wesley favored
Cranmer’s collects and traditional lections when John wrote the Sunday
Service for American Methodists.22 Wesley clearly observed practices
consonant with the tenor of the earlier 1549 Prayer Book, even when at
variance with the 1662 Prayer Book.

Doxology, for Wesley and others, emphasizes the corporate context
of worship as praise to God. The broader liturgical setting that surrounded
Holy Communion generated a “world” for the participant, a culture
inhabited by the God of the Eucharist. The creation of this world included
ritual actions, the organization of space and ordering of time, as well as
some degree of involvement by the participants. The arrangement of fur-
niture, including the altar, and the order of the liturgy often determined
who would and would not be a part of the “world” of the Eucharist.23 The
Lord’s Supper, in this interpretation, becomes a transformative event in

— 13 —

Routledge, 1996), 47-48; G. J. Cuming, A History of Anglican Liturgy, 2nd ed.
(London: Macmillan Publishers, 1982), 90, 122-123; Edward P. Echlin, The
Anglican Eucharist in Ecumenical Perspective: Doctrine and Rite from Cranmer
to Seabury (NewYork: The Seabury Press, 1968), 50-51, 84-88. The act of kneel-
ing at an altar rail versus receiving the elements in a pew suggested something not
only about the authority of the priest in relation to the congregation, but also sug-
gested to communicants whether the presence of Christ was explicitly in the host
(an issue of transubstantiation). This distinction created the addition of the cele-
brated “black rubric” in Cranmer’s revised 1552 edition of the BCP. Cranmer,
responding to a theological and political controversy over a particular liturgical
action, created what Echlin believes is Cranmer’s most mature view of “real pres-
ence” in order to mitigate a particular impression created by the act of kneeling.

21Cuming, 45-66; Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England. Book
2, Pt. 3 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961. Revised, Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1996), 187; Jasper, 19.

22James F. White, “Introduction,” in John Wesley’s Sunday Service of the
Methodists in North America (Nashville: Quarterly Review, 1984), 27.

23Dix, 598; John Harper, 156-165; Bard Thompson, 39-51, 98-101, 145-
146, 293. As the Gallican ceremonies were added to the Mass, the liturgy around
the Lord’s Supper became more ornate. The idea of participating in the sacrifice
(oblation) shifted away from the activity of the people toward a new understand-
ing of the activity of Christ in the elements, which was mediated by the bishop or
priest as the central “actors” of Eucharistic worship. Reactions by the Reformers
also included liturgical reform in a variety of expressions.
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which eschatology, the new heaven, becomes realized in the midst of the
worshiping people. The arrangement of the worship “space” (from place-
ment of the Supper, reception of the elements, and other actions) indicates
something of the representation (even nature) of heaven on earth. Tension
often occurred in determining who was able to participate in this new
community.24 How persons were included or excluded (including rulers,
enemies and even the dead) and how they were treated in the service indi-
cated how they were or would be received in heaven.25

Wesley, who fenced the table while in Georgia, later opened com-
munion to all willing to receive during the Methodist revival so that full
participation in the liturgy was expected of all.26 Although there is no
detailed account of an early British Methodist Communion service, John
Bowmer provides a detailed reconstruction of Wesley’s practice of the
Lord’s Supper. Bowmer notes that Wesley expected an attitude of rever-
ence when taking the Eucharist. He, however, included the unconven-
tional practice of using hymns to establish the ethos of the service, and he
inserted these hymns within the BCP liturgy. The result was a modified
text, but a text intent on preserving the doxological ethos of worship that
surrounded the Eucharist.27 Doxology, in its fullest expression, became
the overall structure that defined our “eternal” relationship with God, best
remembered in the sacrificial act of Jesus Christ.

Oblation As Memory and Action

A second key aspect of Wesley’s liturgical life centered on the ongo-
ing anamnesis, the remembrance, of God’s mighty works for the people,
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24Dix, 36-37; Keith Watkins, The Great Thanksgiving: The Eucharistic
Norm of Christian Worship (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1995), 94-128. The struc-
ture or “shape” of the liturgy appears to be fairly consistent since early apostolic
times. It consisted of two major but separate parts, the synaxis (or gathering) fol-
lowed by the Eucharist (thanksgiving), which fused into a single rite by the fourth
century. Later both sections again began to separate into services of “Word” and
“Table.” Each service also developed its own particular structures, rites, and cere-
monial actions. The BCP, following this general pattern across its development,
included variations of Morning Prayer (Matins) or a Sunday litany followed by
the Eucharistic service.

25Echlin, 35, 50-69.
26Bowmer, 103-122.
27Berger, 137-42.
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particularly the oblation or sacrifice of Jesus Christ.28 Anamnesis, the
remembering or re-living of God’s saving acts by the people of God, has
long been advocated as a key act of liturgy. The central theme of this
remembrance was Christ’s oblation or sacrifice. While the term “oblation”
often describes a specific theological controversy concerning Christ’s
ongoing sacrifice in the Lord’s supper (memorialism versus transubstanti-
ation), the issue actually involves the liturgical acts of the priest and the
participation of the congregates as well.29 The service of the Eucharist
moved through what Gregory Dix called a “four-fold” action, beginning
with the oblations of the people, including the bishop and presbyters
(through offerings of bread, water and wine).30 The second action
included the consecration of the oblation, the invitation by the bishop to
the people, and the Eucharistic prayer, originally a single prayer that
explained the meaning of the Eucharist.31

Expressions of oblation and doxology often intertwined as people
were called to celebrate Christ’s sacrificial act.32 Doxology, normally
associated with the synaxis as a gathering of praise to God, intertwined
with actions of oblation implicitly in the very sacrificial intent of
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28Paul Bradshaw, Early Christian Worship: A Basic Introduction to Ideas
and Practice (London: SPCK, 1996), 45-57.

29Bard Thompson, 49-51.
30Bard Thompson, 5. Sacrifice was modeled when the people baked and

brought the bread to be used in Communion.
31Dix, 104-105. The final two actions included the receiving of Commun-

ion, first by the bishop and presbyters, then by the people (all standing and
responding to the words of administration with “Amen”). After the Eucharist, the
vessels were cleansed and the people were dismissed.

32Cuming, 5, 80, 94-96; Dix, 397-433; Echlin 43-58; Bard Thompson, 41-
44. Each element of the Eucharistic service was elaborated over the centuries but
the general structure (from community sacrifice to Communion) marked the gen-
eral movement of the service. At times the service would be modified to stress an
element of the service. Cranmer, for instance, included an oblation (or Thanksgiv-
ing) to follow the consecration to demonstrate a response by the people as well as
a benediction by the priest. The later ceremonial additions of incense (prayers ris-
ing before God), the drama of the fraction of the host, the allegorical emphasis of
each vestment, utensil, motion, and human “actor” either heightened or obscured
(for the sake of Mystery) the full meaning behind the “act” of the Eucharist.
Many later revisions to these actions were designed to correct the perceived litur-
gical superstitions of the people (including corporeal presence in the elements). A
deeper reality, however, lay behind these superstitions.



Eucharist (praise to the sacrificial lamb), inviting worshipers into a realm
of praise and sacrifice.33 Determining the relationship between Christ’s
sacrifice and the commensurate “sacrifice” of the priests or the people
was often debated.34 Oblation, for certain Anglicans, becomes a theme to
describe the nature of Christian community.35

The connection between anamnesis and oblation is documented par-
ticularly in the Wesleys’ Hymns on the Lord’s Supper where sacrament
and sacrifice are twin themes of a number of the hymns.36 For Wesley,
oblation meant mutual acts of sacrifice by Christ and by His people. Wes-
ley’s Eucharistic Hymn 128 demonstrates that the oblations of Jesus and
the “body” of Christ (the church) are commingled:

Saviour, to Thee our Lives we give,
Our meanest Sacrifice receive

And to thy own Oblation join,
Our suffering and triumphant Head,

Thro’ all thy States thy Members lead,
And seat us on the Throne Divine.37

Wesley notes in Hymn 146 that the mutuality of the oblations of Jesus and
Jesus’ people is not natural but rests in what Christ had first provided in
His sacrifice. Nevertheless, “oblation” clearly implied both the act of
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33Dix, 265. Dix notes, “the Eucharist is the contact of time with the eternal
fact of the Kingdom of God through Jesus. In it the church within time continu-
ally, as it were, enters into its own eternal being in that Kingdom, ‘in Him,’ as
Body of Christ, through His act.”

34Dugmore, 90. Early Anglicans like Cranmer, as well as later liturgists like
Daniel Waterland, seemed to place an emphasis on understanding the Church as a
sacrificial community rather than emphasizing Christ’s ongoing sacrifice in the
Lord’s Supper as the basis for atonement.

35Bard Thompson, 45. A larger tension occurred in trying to resolve the cre-
ation of a particular community oriented toward the glory of God (doxology), yet
also modeling the sacrificial character of Christ (oblation). Originally, public
involvement included both an oblation by people (bringing the Communion bread
as gifts), as well as a doxology offered by the priests and people through song,
prayer, and benediction (including the “amen” of the people).

36Geoffrey Wainwright, “Introduction,” in Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, ed.
John Wesley (Bristol: Felix Farley, 1745; reprint Madison, N.J.: The Charles Wes-
ley Society, 1995), ix.

37Wesley, Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, 110.



Christ and the actions (responses) of the Methodist people as well.38 How
these sacrificial actions are understood under the presence of the Holy
Spirit invites the third movement of epiclesis.

Epiclesis and the “Real Presence” of Christ in the Eucharist

Anglicans constantly struggled to define exactly the presence of
Christ and the exact nature of Christ’s work (sacrifice) in the Eucharist.
This struggle emerged from the sacrificial theme already discussed, obla-
tion, yet resulted in a distinct struggle to name both the presence of Christ
and the presence of the Holy Spirit in the liturgical life.39 The struggle
was to define the relationship between Christ’s actual presence and the
Holy Spirit, who was often invoked to mediate the presence of Christ.

The theological issues are complex. They stem from the European
Reformation’s rejection of Transubstantiation and the rejection of any
understanding of the Eucharistic host as an ongoing propitiatory
sacrifice.40 Catholic doctrine placed Christ physically in the elements
(transubstantiation) and asserted that the Easter sacrifice of Christ was
repeated each time that the Eucharist was celebrated, so the Mass itself
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38Wesley, Hymns on the Lord’s Supper, 124-125. Wesley writes, “2. Thy
Sacrifice with heavenly Powers/Replete, All-holy, All-divine/ Human and weak,
and sinful Ours;/ How can the two Oblations join?/ 3. Thy Offring doth to Ours
impart/Its Righteousness and Saving Grace/ While charg’d with all our Sins Thou
art/ To Death devoted in our Place. 4. Our mean imperfect Sacrifice/ On This is a
Burden thrown,/ Both in a Common Flame arise/And both in God’s Account are
One.”

39Dugmore, 16-19, 38-39, 68-70. From Thomas Cranmer and Richard
Hooker to the “High Churchman”(e.g., Lancelot Andrewes and William Laud), an
ongoing tension existed with the Puritans as Anglicans rejected existing interpre-
tations (transubstantiation, consubstantiation, and memorialism), yet asserted that
there was a “real presence” of Christ that must be revered (consecrated) in the
elements. Dugmore acknowledges that his use of “High Churchman” is broad and
somewhat imprecise in this circumstance (68-70).

40Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, 216-218; Cuming,
87-89, 98-101, 105; 137; Dugmore, 23-26; Heron, 85-107; Bard Thompson, 43-
46. Oblation originally carried a more communal understanding, but from the
tenth to thirteenth century the celebration of the Eucharist became almost the
exclusive property of the priests, placing greater emphasis upon Christ’s propitia-
tory sacrifice repeated in the Eucharistic act. The Reformers, particularly the
Geneva (and subsequent Puritan) reformers, reacted strongly to Catholic teach-
ings on the Lord’s supper.
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had salvific power.41 The Reformers rejected this understanding of the
host and continuous sacrifice since it implied that Christ was no longer
understood to be in heaven and that the original death of Christ was not
sufficient for salvation.42 Alternative Eucharistic interpretations became
necessary to counter Roman Catholic writings and practices during this
period of the Reformation. Reformation responses to this Eucharistic con-
troversy, however, were quite varied.43 Anglicans and Puritans also strug-
gled to define “real presence” through the liturgy, particularly in the lan-
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41Alasdair I. C. Heron, Table and Tradition: Toward an Ecumenical Under-
standing of the Eucharist (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983), 92-107. At
first the doctrine of transubstantiation was not a part of the Catholic teaching of
the Eucharist. As participants knelt to receive the host, and as the host was ele-
vated as an act of reverence, people began to associate the elements with the
actual physical presence of Jesus Christ. Often the highly nuanced Aristotelian
interpretations of Aquinas and other early Catholic interpreters gave way to local,
more literal views that stressed the carnality of the elements. These views were
eventually reified into the Tridentine doctrine of transubstantiation.

42McAdoo and Stevenson, 127; Thomas Cranmer, An Answer by the Rev-
erend Father in God Thomas Archbishop of Canterbury, 352, quoted in Echlin,
12. The reformers, including Thomas Cranmer, challenged the idea that Christ’s
sacrifice must be mediated through the priest rather than by faith. Cranmer writes,
“The benefit hereof is in no man’s power to give any other, but every man must
receive it at Christ’s hands himself, by his own faith and belief, as the prophet
saith” (Cramner, 12).

43Cuming, 15-29; Dix, 629-636; Flew, 60-68; Heron, 108-129; Jaroslav
Pelikan, Reformation of Church and Dogma (1300-1700), vol. 4 of The Christian
Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984), 188-217; Lawrence Hull Stookey, Eucharist: Christ’s Feast
with the Church (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 55-56; Bard Thompson, 42-
43, 144. Luther responded with a form of mediated presence known as consub-
stantiation, which remained close, but distinct from Catholic doctrine. Zwingli,
Oecolampadius, and others denied any real presence. They preferred to see the
Eucharist as strictly a memorial representation of the Christ’s original sacrificial
act, which did not “convey grace, mediate the divine life or remit sins.” Calvin
revised Zwingli’s position by allowing for the presence of Christ primarily
through the Holy Spirit. Calvin then drew upon the Eastern tradition’s emphasis
on epiclesis, the invocation of the Holy Spirit, rather than on the Western empha-
sis upon epiphany, the presence or manifestation of Christ through the words of
institution. This epicletic emphasis, associated with later Puritans, was a type of
Virtualism, where communicants became virtually present before Christ in
heaven via the presence of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit represented the Jesus
of heaven as grace was communicated.
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guage of the Book of Common Prayer.44 Ultimately the Church of Eng-
land separated into representative positions designated by “High” church-
men, opposing Purtians, and moderate Anglicans that Clifford Dugmore
classifies as “Central” churchmen.45 The Nonjurors, including John John-
son and Robert Nelson, added a particular emphasis upon the coming of
the Holy Spirit as the one who transforms the bread and wine, into the
spiritual-material representation of Christ.46

Clifford Dugmore identifies Daniel Waterland as the eighteenth-cen-
tury telos of Central Churchmanship. Waterland concludes a theological
tradition that extends from Cranmer through both High and Central
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44Cressy and Ferrell, 3-4; Cuming, 70-81, Dugmore, 6-16; Echlin, 1-2, 17,
22; McAdoo and Stevenson, 28-31. Thomas Cranmer wrote the first BCP in 1548
but was forced to revise it by 1552, based upon Reformation critiques that too
much Catholic influence was evident in the first draft. Cranmer, however, was
then interpreted as a Zwinglian, based primarily upon his revised text. Other
Anglicans entered the struggle to acknowledge the presence of Christ without
giving too much away to either Reformed or Catholic interpretations. John Jewel,
for instance, acknowledged the revised (1563) Article of Faith concerning the
Lord’supper (Article 28) that states, “The body of Christ is given, taken, and
eaten in the Supper only after a heavenly and spiritual manner. And the mean
whereby the body of Christ is received and eaten in the Supper is faith” (Dug-
more, 6). Jewell, however, refused to accept that Christ was physically present in
the bread, “the bread is on the table: the body is in heaven”(Dugmore 7). While
clearly against transubstantiation, Jewell’s position was broad enough to accom-
modate different factions in England; it left the nature of Christ’s presence
ambiguous. Dugmore notes that Richard Hooker, in 1597, also rejected transub-
stantiation, yet “insisted that by means of the sacrament there is a real participa-
tion in the body and blood of Christ” (Dugmore, 15). This participation, accord-
ing to Hooker, occurs within the believer. He writes, “The real presence of
Christ’s most blessed body and blood is not therefore to be sought for in the
sacrament, but in the worthy receiver of the sacrament” (Dugmore, 22).

45Cuming, 109-112; Dugmore, 38-60. The differences between High
Church leaders, such as Lancelot Andrewes and Bishop William Laud, and the
Puritans focused on issues of political authority (divine right of kings) and eccle-
sial leadership. Puritans, strong advocates of scripture and strong antagonists
against “popery,” early viewed communion as a commemorative meal and came
closer to a Receptionist view where Christ is received spiritually by faith. High
churchmen who resisted the physical presence of Christ yet preferred to empha-
size a spiritual presence, opposed this view. The High Church’s tradition of a spir-
itual presence that was not dependent upon faith of the believer also continued
through the teachings of the Nonjurors.

46Dugmore, 57-58, 144-154.
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Churchmen to the period antecedent to Wesley’s day. This tradition
sought its own form of Eucharistic via media that stressed the “real pres-
ence” of Christ without giving into carnality, memorialism, or even virtu-
alism. The presence of the Holy Spirit was also invoked, but primarily (at
least for Waterland) for the sake of the communicants. Christ was present,
spiritually, immediately, independently, interacting with the recipient to
convey grace.47

Bowmer and Davies note that Wesley was influenced by the view
of a group of Nonjurors known as the “Usagers.”48 Davies summarizes
the Usagers’ perspective on the practices that are essential for the
Eucharist.

Like them he (Wesley) believed in intinction (that is, the
mixed chalice), the necessity of a prayer of oblation as appro-
priate for the re-presentation of Christ’s sacrifice, the need for
an “epiclesis” or explicit invocation of the Holy Spirit on the
elements, and, finally, in prayers for the departed to be
included.49
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47Dugmore, 178-79. Waterland acknowledges no real change in the bread
and wine but acknowledges that they contract a relative holiness by their conse-
cration. The supper is a means of salvation (applying and sealing Christ’s par-
don), but this is predicated on faith and repentance in the believer. Waterland
states that the presence of Christ is in the Eucharist. Dugmore then offers a fasci-
nating quote by Waterland concerning the words of institution (“this is my body,
this is my blood . . .”) as a symbolic “grammar” for each succeeding Eucharistic
celebration. Dugmore quotes Waterland, “But the words then spoken by our
blessed Lord are conceived to operate now as virtually carrying in them a rule, or
a promise, for all succeeding ages of the Church. . . . If the elements were then
sanctified . . . and if the worthy receivers were then understood to partake of the
true spiritual food upon receiving the symbolical; and if all this was then implied
in the words ‘This is my body’ &c.m [sic], so it is now” (Dugmore 177-78).
Taken collectively, the rule provides the ongoing motivation for participation in
the sacrament, trusting in Christ’s ongoing consecration of the elements. The
promise (like any other form of investiture such as a land deed or signet ring) is
that one day the communicants’ subsistence will be guaranteed by Christ as they
live and feast in heaven. Waterland also opposes the Nonjuror’s interpretation of
the Holy Spirit’s joining with the elements. Waterland, drawing from Hooker’s
emphasis on the presence of Christ within the believer, believes that the Holy
Spirit is present not for the sake of the sacrament, but for the sake of the believer.

48Bowmer, 35; Davies, 187; Jasper, 28-39.
49Horton Davies, 187.
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The controversy over the presence of Christ was at the center of the
Eucharist, but Wesley seems to understand that Jesus’ presence was
directly related to the presence of the Holy Spirit. Henry Knight notes
that, as such, Wesley retained a form of virtualism (though not the same
as Calvinist virtualism).50 Wesley’s Eucharistic Hymn 72 bears witness to
the invocation of the Holy Spirit to consecrate the elements. Hymn 150,
however, reveals Wesley’s understanding that the Holy Spirit also “conse-
crates” the larger “body” of Christ, the congregation. Wesley writes:

O let the Spirit sanctify
Whate’er to Thee we now restore,

And make us with thy Will comply,
With all our Mind and Soul and Power,

Obey Thee as thy Saints above
In perfect Innocence and Love.

It would appear that the epiclesis, for Wesley, was an invocation not only
to transform the elements into Christ’s body and blood but also the com-
munity of faith. The concept finds future expression in many of Wesley’s
sermons, where transformation and power for daily living are directly
connected with the presence of the Holy Spirit. What is remarkable for
this study is that this “transformation” finds the same source as that of the
“sanctifying” of the Eucharistic elements. It would appear that Wesley’s
liturgical understanding could include the epicletic “call” of the congrega-
tion to be the body of Christ.

The revisions of the BCP mirrors an historical Anglican struggle
to both define the presence of Christ and also to reconcile the tension of
the sacrificial yet also eschatalogical community that celebrated the
Eucharist. Wesley was a recipient of these struggles in his own liturgical
practice and writings. At least three themes emerge from this liturgical
“world,” doxology, oblation, and epiclesis. All three themes are interde-
pendent yet also distinct enough to pursue as a framework for exploring
the liturgical “self.” They are also themes that appear consistent with Wes-
ley’s life and thought. How these themes “play” in a postmodern notion of
the self is the next challenge.

50Henry Knight, The Presence of God in the Christian Life: A Contempo-
rary Understanding of John Wesley’s Means of Grace. Ph.D. diss., Emory Univer-
sity, 1987 (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI, 1988), 191.
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The Liturgical Self: Diversity in Harmony

Beginning with the understanding of the diverse self, Wesleyans may
embrace an alternative reading of human personality that is theologically
rather than socially grounded. Such a view invites a new set of dialog
partners from the Radical Orthodoxy movement. Their presence is appro-
priate since many of the theorists, like Wesley in his modernist days,
attempt to script the world theologically, resisting secular “space.” The
resultant view need not deny the influence of society in the construction
of the self, yet presses on to name a particular construction that is
grounded theologically in the life and liturgy of the faith community. The
underlying assumption, as with Radical Orthodoxy, is that this liturgy, this
blending of aspiration and action, is more “true” to reality as it names the
self in participation with God. The self is seen as theologically rather than
socially constructed. The result is a diverse personality, with various roles,
identities, and ego states, held together in peaceful theological harmony.
This interpretation is not always “true” for all persons. Fragmentation and
diffusion are also possible due to the brokenness of the world, but theo-
rists should not assume a necessary “ontology of violence.”51 The inter-
pretation of the self-in-harmony, however, provides a more “real” theolog-
ical reading of personality than either modern or secular postmodern
interpretations.

The metaphor of harmony does imply a dynamic understanding of
the self. Catherine Pickstock argues that the liturgy itself portrays this
dynamic through certain theological elements of the Roman rite, adula-
tion and abasement (which will be discussed later under the framework of
doxology and oblation). These elements are held in constant tension, thus
opening the self to a form of “de-centering” through a constant re-articu-
lation of the various elements of the self in conversation with the liturgy.52

Such a dynamic interplay constantly frustrates the modern, Cartesian
notion of the self. This dynamic, however, occurs within an overall frame-
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51John Milbank, “Postmodern Critical Augustinianism: A short summa in
forty-two responses to unasked questions.” In The Postmodern God: A Theologi-
cal Reader, Graham Ward ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997); Theology
and Social Theory, 278-325; Pickstock, After Writing, 101-118. Milbank, Pick-
stock and others oppose most postmodern theorists because of their implicit
nihilism, particularly among deconstructionists, that favors a violent reading of
reality that results in fragmentation rather than harmony.

52Pickstock, After Writing, 189.



work, the liturgy, so that the diversity of the self is held within liturgy’s
aesthetic, musical movements and counter-movements that are comple-
mentary rather than dualistic.

Describing the Liturgically Constructed Self

Noting the interplay of these themes, it is necessary to “suspend” the
dynamic if only to explore the three possible liturgical movements that
form and inform the diversity of the self. While the elements are deeply
interrelated, much like the Trinity, there are distinctive themes within each
“movement” that inform certain notions of the self. Entering into these
interdependent movements through a celebration of praise again seems to
be the most appropriate approach.

The Doxological Self. Doxology provides a “double-movement”
through the orientation of heaven and the otherness of prayer. Doxology,
worship, is the representative expression of “heaven-come-down” into the
presence of the community.53 In the praise and adulation of God the wor-
shiping community finds its focal point of praise in the Trinitarian God.
The doxological movement includes a transformation of the broader litur-
gical “space” (the sanctuary, furniture, rubrics of the minister, actions of
the people, even the Christian time and season) into a transfigured reality
marked by the presence of God and best described as “heaven.” This
ordering is different from the spatialization of both the modernists and the
secular postmodernists, who demean reality by reducing it to a “map” or
formula that may be used for subjective control.54 Instead, all possible
attempts to order time and space are transformed into a reality beyond
human definition.

The doxological moment is also understood as a form of prayer. As an
act of prayer, worship is offered “outward” toward God who seems at times
to be “above” or “beyond” the congregation. Worship, as doxological peti-
tion instead of praise, seems to seek God not in the midst of the people but
apart, if not aloof, from the struggles of the people. Doxological prayer can
become a seeking after God to intervene in the life of the people.

The doxological self can mirror both the “world” creating and the
otherworldly “searching” of the congregation. First the celebration of the
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53Don E. Saliers, Worship as Theology: a Foretaste of Glory Divine (Nash-
ville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 41-42.

54Pickstock, After Writing, 47-100.



glory of God troubles a Cartesian self, as the certainty of who “I” am is
lost in a cacophony of praise to God.55 This “troubling” of insularity does
not result in the loss of the self but does reveal the necessity of a new
“coherence” organized around the act of worship. The collection of the
people of God into a transformed community has not only interpersonal
implications (where one understands oneself based on intersubjective
understanding of the other), but also intra-personal implications of relat-
ing diverse aspects of the self as a collective “community.” As the diverse
self becomes “lost in wonder, joy and praise,” the diverse “elements” of
personal identity cohere into a transformed community of the person.
“Heaven” not only embraces the various expressions of the self but trans-
forms them into a new constellation marked by God, just as the worship-
ping community is transformed into one voice, one heart for God. The
diverse self is collected together but also transformed, marking a convic-
tional moment through an intense, focused, gestalt of transformation.56

Worship as doxological, petitionary prayer invites the dispersion
of the self in liturgical form. Early psychologists, such as William James,
have noted that some forms of prayer can be seen as transmarginal or dis-
sociative experiences.57 The mind, in prayer, moves beyond its “self” in
an attempt to seek God through imaginative thought.58 The very diversity
of the self is then encouraged in this form of prayer where doxology
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55Berger, 160.
56James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: the Psychology of Human Development

and the Quest for Meaning (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1981),

267-291; James E. Loder, The Transforming Moment, 2nd ed. (Colorado Springs,
Co.: Helmers and Howard Publishers, 1989), 35-65. This doxological moment
resembles descriptive elements of both James Loder and James Fowler in their
attempts to describe transformation.
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58Sharon Parks, The Critical Years: the Young Adult Search for a Faith to
Live By (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 113; Michael Polayni, “Tacit
Knowing: its bearing on some problems of philosophy,” in Knowing and Being,
ed. Marjorie Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), 53-69; Harold
O. Rugg, Imagination (NewYork: Harper & Row Publishers, 1963), 39-61. Theo-
rists studying imagination have argued that imagination is both a tacit and a trans-
marginal state with the ability to cohere various musings into one unitive thought.



implies a type of extended mysticism of the “self.” It may be noted that
the doxological self might provide an interesting interpretation of mysti-
cal prayer (often thought antithetical to the ordered life of a congrega-
tion). While certain mystical moments may be seen as unitive for the per-
sonality, the act of prayer includes a type of dissociation where the unitive
experience often seems to come from “outside” rather than from within
the self. The diversity of the self (the seeking self) is then held in “ten-
sion” with the gathered moments of transformation. This tension if further
accentuated by the call to “re-member” one’s identity based upon the liv-
ing reminder of Christ’s sacrificial act, resulting in the next movement of
the oblative or sacrificial self.

The Sacrificial Self. As noted previously, oblation defines both a
liturgical “memory” (anamnesis) of Christ’s sacrificial act and the corre-
sponding sacrificial “response” of the people through their offerings.59

The very sacrificial act of God again troubles any notion of the Cartesian
self. The worship of the sacrificial Lamb reminds each person of the need
to have the “I” of personal identity recede in the face of the “You” or oth-
erness of God.60 Yet anamnesis invites a “re-gathering” of the diverse self
as well.

The church is both called to “remember” what God has done in
Christ and to “respond” in gratitude to this historic act. In the early church
the “offerings of the people” were often the Eucharistic elements them-
selves. This human, corporate response of the gift of the elements, how-
ever, participated in the eventual re-creation of the sacramental elements
(transformation even if not transubstantiation), so that gratitude was trans-
formed into the humble expression of the self-sacrificing God.61 Oblation
then calls the diverse self to begin in memory. The singularity of Christ’s
act provides one focal point for organizing the “self” across time. The
remembrance of Jesus points to a particular narrative (scripture) that
invites the “self” to participate within the story of God. The competing

— 25 —

A WESLEYAN VIEW OF THE LITURGICAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE SELF

59Paul Bradshaw, 45.
60Berger, 160. Teresa Berger references this as “the I is sacrificed in Doxol-

ogy.” This particular sacrificial move, however, is not merely the resignation of
sinful pride or the self-deprecation of personal self worth; it is the reality of the
limits of a insular, independent personhood devoid of an interrelationship
between humanity and God.

61Pickstock, After Writing, 190-191.



narratives within the diverse human self, along with corresponding
images and roles, are linked within the larger narrative of salvation his-
tory via this memory.62

This narrative construal of the human personality is balanced by the
self’s outward giving or “personal” oblation. Theologically it is the open,
sacrificial disposition of the self that allows for a continual “interplay” of
the various aspects of the self into a sacrificial/sacramental reality. While
the self is organized around a particular narrative, the self’s diverse parts
practice a form of “hospitality,” resisting the dominance of one role or
image.63 The various roles of the human person express themselves not as
a violent dysfunction but as a gentle expression of human “giftedness.”64

Gratitude becomes the orientation of the self, even in accepting its ongo-
ing diversity. The oblation of the “self” creates “space” not only for new
roles, new personal expressions, but for the humble interplay of the exist-
ing diversity of personality. Memory and humility then collaborate in this
second liturgical movement to both provide a meta-narrative of coherence
and a humble, open disposition of gratitude. This gratitude invites one to
explore the nature of the gracious, sacrificial God to whom worshipers
call and are called. The calling, or epiclesis, reveals the nature of Christ
and the presence of the Holy Spirit in shaping identity.

The Epicletic Self. Epiclesis, the third liturgical term, essentially
describes the invocation of the Holy Spirit as well as the invocation or
“calling” of Christ (i.e., the consecration of the elements), and also the
petitionary prayers of the people.65 This calling serves both as a summons
to transform the elements and also to bind the community. In keeping
with the Greek Orthodox tradition, it is the presence of the Holy Spirit
and not the words of institution that transform the elements of bread and
wine into the body and blood of Christ. The controversy of adequately
describing this transformation (via transubstantiation, consubstantiation,
or a virtual “real presence”) does not diminish the act of transformation
itself. In some way, Christ is invoked . . . although the elements remain
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62Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories and Dangerous Ritu-
als: Weaving Together the Human and the Divine (San Francisco: Jossey Bass
Publishers, 1998), 3-56.

63Pickstock, After Writing, 176-177.
64Personality “quirks” may be a part of one’s giftedness.
65Bradshaw, 45; Pickstock, After Writing, 180.



apparently identical to their original form. In a sense they are “both”
bread and wine as well as body and blood.

The presence of the Holy Spirit is not only for the transformation of
the Eucharistic host, but also for the binding of the community. The bibli-
cal witness reminds the congregation that they are also the body of Christ,
bound together by the Spirit of God in order to pray for and attend to the
needs of the “saints.” The invocation of the Holy Spirit acknowledges the
ingathering of the community through the presence of the Spirit, which is
also the ingathering of the body of Christ as a part of the “real presence”
of Christ as the church. Catherine Pickstock notes that the scandal of
transubstantiation may not be the change in the host but the broader sacra-
mental transformation of all reality into the body of Christ.66 The invoca-
tion “This is my body” includes the Christian community and perhaps
ultimately the whole of creation.

Theorists exploring the notion of the epicletic personality first
acknowledge the strange reality of the coexistence of elements of the self
that, much like the elements of the Eucharist, appear to be more than they
seem. The difference (following Derrida and Deluze) that marks these
elements of human personality isn’t reconciled through coercion, but
through mysterious transformation.67 The diversity of the epicletic self is
therefore not anchored in violence but in mystery. There is a reality to the
“presence” of the person much as there is an acceptance of the “real pres-
ence” of Christ in the host.

The diversity of the self is also bound together by the same Holy
Spirit that binds the body of Christ, the church. Here the metaphor of
“body” can almost be taken quite literally as each person is “embodied.”
This epicletic “body” is more than flesh and bone, but it is also flesh and
bone. In a liturgical framework the emphasis for embodiment comes not
only from creation but also from the “gathering” of the self through the
Holy Spirit. This liturgical framework explains why any spirit/body dual-
ism makes little sense either from the perspective of creation or from a
pneumantological perspective that takes seriously the body of Christ. The
self is mysteriously diverse yet gathered together as one expression of the
ongoing gathering of the body of Christ.
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66Pickstock, After Writing, 259-266.
67Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 306-313.



One caution is offered. This “binding” or gathering by the Holy
Spirit of the various aspects of the diverse self both physically and psy-
chologically should not be perceived as a strange form of mysticism
(which is more a result of the limitation of the author’s grasp of descrip-
tive language). Instead, this portrayal should lead to an epicletic “self”
awareness that implies that each person is able to “embody” the very
transformative, sacrificial, empowered life suggested by the liturgy as he
or she follows the Holy Spirit into God’s world. Holiness of heart and life
becomes more than an ethical ideal; it becomes the trajectory of the litur-
gical life, lived out daily in participation with God.

Each liturgical element, doxology, oblation, and epiclesis, interacts
with the others. The variations of the themes suggested above become
complex, weaving a mosaic of the self that harmoniously embraces diver-
sity and collectivity. The diverse self may not be dismissed as dysfunc-
tional (as theorists embracing multiple personality disorder might sug-
gest); instead the diverse self is understood as mysterious, seeking, and
hospitable. The diverse self, however, is not deconstructed. Instead, iden-
tity is bound together, anchored in memory and ultimately transformed.
This theological/liturgical construal of the self produces a musical quality
that “plays” the various expressions of the self into a gracious, dynamic
harmony that is essentially the work of the “people” as one body in
Christ. Ultimately the “collectivity” of the congregation and the “collec-
tivity” of the person seek similar expressions from the same liturgy.

Wesleyans and Christian Ministry

Wesleyans who embrace this project of re-visioning the self from a
liturgical viewpoint will hopefully recognize the desire to situate the self
theologically within the life of God in a way that is consistent with the
life of community of faith. Liturgical formation must begin in the theo-
logical understanding that the self begins in a community that receives its
identity as a gift from God, and “the person” then intentionally seeks to
model this theological reality. Pickstock writes:

Only the gift from above does not have to be defended, and
only this gift gives the community as peace: the integration of
time and space, individual with collective, universal with
locality. The gift is not an abstract liberal formula which can
be fully appropriated, nor a spatial plot which we can mythi-
cally circumscribe, but a divine person, Christ himself, who
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must depart from us in order that we receive him as the gift of
peace “dispersed.”68

As such the “social construction” of the self cannot be defined coercively,
but in peace and harmony. Liturgical themes help express both the diver-
sity of the self and the harmony that may emerge in their collectivity.
While the themes explored above are shaped by Wesley’s liturgy, Wes-
leyan ministers from a host of other Pan-Methodist traditions might also
begin to explore their liturgical practices for similar emphases.

Wesleyans may wonder if a good liturgy is the only thing necessary
for discipleship. Frankly, it is probably a good start as long as the themes
of doxology, oblation, and epiclesis reveal diverse yet appropriate expres-
sions within the large “family” of Pan-Methodist traditions. Wesleyans,
however, might expand the notion of “liturgy” to the total life of the church
and its formative expressions. There are cautions to this “formative”
approach to discipleship (particularly how leaders might abuse power coer-
cively), but formation does seem consistent with Wesley’s approach to dis-
cipleship.69 Discerning how the Christian community models the themes
of oblation, doxology and epiclesis might give new understanding to previ-
ous ministerial practices. In the shifting sands of postmodernity, the idea of
a liturgically constructed self might provide a new way of thinking of per-
sonhood and community that is much more theologically scripted and
more faithful to Wesley’s life-world. Re-conceptualizing key Wesleyan
themes in light of this liturgical construction might provide new energy for
traditional discussions, including Wesley’s understanding of holiness of
heart and life for individuals and for the entire community. Ultimately,
exploring Wesley’s “practices” of sacrament and discipleship as liturgical
approaches provide fresh insight to the interdependence of worship
renewal, Christian formation, and social witness.
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68Pickstock, After Writing, 178.
69Dean G. Blevins, “Resident Aliens and the Exercise of Power: Toward a

Wesleyan Postmodern Education,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 34, no. 2 (Fall
1999), 175-195; Sondra Higgins Matthaei, Making Disciples: Faith Formation in
the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000). Dr. Matthaei’s text is
an excellent example of Wesleyan formation within a sacramental framework,
while my article discusses the limits of formation and the need for ongoing dis-
cernment as a part of discipleship.



AWESLEYAN CONCEPT OF “PERSON”

by

M.William Ury

I want, I value, I preach the love of God and man. These are
my “favourite tenets” (if you will have the word), “more
insisted on” by me ten times over, both in preaching and writ-
ing, than any or all other subjects that ever were in the world.1

Every theologian tied to a tradition with giants in the past must fight
the dual nemeses of hagiography or deconstruction. John Wesley never
intended to solve every theological debate, but neither did he miss inter-
preting for his contemporaries any of the major ideological concerns of
the church of his day. There is much more to Wesley than we have as yet
accessed. The layers run deep in him. Anyone who reads Wesley is soon
intimidated by his encyclopedic knowledge, the brilliance of his logic
and, maybe most apropos for the topic at hand, the ability to communicate
discrete spiritual realities at apprehendable levels. Personal response to
the three-personed God is the grammar of Wesley’s ministry. He consid-
ered a day of study, which began at 5 p.m. and ended at 8 p.m. only
because it hurt his eyes to read more, to be a day of rest if he only
preached in the morning and evening.

At the dawn of this century it behooves us to see if there are themes
in Wesley’s thought that either tangentially or overtly support a vital sys-
tem of thought and life for the church in the world that now is. It is the
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thesis of this paper that the paradigm he points us toward is more redolent
with implications for the postmodern (ultramodern) person than any other
present theological statement.2

The Need for aWesleyan Statement on Personhood

Any cursory review of present theological “fronts” reveals resur-
gence in Trinitarian engagement. This dialogue has elicited another round
of debate on personhood.3 Despite its importance, one stultifying absence
remains, namely a strong Wesleyan statement on personhood. Granted,
the topic is enervatingly subtle. It is hard to dive into mystery and feel
that one has touched on every facet in an adequate manner. Anyone seek-
ing to minister to today’s world will find the issues surrounding consen-
sual personhood, if integrated into one’s theological perspective, founda-
tional to a full-orbed ministry in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. It now remains to be seen if there are elements in the Wesleyan
corpus which might assist us in gaining a deeper understanding of Wes-
ley’s view of both the divine and, as a consequence, the human person.

The Trinity, for Wesley, is more than a liturgical backdrop, more than
a repetition of Anglican orthodoxy.4 What is interesting to consider is the
doxological starting point of any Wesleyan concept of Trinitarian person-
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2In a previous foray into this arena, it has been suggested that Wesley
viewed Scripture in a Trinitarian, and thus a highly personal way. He interpreted
reality and thus the Scripture in a way that was immediately personal and thus
broader in its scope than his immediate predecessors. “The ‘Personal’ Hermeneu-
tics of John Wesley,” unpublished paper given at the Wesleyan Theological Soci-
ety Annual Meeting, November 4, 1994. Fruit has also been evident while survey-
ing the variety of insightful references to the persons of the Trinity in both the
Notes and Sermons. “Wesleyan Perspectives on the Trinity: Transcripts of the
Trinity in the Twenty-First Century,” unpublished paper given at a conference on
Wesleyan Theology and the 21st Century, Asbury College, Oct. 2, 2001.

3Other terms equal to and similar to person are often used: e.g., soul, indi-
vidual, personal identity, self.

4See “A Collection of forms of prayer, for every day in the week, Sunday
morning.” Vol. XI:203. Also see “The sum of all is, we are to ‘honour the Son
even as we honour the Father.’ ” We are to pay him the same worship as we pay to
the Father. We are to love him with all our heart and soul; and to consecrate all we
have and are, all we think, speak, and do, to the THREE-ONE GOD, Father, Son,
and Spirit, world without end! Vol. VII:296



hood. Take, for instance, Hymns on the Trinity.5 In my short acquaintance
with the progress of Christian thought I have not found anything remotely
comparable to the sustained poetic theologizing on the Three-One God as
in this source by both John and Charles Wesley. The biblical groundwork
was laid by William Jones in the mid-eighteenth century, but the Wesley’s
explored both the theological essence and the practical/ethical extrapola-
tions of such a doctrine of God in remarkable style.6 In a methodology that
mirrors the early church’s worshipful appropriation of the mighty acts of
God in Christ through the Spirit, the Wesleys offered a profoundly per-
sonal context for true worship. Worship “properly and directly consists in
the knowledge and love of God, as manifested in the Son of his love,
through the eternal Spirit.”7 They recognized the need for parishioners to
be at home with the Trinitarian Persons. What follows is an exploration of
several cogent areas that might inform a Wesleyan concept of the person.

The Foundation of True Personhood:
The Relationship of Holiness and Love

The debate over a Wesleyan systematic principle is unending, at
times unnerving, but always elucidative. Wesley would agree with the
ancients that the essence of what is divine is Holy, but the emphasis upon
the descriptors of basic divine reality informs every foundational state-
ment that arise from it. The question remains however. What is it at the
center of divine life before creation? The church has emphasized two cru-
cial essence statements in Scripture, God is holy (Lv. 11:44) and God is
love (1 Jn. 4:8).8 An intriguing theological recapitulation in our genera-
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5John attributes the hymns to Charles. Vol. XIII:30. Frank Baker placed this
work as produced by the Wesley’s in their Hymns and Sacred Poems in April,
1767. He also proffers no commitment as to their authorship, assigning it to an
anonymous author. But a cursory comparison of their other hymnic offerings indi-
cates that “the poet” referred to in the preface is a euphemism for Charles’ partici-
pation in the project. So little work has been done on this that it is difficult to find
what actually transpired in its production. John tells us when and where these
hymns were published in 1768, XIV:336.

6William Jones of Nayland (1726-1800) formed the basis of this paean of
praise by the Wesleys in his work, The Catholic Doctrine of the Trinity.

7Vol. VI:432.
8This love is revealed in both of the Testaments, though it is the holiness of

God that provides the basis of a progressively revelatory picture of God. The love
of God is discerned a holy love. Dt. 7:6-9, Ps. 95:3-5, Is. 43:14, Ez. 36:23,



tion is the reconsideration of the claim that this love is primarily related to
the essence of the triune Godhead and as such is fundamental to a proper
understanding of reality before it ever becomes creatorial or redemptive
love. Wesley, unpretentiously, almost totally unconsciously weaves them
together. Take, for example, this statement:

What is holiness? Is it not essentially love? the love of God,
and of all mankind? love producing “bowels of mercies, hum-
bleness of mind, meekness, gentleness, long-suffering?” And
cannot God shed abroad this love in any soul without his con-
currence, antecedent to his knowledge or consent? And sup-
posing this to be done, will love change its nature? Will it be
no longer holiness? This argument can never be sustained,
unless you would play upon the word habits. Love is holiness
wherever it exists.9

It is not intrusive to estimate from this decidedly soteriological
framework that the “consequence” (love) is based upon a preceding
“idea” (holiness). But, if pushed, the line between holiness and love was
only a distinction and never a division for John Wesley. More to the point
theologically, consider his commentary upon the prayer of our Lord as he
views the meaning of holiness.

“Hallowed be thy name.”—This is the first of the six petitions,
whereof the prayer itself is composed. The name of God is
God himself, the nature of God, so far as it can be discovered
to man. It means, therefore, together with his existence, all his
attributes or perfections; —His Eternity; . . .—His Fullness of
Being, . . . —His omnipresence; —His omnipotence; . . . —
His wisdom. . . .

But note how he ends this discussion of God’s holiness which may
pertain to what he has referred to above as God’s “existence”:

His Trinity in Unity, and Unity in Trinity, discovered to us in
the very first line of his written word; bara’ ‘elohim —liter-
ally, the Gods created, a plural noun joined with a verb of the
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Hb. 1:12. R. N. Flew confirms the same interconnection in the New Testament.
The Idea of Perfection in Christian Theology (London: Oxford Univ. Press,
1934), 116. See Thomas C. Oden, Systematic Theology: Volume One, The Living
God (NewYork: Harper and Row), 118-126.

9Vol. IX:292.



singular number; as well as in every part of his subsequent
revelations, given by the mouth of all his holy Prophets and
Apostles; —His essential purity and holiness; —and, above
all, his love, which is the very brightness of his glory.10

Wesley may not clearly indicate a distinction between attribute and
essence, but the logic flows this way: Trinity, holiness, love. Whether
holiness precedes love or not in the ultimate nature of things will never be
solved. One does not solve any triune mystery. Scripture places them both
at the heart of reality.

What is crucial is that Wesley continually incorporated all the attrib-
utes of God in a balanced way, but he placed love in immediate proximity
to the essence of holiness.11 On the importance of love in relation to other
attributes, he stated:

It is not written, “God is justice,” or “God is truth” (although
he is just and true in all his ways). But it is written, “God is
love,” love in the abstract, without bounds; and “there is no
end of his goodness.”12

As has been underscored so often and many times overstated, Wesley
disavowed theological speciousness.13 All things being equal, Wesley saw
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10Vol. V. 334-35 (underlining is author’s addition).
11Wesley offers an interesting definition of virtue in “An Israelite Indeed.”

“This then is real, genuine, solid virtue. Not truth alone, nor conformity to truth.
This is a property of real virtue; not the essence of it. Not love alone; though this
comes nearer the mark: For love, in one sense, “is the fulfilling of the law.” No:
Truth and love united together, are the essence of virtue or holiness. God indis-
pensably requires “truth in the inward parts,” influencing all our words and
actions. Yet truth itself, separate from love, is nothing in his sight. This theologi-
cal balance is the burden of Allan Coppedge’s fine biblical foray into a panorama
of holiness in Portraits of God (Downer’s Grove: IVP, 2001).

12The quote continues: “His love extends even to those who neither love nor
fear him. He is good, even to the evil and the unthankful; yea, without any excep-
tion or limitation, to all the children of men. For “the Lord is loving” (or good)
“to every man, and his mercy is over all his works.” XI:227.

13The over-emphasis on his pastoral/evangelist distinction between the “fact”
and the “manner” of Trinitarian reality must be handled very carefully. First, the
series of sermons in which this is found in Vol. VI indicates that he is not adverse
to intricate theological statements. These include eternity, the fall, predestination,
and eschatological judgment. It may be resignation, or it may be a thorough under-
standing of the Christian tradition (cf. Vol. IV: 149) which brings Wesley to say, “I



the potential demise of spiritual life in any form of scholasticism. Its prob-
lem, he said, lay in its lack of orthopraxy. Concerning it, he avers, “If any-
thing is wanting, it is the application, lest it should appear to be a merely
speculative doctrine, which has no influence on our hearts or lives.”14

Beyond his statements that the “manner” of the Trinitarian inner life was
of no real interest because it was not specifically revealed, one is hard
pressed to find much reflection at all on the divine nature. We are stopped
from full-fledged rejection of intricate Trinitarian concepts because Wesley
sees the dangers in non-consensual dalliances. Yet, he is concerned about
encroaching Sabellianism, as in this statement regarding the inexorable
nature of the language of the church: “As to the manner (wherein the
whole mystery lies), I believe nothing about it. The quaint device of styling
them three offices rather than persons, gives up the whole doctrine.”15

It would be anachronistic to force the implications of twentieth-cen-
tury trinitarianism upon Wesley. As in most of his mature thought, it is not
difficult to imagine that he would be critical of Augustinian psychological
analogies for the Trinity. On the other hand, the basic criticisms of the
social analogy of the Trinity were surely known by one so facile with the
history of Christian thought. If it is accurate to presuppose that inner-trini-
tarian relationships are the foundation, the source, for all meaningful con-
cepts of personal love, then one is forced to inquire how it is conceivable
that the creature would experience a more personal or “fulfilling” reality
than the Source of that very Life in a statement like the following:

We must be holy of heart, and holy in life, before we can be
conscious that we are so; before we can have the testimony of
our spirit, that we are inwardly and outwardly holy. But we
must love God, before we can be holy at all; this being the
root of all holiness.16

Would it be equally true to say of God that at the root of all holiness
is the co-inherent love of the three persons of the blessed Trinity?
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dare not insist upon any one’s using the word Trinity, or Person. I use them
myself without any scruple, because I know of none better.” Vol. VI: 200. See his
other caveats on Trinitarian language at Vol. XII: 293 and XIII:30.

14XIII:30.
15XII:293.
16What is holiness? Is it not essentially love, the love of God and of all

mankind, the love producing “bowels of mercies, humbleness of mind, meekness,
gentleness, long-suffering”?



As Wesleyans continue to reflect on the unique aspects of our partic-
ular branch of thought about God, it would seem that this interrelationship
is of momentous consequence. It is foolish to reduce necessary truths to
an aetiological conundrum. We must affirm that holiness is not a term of
nominal abstract transcendence, but the first principle of the revealed
nature of God, namely the love that issues from the eternal life of the
three divine persons. What should one make of the following statements?

Love existed from eternity, in God, the great ocean of love.
Love had a place in all the children of God, from the moment
of their creation: They received at once, from their gracious
Creator, to exist and to love.17

Here is the height, here is the depth, of Christian experience!
“God is love; and he that dwelleth in love, dwelleth in God,
and God in him.”18

That he should be pure in heart, even as God is pure; perfect
as his Father in heaven was perfect: That he should love the
Lord his God with all his heart, with all his soul, with all his
mind, and with all his strength; that he should love every soul
which God had made, even as God had loved him: That by
this universal benevolence, he should dwell in God, (who is
love,) and God in him.19

We are immediately introduced to a broader paradigm of reality
regardless of Wesley’s reserve about abstruse ontological statements.
Everywhere his highest view of God as holy love permeates his concepts
of recreative grace. Whether it is possible to assert that he makes the con-
nection between economic and immanent divine life remains to be seen.
However, in light of the assistance of twentieth-century trinitarianism, it
is apparent that the definitive phrase of Wesleyan soteriology is a reality
based upon the triune life of holy love. Take for instance this typical onto-
logical contrast:

It [regeneration] must infer not only an outward change, from
stealing, lying, and all corrupt communication; but a thorough
change of heart, an inward renewal in the spirit of our mind.
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the corpus apart from the hymns.

18Vol. XIII:55.
19Vol. VI:67.



Accordingly, “the old man” implies infinitely more than out-
ward evil conversation, even “an evil heart of unbelief,” cor-
rupted by pride and a thousand deceitful lusts. Of conse-
quence, the “new man” must imply infinitely more than
outward good conversation, even “a good heart, which after
God is created in righteousness and true holiness;” a heart full
of that faith which, working by love, produces all holiness of
conversation.20

The inseparability of holiness and love is replete in the work of John
Wesley.21 Besides the hundreds of places where the two concepts are ver-
bally joined, there are hundreds more where they are clearly the major
topics of the theological thrust of the context.22 These coordinate themes
are found specifically in a high percentage of the sermons.23 The personal
experience of holiness and love is a constant refrain in Wesley’s descrip-
tion of the Christian life.24 Another intriguing find is that this particular
pair of essence statements is found at the end, or the climax of some of
Wesley’s major arguments and calls to spiritual commitment.25 Imagine
closing an evangelistic message with Trinitarian life being that which is
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20Vol. I:214. See also Vols. VI: 64, VIII: 47-48, XII: 416, V: 184.
21Many examples could be given. One stark example is, “You want love;

you want holiness. The Lord God supply all your wants from the riches of his
mercy in Christ Jesus!” Vol. XII:191. Another, “That at what time soever faith is
given, holiness commences in the soul. For that instant “the love of God” (which
is the source of holiness) “is shed abroad in the heart.” Vol. VIII:68-69.

22Research has revealed that there are over two hundred and twenty places
where the terms “holiness” and “love” are found within the same phrase, sen-
tence, or to the farthest extent, paragraph. There are over four hundred and fifty
with the terms “holy” and “love” by the same standard above. See, for a taste of
this relationship, Vol. V: 60, 143, 211, 426, 464, 466, 468; VI: 53.

23In the time allotted for review here it was found that of the 141 sermons
included in the Jackson ed., Sermons 28, 35, 38, 44, 49, 62, 64, 65, 67, 73, 80, 81,
82 did not have a direct reference to these theological concepts in tandem.
Though not exhaustive and not including other consonant ideas such are “right-
eousness” and “charity,” it is bracing to see how fundamental to Wesley’s thought
these notions of divine reality are woven in the matrix of his worldview.

24For a short review, note such instances as: Vols. III: 24, 341, V: 43, 58,
60, 89, 115, 143, VI: 272, XI: 208, 368.

25V:25 and 52 (he speaks of the Holy Ghost and love) and Vols. V:111, 184-
185, 223, 277, 294, 446, 466, 478, VI: 43, 72, 360, 369, 401, VII: 67, 107-108,
317, XI: 168, 178.



offered. This coincidence of divine concepts provides the essential frame-
work for Wesley’s highest statements of reality both divine and human.
Any notion of personhood in the Wesleyan tradition must find its origins
in the “co-indwelling” of these terms.

Trinitarian Kenosis: Space for Real Personal Love

The baptism of Jesus revealed reality in a way that may have been
intimated before but could never truly be conceived until that moment.
The incarnation, deity, “contracted to a span,” offered insight into person-
hood in two directions. Indications and promises of personal differentia-
tion within the life of God became an explorable phenomenon. The
church moved from historical revelations of that sort, even reflexively
mining the Old Testament for its Trinitarian intimations, coupled with a
discernment of the experience of salvation, to the articulation of the
nature and persons who graciously bestowed that very nature to creatures.
Over the centuries deeper reflection by the body of Christ resulted in
more concentrated categories of nature and personhood. Several major
concepts rose to the center out of tentative debate, reactive excommunica-
tion, horrendous schism, and eventually a Trinitarian détente of sorts.

There is no doubt that Wesley’s Trinitarian emphasis is primarily
economic in its expression. The scandal of the gospel is Trinitarian to
Wesley. He repeatedly articulates the power of the self-giving of the
Father in the sending of the Son and bestowal of the Spirit.26 Even though
sovereignty is a category with which Wesley is at home, it is also clear
that divine omnipotent life is never coercive or mechanical in any salvific
sense. Holy love is couched in mutual deference, obedience, submission,
and honor—all of which necessitate divine freedom. To be God is to love
freely within Himself first.

With rhetorical flourish in the strongest of the felix culpa tradition,
Wesley ponders with a Trinitarian outline the advantages humanity would
not have known of faith and love had not the fall occurred. Here we see an
example of what might be termed a Trinitarian kenosis:
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26For example: “The origin and cause of our redemption is the ineffable
love of God the Father, who willed to redeem us by the blood of his own Son; —
the grace of the Son, who freely took our curse upon him, and imparts his bless-
ing and merits to us; —and the Holy Spirit, who communicates the love of the
Father and the grace of the Son to our hearts.” Vol. IX:490.



We might have loved the Author of our being . . . —but we
could not have loved him under the nearest and dearest rela-
tion, —as delivering up his Son for us all. We might have
loved the Son of God, as being “the brightness of his Father’s
glory, the express image of his person;” . . . but we could not
have loved him as “bearing our sins in his own body on the
tree.” . . . We could not have loved the Holy Ghost, as reveal-
ing to us the Father and the Son; . . . renewing the image of
God in our soul. . . .

Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one
another. If God SO loved us; —observe, the stress of the argu-
ment lies on this very point: SO loved us, as to deliver up his
only Son to die a cursed death for our salvation. Beloved, what
manner of love is this wherewith God hath loved us; so as to
give his only Son, in glory equal with the Father, in Majesty
co-eternal? What manner of love is this wherewith the only
begotten Son of God hath loved us so as to empty himself, as
far as possible, of his eternal Godhead.27

The personal kenotic activity of the Son is a fulcrum to Wesley’s orthodox
soteriology. If the Father gives his Son, then the Son gives himself. The
orthodoxy of Wesley’s approach is quite remarkable. The work of the Son
is inseparable from the heart of the Father and it is incomplete if the
Atonement is all that the Son came to do. It is only in the experience of
Pentecost—in the self-giving of the Holy Spirit who is willing to be sent
for the express purpose of an endowment of holy love, that the fullness of
Triune self-dispensation is expressed.28 This is never a mere program for
Wesley; this is the essence of what truly is life.

This eternal life commences when it pleases the Father to reveal his
Son in our hearts; when we first know Christ, being enabled to “call him
Lord by the Holy Ghost;” when we can testify, our conscience bearing us
witness in the Holy Ghost, “The life which I now live, I live by faith in the
Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” And then it is that
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27Vol. VI:235. He also uses there the phrase “divest himself.” Wesley dis-
cusses the kenosis at VI:507, VII:172.

28In “On Grieving the Holy Spirit,” Vol. VII:486, Wesley begins a discourse
on the divine response to volitional rejection. In contradistinction to passion,
Wesley delineates the Spirit’s personal response by saying, “By grief, therefore,
we are to understand a disposition in God’s will, flowing at once from his bound-
less love to the persons of men.”



happiness begins; happiness real, solid, substantial. Then it is that heaven
is opened in the soul, that the proper heavenly state commences, while the
love of God, as loving us, is shed abroad in the heart, instantly producing
love to all mankind . . . but more properly when we are filled with him;
when “Christ in us, the hope of glory,” is our God and our All; when he
has taken the full possession of our heart; when he reigns therein without
a rival, the Lord of every motion there; when we dwell in Christ, and
Christ in us, we are one with Christ, and Christ with us; then we are com-
pletely happy; then we live “all the life that is hid with Christ in God;”
then, and not till then, we properly experience what that word meaneth,
“God is love; and whosoever dwelleth in love, dwelleth in God, and God
in him.”29

It could not be clearer. Life is love, and that love below is a picture
of eternity, a transcript of the Trinity. What is important to note here is
that Wesley seems never to discuss the self-emptying nature of the Trinity,
whether all three or only two persons are emphasized, where in the imme-
diate context there is not also a reference to the human reception of that
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29Vol. VI: 430-431. Italics mine. The theme of dwelling in the nature of God
as love is important to Wesley. In nine uses of this idea from 1 John 4:7-16, the
most insightful is found in Vol. X: 304. There Wesley carefully distinguishes
between “dwelling in” and “loving God.” One is struck with the recurrent usage of
Rom. 5:5. The phrase “love shed abroad . . .” is often used as a summative state-
ment of the new birth; “being justified by faith, we may have peace with God
through our Lord Jesus Christ; that we may rejoice in God through Jesus Christ, by
whom we have received the atonement; that the love of God may be shed abroad
in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us.” X:86. It was also central
to his plerophoria pisteos, Vol XII:34. Wesley uses both “his heart” and “our
hearts” as he chooses in the use of this verse. Vol. V: 4, 40, 48, 59, 86, 146, 219,
220, 227, 391, 467; Vol. I:5, 70, 93, 111, 229, 359, 360, 430; Vol. VII: 40, 47,
62,206, 236, 272, 325, 352, 432, 462, 495-6; VIII:5, 10, 69; IX:17, 497; X:256.
The connection between Rom. 5:5; Gal. 4:6; 1 Jn. 3:1, and 4:10-11 is an avenue
into the center of Wesley’s concept of personal salvation and the Persons who save.

30For one small example from the many available, see the above sermon and
the quote immediately following.

“If God so loved us, how ought we to love one another! But this
motive to brotherly love had been totally wanting if Adam had not
fallen. Consequently, we could not then have loved one another in so
high a degree as we may now. Nor could there have been that height
and depth in the command of our blessed Lord, “As I have loved you,
so love one another.”

“God’s Love to Fallen Man,” Vol. VI: 235.



bestowed love and its consequent self-giving toward other persons.30 Holy
Love, or “Christian liberty,” is the freedom to give and receive love if true
personhood is present.31 To demand of Wesley an ontological discourse is
misguided. But to miss the necessary theological fundament for his spec-
tacular view of the meaning of reality is to be functionalistic at best and
obscurantistic at worst. In the best of Trinitarian excurses both ancient
and modern, one will not find a more consistent and thorough application
of the essential meaning of personhood than in Wesley’s thought.

ContextualizingWesley’s Concept of
Personhood in Christian Thought

Divine love, then, is not only God’s initiative towards humanity, but
also the essential nature of the Godhead. Historically, biblical and theo-
logical constructs confirm that the best, howbeit the most controversial,
analogy of that love has been expressed by an interpersonal dynamic
relatedness within the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. In this school of
thought, the love between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is the prior
analogy. All else that we determine about God is somehow related to the
eternal mutuality.

Theological consensus confirms that the modern notion of person
finds its ultimate origin in the early church experience and subsequent exe-
gesis of the revealed truths that formed the basis of christology and trini-
tology. The uniqueness of the individual person is a distinctly Christian
phenomenon.32 As Christian Schutz states, “The value of the person
emerged first in the Christian context where God’s action first touches man
as a particular person and only from there reaches mankind as a whole. . . .
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31“You judge rightly: Perfect love and Christian liberty are the very same
thing; . . . And what is Christian liberty, but another word for holiness? And
where is this liberty or holiness, if it is not in the creature? Holiness is the love of
God and man, or the mind which was in Christ. Now, I trust, the love of God is
shed abroad in your heart, by the Holy Ghost which is given unto you. And if you
are holy, is not that mind in you which was also in Christ Jesus?” Vol. XII: 413,
Letter to Joseph Benson.

32Origen, Against Celsus, Bk 4.23-25, 99, Ante-Nicene Fathers (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 506-507, 541. Hereafter ANF. It might be possible to
compare individual merits within and without the Judeo-Christian schema, but the
distinction which Christianity made from other anthropologies was that each indi-
vidual was of extreme importance to God.
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In Him (Christ) is established both the possibility and the necessity of
developing the concept of person.”33

The church systematically corrected extraneous definitions by
emphasizing the centrality of notion of “person.” The Cappadocians and
subsequently John of Damascus provided us with the concepts that have
shaped all successive discussions of the Trinity. Perichoresis, or literally
“about making room for another,” gave an ontological framework for the
“in-ness” language of John.34 From the so-called Western strain of
thought, Augustine’s constant return to trinitarian “Oneness” for all its
truth overrode some of the personal distinctions that would have mollified
some of his stronger essence statements. Whether he intended the conse-
quential conclusions or not, his strong themes pertaining to the unity of
God became the first principle of most Western discussions on divine and
human personhood. It was that conflicted philosopher Boethius who laid
the groundwork for almost all future discussion of personhood as ratio-
nalis naturae individua substantia or an individual substance of a rational
nature, thus the influential notion of person as a “rational individual.”

There were renegades from both perspectives. In the West, notably
in the Augustinian domain, were Hilary of Poitiers and later Richard of
St. Victor. But the gargantuan influence of Aquinas eclipsed the more
relational aspects of the Victorine. It is here that Wesley’s statements find
an interesting “catholic” home. With the turn of a couple of words,
Richard challenged the existing establishment. While incorporating all
that rationality might mean, he emphasized the particular personal reality
from which reason arises. For him a person is an intellectualis naturae
incommunicabilis exsistentia.While this fine tuning might tempt the prac-
titioner among us to join the “mild” Calvin in encouraging the gathering
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33Christian Schutz and Rupert Sarach, “Der Mensch als Person,” in Mys-
terium Salutis, ed. Johannes Feiner and Magnus Löhrer, vol. 2 (Einsiedeln, Ben-
zinger Verlag, 1967), 637-639. Speaking of the category of the person, Romano
Guardini writes, “If I am not mistaken, antiquity did not have a true concept of
person—indeed, one does not seem to find it outside the realm of revelation,” The
World and the Person, trans. Stella Lange (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1965),
115.

34The importance of John 17 in this deliberation cannot be underestimated.
These fathers saw it as crucial to the revelation of Ultimate Life and the mutuality
of the Trinity in the co-indwelling implied by statements regarding: Will, 17:2,
11-12, 23-24; Work, 17:4, 6-9; Word, 17:26; Know, 17: 25; Love, 17:23-24:
Glory, 17:1,5 and most conclusively with “ev” or the “in-ness” language of 17:21.



of moist green wood so that the proponent, as Servetus, might suffer more
than the reader—in a “slow fire.”35 It is instructive to ponder Richard’s
thrust on person as rational and as “incommunicable ex-sistent.”

Like the Bishop of Hippo, Richards’ medieval counterpart, Thomas
emphasized personhood as rational and as relation. He states, “Therefore,
a divine person signifies a relation as subsisting.36 Immediately, reflection
upon these brilliant axioms reveals that a divine person is a “relation.”
Note the difference. Richard can emphasize rationality and volition, but
that particular mind and will is set over against another. It is his way of
saying that there is no true personhood without another person. To exist is
to “ex-sist,” that is, to be toward another.

From this scintillating discussion, two major trinitarian analogies
surrounding the divine persons arose. With them the church has continu-
ally grappled and they serve to categorize many subsidiary suggestions.
First in prominence came the Augustinian/Thomistic intra-subjective (or
psychological) analysis of the essence of knowing, loving, and willing.
Second was the inter-subjective (or social) analogy of Love, Lover, and
Beloved proposed by the Cappadocians and Richard of St. Victor.37

It is readily apparent that, until quite recently, the Western inter-
preters opted almost exclusively for the former, the psychological anal-
ogy, the idea of God as One in whom memory, intellect, and will reflect
the Trinity. This conclusion, it seems to many, is insufficient with regard
to the distinct divine threeness revealed in Scripture. On the other hand,
the structural oneness of the Trinity is hard to express analogically when
attempting to protect a notion of threeness that does justice to the evi-
dence.38 While the first of these analogies has been deeply engrained into
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35Wesley refers to this sad occurrence twice with virtually the same lan-
guage. Vol. X:351 and VI:200-201.

36Persona igitur divina significat relationem ut subsistentim. Elsewhere in
the Summa he defines person as a “distinct subsistent in an intellectual nature,”
and again, as a “relationally distinct subsistent in the divine nature.”

37There is a third discernment that I would consider major, but it is ancillary
to our present discussion. It closely corresponds to the second, and some have
termed it the Franciscan analogy which founds itself in the idea of an ontological
“fecundity” or the extra-subjective self-diffusiveness of the Good. It can be dis-
cerned in Alexander of Hales and Bonaventure as well.

38Cf. H. R. Niebuhr’s classic statement of three Unitarianisms while warn-
ing against theological “snobbery” which produces strong trinitarian statements.
“The Doctrine of the Trinity and the Unity of the Church,” Theology Today 3:3
(Oct. 1946): 371-384.



the church’s thoughts about the persons of the Trinity, it is arguable that
the analogy of love between divine persons is the highest and clearest
analogy Scripture employs.39

Once again, the analogical use of the term “person” is not best under-
stood as a direct statement of divine mystery, hence the reserve in its usage
by many theologians. Those likenesses are to be based first on the many
“relational” statements found in Scripture, and then upon a high view of
created vestiges that signify a transcendent Reality. An analogical participa-
tion in this divine mystery results from an acknowledgement that no indi-
vidual fully represents the Trinity. However, full, mature and productive
love relationships between persons do bear living resemblances to a primor-
dial referent or model. The focus is the similarities and likenesses that exist
in inter-communal, co-inherent love. It is we who are to image the Original,
and our biblical and theological exegesis ought to reflect that comparison.

As an increasing family of similar minds are proffering for discus-
sion, to be a person is to be in relationship.40 Dennis F. Kinlaw states, “To
be a person is to be incomplete.” To be a person, in essence is to have a
counterpart. To be a divine person is to also be “incomplete” if that per-
sonhood is defined in the context of divine relationality. This points us to
Wesley again. It cannot be proved that Wesley drew singularly from either
of the camps articulated above. A full reading indicates that the genius of
his Anglican via media shows through here. If the progression of the ser-
mons is as important as some have indicated, it is interesting to note that
the sermon “On the Trinity,” although not overtly Eastern, occurs just
after the first series in the Jackson edition of primarily soteriological
themes. And in the third series there is a strong Western title very early
on, “The Unity of the Divine Being.”41
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39Tavard, Way of Love, 130. He adds, “Analogies are meaningful only as
they are freed from limits and imperfections that human experience fastens to
them.” Ibid., 130. This coincides with the assessment that the depth of a metaphor
multiplies the difficulty in either discerning or expressing all the similarities that
are being resident within the term. The key is the knowledge of the analogates. If
one is secure there, one has hope of determining the relative worth of fruitful sim-
ilarities and, if present, what effect the dissimilarities have on the results.

40T. F. Torrance, Jürgen Moltmann, John Zizioulas, Heribert Muhlen, Colin
Gunton, Christoph Schwoebel, Cornelius Plantinga, Royce Gruenler, Miroslav
Volf, et al., comprise a growing number of thoughtful theologians whose works
are reforming the present theological landscape in personal categories.

41Alan Torrance is one whose criticism of the Eastern focus on the arche of
the Father as rendered in John Zizioulas’ remarkable text, Being as Communion, is
both insightful and appreciative. Torrance’s reserve is important. An incipient sub



Regardless, there are to be found in Wesley all the biblical categories
of a strong trinitarianism and a thorough compilation of many of their tra-
ditional interpretations. And that remains his genius in most areas of
Christian doctrine. The “imago dei” as Wesley articulated it several places
is thoroughly tied to the actual Edenic situation.42 A closer look, however,
indicates not only an agreement with the best statements of the church on
personhood, but a full-orbed appraisal, amalgamation, and structuring of
these themes, a trinitarian worldview not found in such a complete and
balanced way in most other thinkers.

Taking the well-known tripartite division of the image and conflating
the natural and the political, we now will draw a comparison with other
insights to note where Wesley relates to the traditional conceptions of
personhood.43
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ordinational framework is established that misses, as Torrance indicates, the best
the Eastern and Western Fathers had to offer. Primordial reality is not the Father,
but the Triune communion. See Torrances’s Persons in Communion: Trinitarian
Description and Human Participation (Edinburgh: T&T Clark: 1996): 282-298.

42Randy Maddox (“JohnWesley and Eastern Orthodoxy: Influences, Conver-
gences and Differences,” Asbury Theological Journal 45:2 [1990]:34-35) describes
some of the strands of Wesley’s anthropology. A rehearsal of the passages relating
to both “image” and “likeness” may not support the conclusion made regarding
their connection to the natural and the moral image. See his note 51 on p. 48.

43 Of the several places where these categories occur, we include one of the
most succinct:

And God, “the three-one God,” said, “Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness. So God created man in his own image, in the
image of God created he him” (Gen. 1:26-27:) —Not barely in his
natural image, a picture of his own immortality; a spiritual being,
endued with understanding, freedom of will, and various affections;
—nor merely in his political image, the governor of this lower world,
having “dominion over the fishes of the sea, and over all the earth;”
—but chiefly in his moral image; which, according to the Apostle, is
“righteousness and true holiness.” (Eph. 4:24). In this image of God
was man made. “God is love.” Accordingly, man at his creation was
full of love; which was the sole principle of all his tempers, thoughts,
words, and actions. God is full of justice, mercy, and truth; so was
man as he came from the hands of his Creator. God is spotless purity;
and so man was in the beginning pure from every sinful blot; other-
wise God could not have pronounced him, as well as all the other
work of his hands, “very good.” (Gen. 1:31). This he could not have
been, had he not been pure from sin, and filled with righteousness
and true holiness. For there is no medium: If we suppose an intelli-
gent creature not to love God, not to be righteous and holy, we neces-
sarily suppose him not to be good at all; much less to be “very good.”
[VI:66-67 (italics and bold by author)].



For Wesley, the “Natural Image” incorporates a focus on Being, of
personal existence (ontological/substantive) and Wesley’s view of person
begins at the broadest levels. The image is, of course, finite, but is created
to possess the spirit of God in a unique and thoroughly personal way.44

Each person has a body and a soul with natural characteristics, distinc-
tives that are unrepeatable and, he adds, immortal. As one recounts the
history of terms like “hypostasis” or “prosopon” (Lat. persona), these
attributes seem very close to the concept of the “incommunicable” aspects
of personhood. Though absolutely finite, Wesley is intrigued by the pro-
found spiritual reality which is evidenced in self-transcendence. Personal-
ity for him includes the irreducible attributes of reason, speech, emotions
(“affections”), and volition.45 In other words, the natural image points us
to all that is meant by personal subjectivity, that part which resides in
rationality, including will, affections, and imagination.46

Perceptively, Wesley couches personal being prior to an emphasis on
doing. The ontological supercedes the deontological or functional in his
construction. Under that aegis which demarcates humanity from the rest
of creation, Wesley discerns the “political” aspects of the image—bein
made in the image is to live out the command of God to rule (dominion),
to work (creativity).

His emphasis on the “moral image,” in line with much of the
Lutheran and Reformed tradition, is repeatedly discerned as “righteous-
ness and true holiness” (Eph. 4:24). But those moral qualities are not ever
divorced from the nature of God. At one place Wesley ties his argument to
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44To take the matter from the beginning: “The Lord God” (literally, JEHO-
VAH, the GODS; that is, One and Three) “created man in his own image;” —in
his own natural image, as to his better part; that is, a spirit, as God is a spirit;
endued with understanding; which, if not the essence, seems to be the most essen-
tial property, of a spirit. Vol. VI:269-270.

45For more of a discussion of these see, “On the General Deliverance,” Vol.
VI:242.

46Wesley discussed the “conscious” nature often. A fruitful study in the
postmodern context and preoccupation with rational definitions of personhood is
a review of Wesley’s critique of Lockean propositions (and by implication their
Cartesian reductionism) regarding person in such responses as: “Mr. Locke
thinks, ‘consciousness makes personal identity;’ that is, knowing I am the same
person, makes me the same person. Was ever a more palpable absurdity?” Vol.
XIII: 458.



the relation between the dual natures of Christ.47 The “moral image”
emphasizes the freedom to decide, to choose, to love God and others. It is
given to all made in the image to choose, not in absolute freedom, but in a
derived freedom. The focus here is distinct from consciousness and is
related to the conscience. While he does not agree with calling it a “moral
sense” as some contemporaries, it definitely carries more than a mere
rationality.48

Freedom from sin and resultant freedom in the conscience is the
freedom to give oneself away in a decidedly “moral” way. For Wesley, all
personal actions in this regard are dynamically creative and responsible.
In a discussion of creation He refers to this nature in relation to God as
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47With the use of “image” language and or “transcript” as well, John Wesley
wrote the following:

The human righteousness of Christ belongs to him in his human
nature; as he is the “Mediator between God and man, the Man Christ
Jesus.” This is either internal or external. His internal righteousness
is the image of God, stamped on every power and faculty of his soul.
It is a copy of his divine righteousness, so far as it can be imparted to
a human spirit. It is a transcript of the divine purity, the divine jus-
tice, mercy, and truth. It includes love, reverence, resignation to his
Father; humility, meekness, gentleness; love to lost mankind, and
every other holy and heavenly temper; and all these in the highest
degree, without any defect, or mixture of unholiness. Vol. V:236.
48He makes the distinction clear as he concludes:

“Its [the conscience’s] main business is to excuse or accuse, to
approve or disapprove, to acquit or condemn. Some late writers
indeed have given a new name to this, and have chose to style it a
moral sense. But the old word seems preferable to the new, were it
only on this account, that it is more common and familiar among
men, and therefore easier to be understood. And to Christians it is
undeniably preferable, on another account also; namely, because it is
scriptural; because it is the word which the wisdom of God hath
chose to use in the inspired writings. And according to the meaning
wherein it is generally used there, particularly in the Epistles of St.
Paul, we may understand by conscience, a faculty or power,
implanted by God in every soul that comes into the world, of per-
ceiving what is right or wrong in his own heart or life, in his tempers,
thoughts, words, and actions. [Vol. V: 135-136.]



the “image of his own eternity.”49 Dwelling in trinitarian love results in
goodness before and toward others.50 Submission, or obedience, to the
full will of God in every way is a mirror of the type of mutual submission
which marks the life of the Trinity. Holiness is a bias toward the other.51

In Wesley, we note a fresh and impartial option for the “other” no matter
what the spiritual or economic status involved. The pastoral theology of
Wesley indicates clearly that submissive “otherness” is not maudlin or
manipulative, but enables the space for the other to be free in Christ.52
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49He wrote:

“In the image of God was man made, holy as he that created him is
holy; merciful as the Author of all is merciful; perfect as his Father in
heaven is perfect. As God is love, so man, dwelling in love, dwelt in
God, and God in him. God made him to be an ‘image of his own
eternity.’” [V:54. At Vol .VII: 266 he uses the phrase “picture of his
eternity.”]
50See his usage of image connected to goodness in this selection:

“Thus was man made originally righteous, being ‘created in God’s
own image,’ (Gen. 1:27,) which consists in ‘knowledge, righteous-
ness, and holiness’ (Col. 3:10; Eph. 4:24). All that God made ‘was
very good,’ according to their several natures. (Gen. 1:31). And so
man was morally good, being ‘made after the image’ of Him who is
‘good and upright’ (Psalm xxv. 8). Without this he could not have
answered the end of his creation, which was to know, love, and serve
his God. Nay, he could not be created otherwise; for he must either
have been conform [sic] to the law in his powers, principles, and
inclinations, or not. If he was, he was righteous: If not, he was a sin-
ner; which is absurd and horrible to imagine. [Vol. IX:436, also X:
400).
51Note the agreement Wesley shows between his doctrine and Dr. Isaac

Watts. Wesley quotes Watts (Vol. IX:354).
52Notice the definition of true friendship in this regard:

Friendship is one species of love; and is, in its proper sense, a disin-
terested reciprocal love between two persons. Wicked persons are, it
seems, incapable of friendship. For “he who fears no God, can love
no friend.” Nor indeed is every one that fears God capable of friend-
ship. It requires a peculiar turn of mind, without which it can have no
being. The properties of Christian friendship are the same as the
properties of love; with those which St. Paul so beautifully describes
in the thirteenth chapter of the first Epistle to the Corinthians. Vol.
XII:295.



“Disinterested” love, if viewed from this perspective, is a freedom from
the interest of control or self-aggrandizement.53 According to Wesley, we
are only images, either an image of the self-exaltation of the devil or the
self-exinination of the Son of God.54

Wesley’s “Social” Definition of Personhood

From what we have shown briefly above, all the major categories of
the creation narratives and consensual distinctions can be found clearly in
Wesley. Besides the natural and moral there is also the portion of the
image that is not tied to a specific command but rather to a divinely
orchestrated realization. Something was not good in Eden. One concept of
the image that is not addressed overtly in Wesley is the social, at least not
in the way we are now used to construing it. Relationality is to be thor-
oughly aware that personal identity is to be inherently other-oriented. Just
as there is no oneness without threeness in God, so the image is inexplica-
ble without an “other.” The God who gives Himself creates in us a need
(sociality) not for Him alone, but for another. Yahweh is not all Adam
needs for a reason. Immediately following a discussion of the natural,
political and moral aspects of the image in “The New Birth, Wesley states
that God desires to share the “divine life”: “In this image of God was man
made. ‘God is love.’ Accordingly, man at his creation was full of love;
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53“Then ‘the Father reveals his Son’ in his heart; and he ‘calls Jesus, Lord, by
the Holy Ghost.’And then the love of God is ‘shed abroad in his heart by the Holy
Spirit which is given unto him.’ From this principle springs real, disinterested
benevolence to all mankind.” Vol. VII:272. Or find another Trinitarian self-concep-
tion for the Christian” “Then ‘the Father reveals his Son’ in his heart; and he ‘calls
Jesus, Lord, by the Holy Ghost.’ And then the love of God is ‘shed abroad in his
heart by the Holy Spirit which is given unto him.’ From this principle springs real,
disinterested benevolence to all mankind; making him humble. . . . This is religion,
even the whole mind which was also in Christ Jesus” [Vol. VII:227.]

54In a word, it is that change whereby the earthly, sensual, devilish mind is
turned into the “mind which was in Christ Jesus.” This is the nature of the new
birth: “So is every one that is born of the Spirit.” [Vol. VI:71.] Who then is a
Christian . . . “born of the Spirit;” inwardly changed from the image of the devil,
to that “image of God wherein he was created:” He that finds the love of God
shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost which is given unto him; and whom
this love sweetly constrains to love his neighbour, every man, as himself.” [Vol.
VII:207.]



which was the sole principle of all his tempers, thoughts, words, and
actions.”55

What sin did to produce a preoccupation with the self rather than a
predilection to the other is what is recovered according to Wesley. Imag-
ing God is not left for heaven; it is an expectation in the present. Thus, it
is normal Christianity for Wesley to state that:

He has given me to resemble Himself; he has stamped His
image on my heart.56

Holiness, a recovery of the image of God, a renewal of soul
“after his likeness.”57

Positively speaking, the circumcision of the heart is openness to a
personal Triune God who lives in a believer’s life.58 But it also enables a
free self-giving love. That element of personhood is based upon the cre-
ation of the image as both male and female. To conceive of selfhood in
relation to others, at base, is to reflect on a distinction between persons,
equal in worth but different in role and expression. Again, personhood
requires a clear consciousness of identity, of self-possession, but if it ever
remains an incurved reality it becomes maddeningly narcissistic and
destructive.

Perichoresis (Lat. Circumissesio), that ancient concept of distinctive-
ness in relation, or giving space to another out of respect, love, and sub-
mission, arose out of a preceding idea that changed the way humans
looked at God and themselves, homoousion (Lat. consubstantia). If divine
nature was going to be related to the Scripture, then there had to be a view

URY

— 50 —

55Vol.VI:66. “I now live; namely, a divine, heavenly life; a life which is hid
with Christ in God. I now live, even in the flesh, a life of love; of pure love both
to God and man; a life of holiness and happiness.” [Vol. 5:428.]

56Vol. X: 71.
57Vol. V: 141.
58“I will circumcise thy heart;” but a positive one likewise; even the plant-

ing all good dispositions in their place; clearly implied in that other expression,
“To love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul.”[An inter-
esting perception of selfhood.] These are they to whom the Apostle John gives the
venerable title of Fathers, who “have known him that is from the beginning;” the
eternal Three-One God. One of these [we find that this ‘father’ is M. de Renty in
VI:205 where the quote is used in “On the Trinity”] expresses himself thus: “I
bear about with me an experimental verity and a plenitude of the presence of the
ever-blessed Trinity.” [Vol. VII: 237.]



of that reality that was vital and personal before history. If not then, adop-
tionism or modalism would be the result.

Even if the Western church could not agree with the Eastern at every
point, it could agree that at the heart of God was a dynamic reality. It was
the East that placed the social nature of the Trinity in its rudimentary con-
struction. Being was never static; it was always relational. That is where
there is found a connection to Richard of St. Victor’s ek-sistence or being
(sistere) that is outside of (ek) itself. The Greeks used a word we are more
familiar with, ekstasis or ecstasy. This idea included the notion of self-
emptying, deference, and bestowal. It was a way of saying that true objec-
tivity resided in giving oneself to another. Reciprocity, both giving and
receiving, and the more philosophical, intersubjectivity helped the early
church discern its deepest articulation of God’s inner life. It is not surpris-
ing then that Wesley makes selfless giving the central impression of life in
God.59 He wrote:

Now God is love: Therefore, they who resemble him in the
spirit of their minds are transformed into the same image.
They are merciful even as he is merciful. Their soul is all love.
They are kind, benevolent, compassionate, tender-hearted; and
that not only to the good and gentle, but also to the froward.
Yea, they are, like Him, loving unto every man, and their
mercy extends to all his works.60

This radical (from Lat. radix, root) focus on the “other” to Wesley, is
first who Jesus was, in heaven and on earth, as well as what he came to
proclaim by his life and passion. It is his glorious person that gives us the
depiction of true personhood. T. F. Torrance speaks of his being the “per-
sonalizing person.”61 Thus, far deeper than grudging obedience, “Right-
eousness, as was observed before, is the image of God, the mind which
was in Christ Jesus. It is every holy and heavenly temper in one; springing
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59This is that kingdom of heaven, or of God, which is within us; even
“righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.” And what is “righteous-
ness,” but the life of God in the soul; the mind which was in Christ Jesus; the
image of God stamped upon the heart, now renewed after the likeness of Him that
created it? What is it but the love of God, because he first loved us, and the love
of all mankind for his sake? [Vol. V: 256.]

60Vol. V: 381.
61T. F. Torrance, The Mediation of Christ (Colorado Springs: Helmers and

Howard), rev. ed., 1992, 67-68.



from, as well as terminating in, the love of God, as our Father and
Redeemer, and the love of all men for his sake.”62 Here we see “mind” as
the disposition of the Second Person of the Trinity.63 That “mind” is, as P.
T Forsyth muses, the “theology of Jesus.” In a sense that mind is the the-
ology of God. It is no wonder then that in its earliest etymological form
“person” came from terms which surrounded the face. Only persons have
faces. The other I am to love always has a face.

Wesley recognized the biblical “roots” of Triunity and saw it as the
foundation of all important reflection within the Christian tradition. The
Persons of the Trinity formed the matrix of his pastoral theology. His was
a ministry suffused with Divine “Life” and the call to receive not a
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62 Vol. V: 267. “I believe it (holiness) to be an inward thing, namely, the life
of God in the soul of man; a participation of the divine nature; the mind that was
in Christ; or, the renewal of our heart, after the image of Him that created us.
[Vol. I:225, Journal, Sept. 13, 1739.]

63Note the strong hint at a trinitarian outline of salvation couched in the
terms or reality of love in this excerpt from “On Perfection”:

Love is now “the fulfilling of the law,” which is given to fallen man.
. . . What is then the perfection of which man is capable while he
dwells in a corruptible body? It is the complying with that kind com-
mand, “My son, give me thy heart.” It is the “loving the Lord his God
with all his heart, and with all his soul and with all his mind.”

This is the sum of Christian perfection: It is all comprised in
that one word, Love. The first branch of it is the love of God: And as
he that loves God loves his brother also, it is inseparably connected
with the second: “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself:” Thou
shalt love every man as thy own soul, as Christ loved us. “On these
two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets:” These con-
tain the whole of Christian perfection.

Another view of this is given us in those words of the great
Apostle: “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.”
For although this immediately and directly refers to the humility of
our Lord, yet it may be taken in a far more extensive sense, so as to
include the whole disposition of his mind, all his affections, all his
tempers, both toward God and man. Now, it is certain that as there
was no evil affection in him, so no good affection or temper was
wanting. So that “whatsoever things are holy, whatsoever things are
lovely,” are all included in “the mind that was in Christ Jesus.”

St. Paul, when writing to the Galatians, places perfection in yet
another view. It is the one undivided fruit of the Spirit, which he
describes thus: “The fruit of the Spirit is love.” [Vol. VI: 413.]



“thing” but the Three-One God. He was convinced that from age to age
that the Eternal Life proffered was intensely personal. The divine peri-
choretic ex-sistence was foundational to all definitions of communion and
community. That is shown by his insistence that at its most basic all com-
munion is essentially self-giving love. To see the face of Christ is to be
able to honestly face one another in open-hearted love.

Wesley would not be deterred by our ontological, deontological, or
teleological definitions of person. He would recognize with us that the
prominence of rational categories in the modern period in large part pro-
duced the honest yet hopeless nihilism of the post-modern world. The cri-
tique of Cartesian categories is a simple recognition of an era that lost a
basis for true relationality. We are a faceless generation. The meaning of
what is personal in theology cannot be efficacious if it is philosophically
driven or ethically defined. There must be an immediate connection to
supernatural personhood for it to have any lasting value.

Wesley saw the all-encompassing implications of faith in a personal
God. His construction of a truly personal theological worldview, in effect,
helped many to redefine the Absolute. His focus, maybe drawn from the
East, on God as Father offered a sovereign Creator who was eternally per-
sonal. He took the statement “God is love” as more than descriptive of
actions. It’s meaning cut at the sinews of ultimate reality. Personal self-
giving, life-giving, is the source of true intimacy. The face of God was
revealed to us in His eternal Son.

While the freedom to love and be loved finds its origin in the mutual
deference of the Trinity, that freedom is never arbitrary in Wesley’s
thought. He maintained the absolute distinction between God and Cre-
ation as crucial for many reasons. One in particular is that agape is only
possible where there is creation, not out of need but out of divine love.
Freedom cannot precede God. It is found primarily in the triune love. It is
the self-determination of the three Persons to love each other that enables
freedom. Without the Three in self-giving love, there is no true freedom.

Similar to the argument of Richard of St. Victor, Wesley’s God is
never solitary and thus never capricious or fickle as he understood his
contemporary’s focus on absolute power. Breaking stride with much of
the Reformation tradition, he did not see bald “will” standing in a coer-
cive, dominating, or ego-centric way. The choice to respond to grace was
an act of receiving the fact that God is Love. God is Self-expending,
other-affirming, and communion-enabling—and so must the one be who
would be as He. Holiness is never solitary.
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If the Triune “kenosis” is revealed in the Incarnation and the recapit-
ulation it enables then there cannot be higher expressions of holiness than
what is found in the love between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Holy love
is best expressed in mutual self-surrender. To be a person is to be in rela-
tionship, and thus to be incomplete and to be completed in and for
another. To be a person is to give to and to receive from another, and to
share with another—to complete the other. The Wesleyan focus on holy
love makes that intercommunion essential to real fullness of life and the
necessity of allowing the Holy Spirit to deal with every de-personalizing
hindrance.

What of the claim earlier that Wesley would make a marvelous evan-
gelist to a world like ours? What if he were the pastor of a post-modern
parish? In a period as suicidal to the self as ours, the implications of a
relational view of the Trinity in Wesley’s preaching, correspondence, and
system of discipleship offered meaning amidst the crises of loneliness. He
might say to us as he did then, the radical cure of all dissipation is the
“faith that worketh by love.”64 There arose through the various levels of
the Wesleyan societies an experience of wholeness built upon trust, pur-
posefulness in depth communication, the sharing of infirmities within a
context of the integration of life with the Life, finding a home in the Tri-
une God and that God finding recumbency in the life of a believer.65

Faith Working Through Love

I offer a few final comments in reflection on the Wesleyan use of the
Pauline phrase “faith working through or by love.” There are two places
where it occurs that intrigue me.

Is it accidental that at Madeley in 1790, Wesley used the nuptial
image of the “wedding garment” as a true picture of holiness, “the
renewal of the soul “in the image of God wherein it was created”? In
“Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision,
but faith which worketh by love.” It first, through the energy of God,
works love to God and all mankind and, by this love, every holy and
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64Vol. VI: 449.
65Note the experience of a Methodist with regard to holiness and love: “At

the instant I felt an entire change. I was full of love, and full of God. I had the
witness in myself, that he had made an end of sin, and taken my whole heart for-
ever. And from that moment I have never lost the witness, nor felt anything in my
heart but pure love.” [Vol. II: 398, April 16, 1757.]
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heavenly temper, especially lowliness, meekness, gentleness, temperance,
and longsuffering. In a word, holiness is having “the mind that was in
Christ” and “walking as Christ walked.”66 We recollect that Wesley said it
is love that cuts in circumcision and its purpose is offer up a heart of holy
love to the Father through the Son.67 The Trinitarian life and our love are
nearly indistinguishable.

In another familiar passage, Wesley contrasts secluded mystics with
true holiness. Directly opposite to mysticism is the gospel of Christ. Soli-
tary religion is not to be found in the gospel. “Holy solitaries” is a phrase
no more consistent with the gospel than holy adulterers. The gospel of
Christ “knows of no religion, but social; no holiness but social holiness.”
We often stop the quote there, but it continues: “Faith working by love” is
the length and breadth and depth and height of Christian perfection. “This
commandment have we from Christ, that he who loves God, love his
brother also;” and we manifest our love “by doing good unto all men,
especially to them that are of the household of faith.”68

How often it has been said that faith “is nothing without love.” “It is
only the handmaid of love” and its purpose is to “restore men to love.”69 I
wonder if the “energy” of love is not so much my effort alone, but a
pointer to Triune “energeia.”70 Whatever my faith might consist of, it is
only as good as the love which is its source. And thus it must originate, be
constituted by, and flow selflessly out of the love at the center of heart of
God. That is the highest concept of person in human history. It is the life
to which Wesley pointed all who would hear.

I close with two quotes. The first is from the hymnbook to the Trin-
ity. Note the chiastic structure beginning and ending with Trinitarian love,
with the human reflection of that love in the middle. Sacrificial love is
that which reflects the character of God; it is the imaging of the Image.
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66Vol.VII: 316-317.
67Vol. V:211.
68Vol. XIV: 321.
69Vol. V:462-462. Also see this important phrase in Vol. III: 35, 42, 157;

Vol. V: 23, 318, 422, 537; Vol. VI: 100-101, 303, 308, 449 (2t), VII:43, 45, 51, 54,
56, 317, 368: VIII:48,69, 182, 290: Vol. IX:312; X:205; Vol. XI:181, 495;
XIII:314; Vol. XIV:240; 321.

70 Wesley sounds quite Eastern. Steve McCormick has argued forcefully for
an origin for this phrase and usage in Chrysostom.
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Baptized into Thy Name,
Mysterious One in Three,
Our souls and bodies claim
A sacrifice to Thee:
We only life our faith to prove
The faith which works by humble love;
O that our light may shine,
And all our lives express
The character Divine,
The real holiness!
Then, then receive us up to adore
The Triune God for evermore.71

And in a quote which incorporates the full meaning of human
history,

In anywise, let me know thee, and love thee, that I may be
formed after thy likeness! That I may be love, as thou art love;
that I may now be happy in thee; and, when thou wilt, fall into
the abyss of thy love, and enjoy thee through the ages of
eternity.72

Abbreviations Used in the Footnotes

Wesley, John. Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament. rep.
Salem: Schmul Publishers, 1975. Hereafter, Notes.

Wesley, John. The Works of John Wesley. Edited by Thomas Jackson.
Authorized Edition. 14 volumes. London: Wesleyan Conference Office;
reprint ed., Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House. Hereafter Vol.
Jackson ed.

Wesley, John. The Works of John Wesley [editors vary]. Bicentennial
Edition. 32 volumes. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979- . Hereafter, Works.
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71Hymns on the Trinity, in the section “Hymns and Prayers to the Trinity,”
#VIII: 306.

72End of “Farther Appeal,” Pt. II, Works of John Wesley (Telford ed.), VIII:
201.
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THE BEAUTY OF GOD: JOHNWESLEY’S
REFORMAND ITSAFTERMATH

by

Clark H. Pinnock1

It is only right that we honor John Wesley on his 300th birth anniver-
sary. The work of the Wesleys represents a turning point in the history of
Christianity. The adjustments which they made have influenced the life
and mission of the Protestant churches. They were major authors of mod-
ern evangelicalism. Theirs was a concern, inherited from the Puritans and
especially from Pietism, for heart-felt religion in contrast to religious
nominalism. They focused on regeneration and a changed life rather than
on outward rituals. They cared about conversion rather than systems of
doctrine. Not so much into constructing theories about the Bible, they
cherished God’s Word itself. How relevant this is today, besieged as we
are by a new wave of scholasticism which pursues its own kind of ortho-
doxy in place of the Spirit-empowered gospel. We need more of John
Wesley’s orientation toward convertive piety if we are to stem the attack
of hard-rational scholasticism upon the Puritan/Pietist legacy and Wes-
ley’s Aldersgate reform.

I did not grow up with John Wesley but was inexorably drawn to
him. Though denominationally Baptist and pentecostal by experience, I
have found myself for decades moving theologically toward his thought
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1This paper was delivered in Nassau, Bahamas, in January, 2003, at a spe-
cial gathering celebrating the 300th anniversary of the birthday of John Wesley
and sponsored jointly by the Wesleyan Theological Society and the Bahamas
Wesleyan Fellowship.



and spiritually toward his warm heartedness. Converted in a gospel way, I
wasted some years in the company of paleo-Calvinist thinking, only to
return home to the convertive piety of my youth. Of all the reformers, as
far as I am concerned, John Wesley is the best. I even believe, had I been
a Wesleyan, I might have had an easier time of it, thinking through the
doctrines of grace and living the holy life. What a treasure and precious
source of evangelical piety for all believers these Wesleys are.

The Transforming Vision of God

There is much to celebrate about John Wesley, most notably his
revivalism and his advocacy of holiness. What I want to lift up in his work
is the transforming vision of God that lies at the heart of his reform and to
urge his heirs to keep the vision alive. It represents such an advance over
the doctrine of God in the conservative reformers and much of theology
since Augustine. Wesley’s re-interpretation continues to be fruitful down
to the present day and holds the promise of becoming even more fruitful
in the future. It has overcome many of the deficits of classical theism and
has been practically adopted by the church universal. It is so important to
understand God as loving and personal, as relational and triune. It makes
such a difference in every way. Luther and Calvin did little to reform the
doctrine of God, but Wesley and others began to do so. They moved it in a
personal and dynamic direction and thereby injected into it a revolution-
ary, practical punch and raised up an army of Christians who believed
they can make a difference in human history. It has been a burden of mine
for decades to overcome the tilt toward hyper-transcendence and to over-
come the soul-destroying abstract categories just like Wesley began to do.

Wesley offers us a better way to read the Bible than had been cus-
tomary, following a personalistic (biblical) rather than a absolutistic
(philosophical) conception of God. For him, it was not so much God as
creator, judge, and king, with the emphasis on divine control and
unchangability, as it was on God as saviour, lover, and friend, with the
emphasis on relationality and response-ability. He viewed God not as a
unilateral power that takes no risks, but as a bilateral power which gives
creatures room. He reads the story of redemption as a genuine dialogue,
not a monologue where God would be the only one responsible for any-
thing. For Wesley, prayer is meaningful because it affects the God who is
not bound either by an immutable plan or by inexorable knowledge. Wes-
ley read the Bible through personalistic lenses through which he could see
the love relationship that God offers us as open and personal.
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In Wesley one finds the vision of the sovereign God freely creating
human beings capable of experiencing his love, opening the way for them
to enter into reciprocal relationships with God and fellow creatures. God
has goals and invites us to collaborate freely with him toward their
achievement. Even when we turn away from him, God remains faithful to
his intentions for creation where God makes some of his actions contin-
gent upon our requests and actions and elicits our free collaboration in his
plans. God can be influenced by what we ask for and responds to what we
do. God genuinely interacts and enters into dynamic give and take rela-
tionships with us. Having chosen to exercise general rather than meticu-
lous providence, God gives space for us to operate and cooperate and for
God himself to be resourceful and wise in relation to us. God does not
want to control everything as much as he wants us to love him by choice
and not by necessity. Love requires choice. God wants love and is willing
to run the risk of not getting it. God has flexible strategies and takes into
account the decisions of his creatures. He is endlessly wise in the working
out of his plans. Sometimes he acts unilaterally, but usually he elicits our
cooperation such that God and humanity together decide what the future
shall be. History is not a scripted play in which present and future deci-
sions are irrelevant. God responds to his people’s petitions and is affected
by what they do. God may change his mind and alter his plans as he
relates to his people. Above all, God wants all to be saved and come to
know the truth.

Theology as a Science of Beauty

Surely this is a beautiful vision of God! Or so it seems to me. How
can one not be drawn to it? How can theology be anything but a beautiful
science when dealing with it? There is no place here, as Barth says, for
“sulky faces, morose thoughts, and boring ways of speaking.” This is
God’s true glory, the God who loves us in freedom. Here is a divine self-
sufficiency which overflows its banks and gives the creature room to be.
God not only sustains himself and creates, but has willed a world which
would not be a mere mechanical expression of his purposes. Creation is
the womb in which God would make free spirits, beings who, as pale
images of himself, could exist with a degree of creaturely autonomy,
decide things with a measure of authentic freedom, and act with real inde-
pendence of him, themselves being laborers together with God (1 Cor.
3:9). I wonder if it is not true that in theology as in science, beauty is a
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test for truth. It is so in the double helix of the DNA. That is, you know
that you have grasped something when the equations are elegant.

Mark it well—theology has not always been beautiful. Augustine,
though he spoke of God’s beauty around the event of his own conversion,
was not so convincing later on (Confessions 10:27). In his response to
Pelagius, he mapped out a monergistic doctrine in which God predestined
the fall of men and angels and stands behind every sin and evil in a com-
prehensive plan. Augustine’s obsession with the absolute and uncondi-
tional power of God makes him the absolute ruler of the universe whose
will directs every event in creation, regardless of the consequences that
flow from it. It cannot be said that Augustine affirms the unqualified
goodness of God because he found it impossible to conceive of a self-lim-
itation of God’s power such that God could allow free creatures to act
against his own perfect will. We can say that, according to Augustine,
God is great, but not (I believe) that God is good. If God dominates the
world completely, then his goodness is in serious doubt. Wesley saw this
clearly. He saw that the sovereign God gives power to others and that con-
trol is not the highest form of power. Power can also be expressed when
God empowers others to choose to love him or not. It takes a truly sover-
eign God to love and therefore be vulnerable. Simply to control others in
order to get your way is a sign of weakness not strength. How is one sup-
posed to love a God who gets his way at our expense?

The Thomistic view of God is no better. His emphasis is not so much
on control as on static motionlessness. The God of Thomas resembles
Aristotle’s unmoved mover, on which everything that moves depends, but
which cannot change in any way. Here is a God completely immutable,
having pure actuality and no potentiality, unaffected by any creature and
apathetic to the world, having no real relations—because relationships are
banned from God’s essential nature. God cannot be involved, God cannot
respond, God cannot suffer. God is in the Thomistic scheme like a stone
column. As Walter Kasper puts it: God is like “a solitary, narcissistic
being which suffers from its own completeness.” Or, as W. Norris Clark
puts it: God is like “an indifferent metaphysical iceberg.” There is not a
lot of beauty in this doctrine of God unless you go in for abstractions.
This is not the dynamic God of the Bible.

Wesley’s Reform in Perspective

Let me place the Wesley reform of the doctrine of God in historical
perspective. Christian theism began rather well. The earliest theologians
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were relational theists in their orientation, not predestinarians. They
believed strongly that God gave humankind libertarian freedom, which
distinguished them from other creatures and made them spiritually and
morally accountable beings. Rejection of freedom was the view of the
heretics. During the first four centuries, all the church fathers defended
the human freedom which makes genuinely loving relationships possible.
This (in part) explains why Wesley resorted to the Greek more than to the
Latin fathers, although Jerome too was on his side as far as freedom goes.

Augustine began with this orientation too, but was (in his own
words) “overcome” by a different doctrine and reversed himself (see “Pre-
destination of the Saints,” 8, 16). What a tremendous departure from the
original consensus it was and what harm it has done. It may be that
Augustine, not being a reader of Greek, was not fully aware of the
strength of the earlier view. But he was the first predestinarian and he did
introduce a “new theology” which became influential on the churches
subsequently. Added to that was a strong dose of immutability such that
neither God’s will nor his knowledge can change in any respect. Thus,
there are no uncertain outcomes and no give and take relations, which
would imply change in God. Augustine made axiomatic for much of
Western theology God’s immunity to time, change, and responsiveness to
the creature.

Tragically, Luther and Calvin did almost nothing to challenge this
Augustinian shift. Though they did point us back to the scriptures and did
find fault with aspects of speculative thought, the hiddenness of God
remains. In Luther there is a God hidden behind his revelation, a God not
known to us who has an inscrutable will. In the gospel, it might say that
God wants all to be saved, but according to God’s secret will, it may not
be so, indeed it is not so. From this hidden God we must flee to the God
of the cross. What a tension if not contradiction lies at the heart of this
theology. Who will save us from the inscrutable God? Calvin too spoke of
God in evangelical terms. But when he gets right down to it, it’s the same
old story: God is in no way dependent on the creature and relationships
are a one-way street. History is like a novel in which the characters do
precisely and only what the novelist decides. God exercises exhaustive
control over absolutely everything and nothing happens except what is
knowingly and willingly decreed by him. When Calvin comes across a
text which says God changes his mind, he simply denies its apparent
meaning because he thinks it cannot be. It can sound as if Calvin believes
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God is responding to the creature, but no such thing is happening. As
Brunner says, “The personal relation between God and man has become a
causal relation: God the cause, faith the effect.”

Fortunately, the unfinished business of the Reformation did not
remain unfinished. The Wesleyan/Arminian challenge directed theology
back to the Bible and the early church, to the God who relates and
responds. It did not do everything necessary, but it was a good beginning.
Arminius, like Calvin, displayed the tensions of the biblical-classical syn-
thesis. For him too, God was immutable, impassible, pure actuality, sim-
ple, and eternal. He followed the Reformed line in many respects, but
made a decisive break when it came to the will and knowledge of God.
He proposed that God’s foreknowledge of the future is caused by what
creatures themselves freely decide to do and not by God’s immutable will.
Thus he introduced a degree of dependence in God that allows God to
enter into reciprocal relations with creatures. He returned to an idea of the
early fathers, that God’s foreknowledge is based, not on God’s immutable
will, but on what creatures freely do. Thus God genuinely responds to his
creatures and there is a degree of conditionality in God. Wanting freely
chosen reciprocal relations, God accepted a limitation of the divine power
for the sake of human freedom, which directed theology in a different
direction, the path of evangelical synergism. As for Arminius, I do not
think that he meant to challenge Reformed theology quite as much as he
did. I think he sought an adjustment rather than a new paradigm but nev-
ertheless he did in fact signal a real alternative. It was a good beginning
even if only a beginning and it launched a full-scale alternative to
Reformed thought.

John Wesley reached similar conclusions, rather independently of
Arminius. He arrived at a truly relational model when debating the issue
of predestination with church leaders in England. He thought that the pre-
destination doctrine was incompatible with God’s mercy and God’s dis-
tributive justice, that it rendered insincere God’s offer of salvation to the
world, and was inconsistent with God’s goodness. Like so many today. he
could not believe that God would unconditionally save some and damn
others. He could not imagine that God as a loving Father would withhold
redemptive help from any of his children. His theology was thoroughly
relational—to know God is to live in a personal relationship with him.
Such relations cannot be coerced, therefore the grace of God cannot be
irresistible. God is wise and loving and not merely powerful. His wisdom
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is displayed in working with creatures as free persons made in the image
of God, not as “senseless stocks and blocks.” I see his contribution to the
doctrine of God in his emphasis on God’s love and relationality. As with
Arminius, there are tensions in Wesley. On the one hand, he sees God as
involved with us in time and facing an open future; on the other hand, he
affirms non-temporality and exhaustive definite foreknowledge. His
emphasis is always on the loving relationships, but not everything lined
up. Most decisively was his conviction that predestination was something
incompatible with the nature of God. Randy Maddox comments: “While a
sovereign monarch might technically be free to dispose of subjects as he
sees fit, a loving parent would not even consider withholding potential
saving aid from any child.”

Ideas have consequences and the value of them gradually dawns.
The wonderful thing since Wesley is that, not only have his followers
borne witness, but others who were not attending to his work have picked
up on the reform. Innumerable interpreters have come to see that God is
relational in his very essence and that there is a divine self-limitation in
the world project which God has brought into being. These things are not
now denominational ideals, if they ever were. The truth has penetrated the
thinking of believers across the worldwide church. One sees it in the
amazing 20th-century renaissance of trinitarian theology. The focus has
returned to the trinity, to that summary description of the witness of scrip-
ture to the love of God incarnated in Jesus Christ our Lord, which is the
doctrine of God as essentially relational in nature. To confess that God is
triune is to affirm that God is personal life in community and self-giving
inter-personal love. It expresses our belief in a God who is not solitary but
a communion of love marked by overflowing life. A threefoldness of per-
sonal relations is a symbolic picture of shared life at the heart of the uni-
verse, a perfect sociality which embodies the qualities of mutuality, reci-
procity, and peace. Is this not the true beauty of God and the loving
perichoresis of the persons in God?

What insight this affords us in understanding many of the attributes
of God, especially the divine loving relationality, not to mention the open-
ness of God to vulnerability and even suffering. It suggests a unity which
is no mere mathematical oneness, but a living unity that includes diver-
sity. Not a dead immutability but a steadfastness and dynamic constancy
of character. Not raw omnipotence but a sovereignty of love. Not a trivial
know-it-allness but deep wisdom. The doctrine of God has been bedeviled
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John Kent, Wesley and the Wesleyans, Religion and Eighteenth-Century
Britain (Cambridge: University Press, 2002). Pages vi + 229. ISBN
052145532 4, hardback; ISBN 052145553, paperback.

Reviewed by W. Stephen Gunter, Candler School of Theology,
Emory University.

John Kent provocatively promises more than most would dare in
slightly more than 200 pages. As the jacket cover notes, he “challenges
the cherished myth that at the moment when the Enlightenment and the
Industrial Revolution were threatening the soul of eighteenth-century
England, an evangelical revival—led by the Wesleys—saved it.” This is
the primary claim that Kent sets forth in a first fundamental conclusion
that he asserts to be warranted from his research: “There was no large-
scale eighteenth-century evangelical revival which saved the soul of the
British nation through the miraculous gift of the Spirit” (p. 187). He is not
asserting that the Wesleys, Whitefield, and with them a few Evangelical
Anglicans were of no significant religious import, but he does contend,
“There was no Church of the Industrial Revolution.” What did happen
under their influence was “confined largely to the middle sectors of the
population,” a geographical reference rather than a socio-economic one.

All of this is very intriguing, but it is important to keep in mind the
definitions that are at work in Kent’s argumentation of his thesis. Also of
fundamental importance for understanding how quickly and straightfor-
wardly Kent draws sweeping conclusions and generalizations (at times
from scant historical analysis) is his understanding of religion and “social
control theory” [John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial
England (1986)], when he concludes: “From my point of view the Wes-

— 259 —























Tilman A. Hauser, Free Methodist and Other Missions in Zimbabwe
(Harare: Priority Projects Publishing, 2000). ISBN: 0 7974 2067-3.

Reviewed by David Bundy, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena,
CA .

This volume is a detailed history of the development of Christianity
in one part of Africa. It tells in detail the history of the Free Methodist
mission in what is now Zimbabwe. It is also an important contribution to
Zimbabwean history because it describes carefully the interaction
between Zimbabweans and the West and the development of Zimbabwean
culture during the last two-thirds of the twentieth century.

Free Methodist mission in Zimbabwe (then Southern Rhodesia)
began in 1939, eleven years after Paramount Chief Sengwe of the
Hlengue people issued an invitation to the Free Methodists. Immigrant
workers had told him of the Free Methodist work in Mozambique. He
wanted schools, medical clinics, and churches in his area. It is clear that
part of the motivation was economic based; another may have been as
part of an effort to stave off White European encroachment on his lands.
Indeed, the lands were soon taken from the Hlengue by the British and the
Hlengue were relegated to unproductive areas to serve as cheap labor for
the ranchers who received traditional Hlengue lands as grants from the
British imperial government.

When the Free Methodists became involved in Zimbabwe, they
established schools and clinics on land assigned by the government. The
British colonial government followed the missionary tradition of comity
agreements, assigning specific areas to different missions so as to avoid as
much competition as possible. The missionary control of the church and
the institutions went unchallenged until the revolution began against the
colonial regime and the White controlled government that followed.
Despite the denominational name, the majority of the Free Methodist mis-
sionaries were against allowing participation of the Black Africans in
church governance and even more against turning over control of institu-
tions to the Africans. This book tells the story of how that finally
happened.

The book is an improvement over most missionary books. It is criti-
cally reflective of the events and policies under review. Despite the lack of
a scholarly apparatus, it is a scholarly book. It is to be hoped that some-
one will work with Hauser to produce an academic edition of the volume.
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