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EDITOR’S NOTES

The Wesleyan Theological Society is pleased to announce that,
under its auspices and sponsored by the Bahamas Wesleyan Fellowship,
there will be convened on January 9-10, 2003, in Nassau, Bahamas, a spe-
cial conference with the theme “Faith Working Through Love: Wesleyan
Traditions Today.” Program detail and registration information has been
mailed to WTS members. Then the 38th Annual Meeting of the WTS will
convene on March 20-22, 2003, in Lexington, Kentucky, hosted by
Asbury Theological Seminary and meeting jointly with the Society for
Pentecostal Studies. The theme is “Wesleyan and Pentecostal Movements
for a New Century: Crucial Choices, Essential Contributions.” WTS
members will receive full registration information in the mail, or the
reader may consult the following web address that features this and much
more Society information: www.wesleyantheologicalsociety.org

In this present issue of the Journal, Stephen Mott examines the semi-
nary in terms of United Methodist ecclesiology, Kenneth Collins seeks
fuller clarity on the “new creation” theme in the theology of John Wesley,
and Randy Maddox provides a detailed look at the most recent decade of
dissertations in Wesley Studies. Issues of analytic psychology and ecclesial
practice are pursued, with John Wright and Douglas Harrison asking
whether the “Wesleyan” is an appropriate theological option in contempo-
rary Christianity. Dean Blevins explores the question, How does the Wes-
leyan tradition inform leadership in the shifting sands of postmodernity?

Amos Young revisits the “Baptist vision” of the late James McClen-
don, Jr., in conversation with recent Wesleyan and Pentecostal theologies.
Also explored here is the relation of Boston Personalism to Wesleyan the-
ology and process philosophy (Thomas Oord), a biblical study of sanctifi-
cation and the Greek tenses (J. Prescott Johnson), and a possible recon-
struction of the Wesleyan understanding of sanctification in terms of
process philosophy (Monica Coleman). Stanley Grenz ponders helpfully
the appropriate relationship between the scholastic and experiential
dimensions of today’s evangelical Christianity.

The reader also will find in these pages a sermon by A. Wingrove
Taylor who received the 2002 “Lifetime Achievement Award” of the
WTS, Melvin Dieter’s tribute to Brother Taylor, and Henry H. Knight’s
special review of Diane Leclerc’s book Singleness of Heart that won the
2002 Smith/Wynkoop Book Award of the WTS. Eight other book reviews
and several publisher advertisements are also included. All of this is sent
forth for the good of the churches and their many ministries today.

Barry L. Callen, Editor
Anderson University
November, 2002






THE SEMINARY AS A SOCIETY OF THE
CHURCH: SEMINARIES AND THE CHURCH IN
UNITED METHODIST ECCLESIOLOGY

by
Stephen Charles Mott

The nature of the seminary is usually discussed with some reference
to the church, to ministry, to ordination. It is surprising how infrequently
the seminary is examined in terms of ecclesiology. What is a seminary in
terms of one’s understanding of the church? Is a seminary an aspect of the
church itself, a somewhat separate arm of the church, or an independent
organization working in cooperation with the church? In the latter case
one would need to identify theologically the nature of this independent
body with respect to the church and the world. This examination would
also include the interrelationship of the mission of the seminary and of the
church. Because of the significant variations in ecclesiology and polity
within Christian orthodoxy, one would expect that there would be several
different approaches to the relationship of the seminary to the church.

Here we will examine the seminary in terms of United Methodist
ecclesiology.! We will reflect on United Methodist ecclesiology and also
identify the ecclesiological assumptions revealed in the historical devel-
opment of United Methodist institutions with the task of preparing minis-
terial leadership. We will argue that the seminary has an organic relation-
ship to the church in United Methodist ecclesiology and note the factors
that have provided a significant diminishing of that relationship.

IT use the term United Methodist to indicate the various traditions within the
Wesleyan movement that united in 1968.

N,
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The Seminary as a Society of the Church

Society as a Mission of the Church. United Methodist ecclesiology
is strongly influenced by the origins of the Wesleyan movement as a soci-
ety within the Church of England. The Methodist societies were part of
the church and served the church, but were not the church itself. The mis-
sion, and the societies that it formed, did not have all the tasks and
responsibilities of the church. The administration of sacraments was not
its task, for example.2 The society was an evangelical force serving the
church almost against its will.3 Because of its special task for the national
church, Wesley’s mission could ignore the opposition of local churches
and invade the parishes of other priests if that was necessary for caring
out its task for the church. It was in this sense that Wesley stated, “I look
upon all the world as my parish. . . . I mean, that in whatever part of it |
am, | judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty to declare unto all that
are willing to hear the glad tidings of salvation.”* Wesley was convinced
that his Oxford ordination had given him an extraparochial licence for a
specific task of preaching and teaching.> He portrayed himself and his
helpers as “extraordinary® messengers (that is, out of the ordinary way)”
designed to supply the lack of service of the regular ministers “toward
those perishing for want of knowledge.””

The society is a mission of the church, and thus part of the church.
In contrast to the separate existence of a sect, Charles Wesley wrote, “We

2C. Outler, “Do Methodists Have a Doctrine of the Church?” in The Doc-
trine of the Church, ed. D. Kirkpatrick (New York: Abingdon Press, 1964), 19-21.

3Ibid., 15.

4John Wesley, “Letter to John Clayton [?], March 28, 1739 [?],” in The
Works of John Wesley (Bicentennial Ed.; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984-),
25:616.

50xford itself, reflecting its mendicant origins, had specific tasks for the
whole church.

6Wesley later emphasized that this extraordinary task was not for the ordi-
nary functions of the priestly office; thus his preacher-evangelists were not by this
ministry authorized to exercise the privileges of the ordinary office, such as
administering the sacraments (Wesley, Sermon 121, “Prophets and Priests”
[1789] 11-12, in Works, Bicentennial Ed., 4:78-79). They were “raised up by
more immediate divine inspiration somewhat outside institutional channels”
(Howard A. Snyder, “Wesley’s Concept of the Church,” Asbury Seminarian 33,1
[January, 1978], 50).

7John Wesley, “Minutes of Several Conversations between the Rev. Mr.
Wesley and Others” Q. 24, in Works, ed. T. Jackson (Grand Rapids, MI: Zonder-
van, 1872), 8:309.

8



THE SEMINARY AS A SOCIETY OF THE CHURCH

are only a sound part of the national church.”8 In terms of the traditional
notae ecclesia shared with the Church of England—word, order, and
sacrament—the society is not a church. Wesley, however, had another way
of defining the church which was more missional. Here the emphasis lies
more on action and less on being and experience. A society, organized for
a particular task, is closer to this understanding of the church. According
to an historical statement of the Book of Discipline, “the infallible proof
of the true church of Christ is its ability to seek and save the lost, to dis-
seminate the Pentecostal spirit and life, to spread scriptural holiness, and
to transform all peoples and nations through the gospel of Christ.”® Corre-
spondingly, the purpose of gathering into local churches is not only the
hearing of the Word, receiving the Sacraments, and worshipping God,
which relate to the historical notae ecclesia. The purpose also is “to carry
forward the work which Christ has committed to his Church.”10

A missional society of the church exists to contribute to the church
in mission even if, lacking the three notae ecclesia, it is not itself a
church. In this sense the justification for being a society, even a society
for the training of ministerial leaders, is the same as for being a church.!!
In light of this activity-oriented understanding of the church and the place
of societies in it, it is not surprising that in both the Methodist Episcopal
Church and the Evangelical Association, the concept of theological train-
ing in a missionary institute prepared the way for the acceptance of theo-
logical institutions for preachers.!2

Drawn from the foundations of United Methodist ecclesiology, soci-
ety provides an effective model for understanding the seminary. The semi-
nary is an educational society within the church. It is an organization of
the church designed to carry out a task of the church. It is not to be

8Charles Wesley, Journal of Charles Wesley (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
1849), 106; cf. Frank Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England (Nashville,
TN: Abingdon Press, 1970), 106.

9United Methodist Church, The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist
Church, 1988 (Nashville, TN: United Methodist Publishing House, 1988), 10.

10United Methodist Church, The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist
Church, 2000 (Nashville, TN: United Methodist Publishing House, 2000), ]203.

I Albert Outler, “Do Methodists Have a Doctrine of the Church?”, 25.

12Bdward D. Jervey, “La Roy Sunderland and Methodist Theological Edu-
cation,” Christian Advocate 11,15 (August 10, 1967), 11f.; William Henry Nau-
mann, “Theology and German-American Evangelicalism: The Role of Theology
in The Church of the United Brethren in Christ and The Evangelical Association”
(Yale Univ. Ph.D. dissertation, 1966), 88f.
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viewed bureaucratically as a subsidiary of the church, but connectionally
as a manifestation of the church, an instrument of the church in mission.!3
Theological education emerges from the connection, which provides for
the church national mission and mutual support.!4 The seminary relates to
the Methodist church as Wesley’s societies did to the Church of England,
although the particular mission involved differs. As a comparison, the
camp meeting had commonality of mission with the church. Paul Bassett
has argued that the camp meeting was aimed to be an ecclessiolae in
ecclesia as Wesley’s movement was to the Church of England.!5

David Kelsey’s discussion of the Methodist type of relating the sem-
inary to the church has remarkable insight. “The school is constituted . . .
by the fact that it consists of a cadre of persons called by the larger church
to a mission in the world.” Kelsey describes it as “a service agency to a
denomination.”!16 While his emphasis is on service to the denomination,
the term agency links the seminary too closely to the denomination, par-
ticularly in terms of how United Methodist theological schools have actu-
ally developed in America. Agency indicates a more integrated pattern of
accountability and connection.!?

Kelsey’s distinction of seminary from church in terms of what uni-
fies each has validity. For a seminary, the unity is in understanding God
truly, while for the church it is public worship of God in Jesus’ name.!8
Yet the distinction does not necessarily go beyond that of part and whole
since understanding God truly is also a function of the church (Kelsey
also affirms this intersection!®). The seminary serves the church in devel-
oping this understanding and guiding developing leaders into it.

I3Cf. Kenneth L. Carder, “A UMC Prognosis: Naming the Diseases and the
Cures,” Circuit Rider 17,7 (1993), 7-9.

14Brian E. Beck, “Some Reflections on Connexionalism,” Epworth Review
18,2 (May, 1991), 50.

I5Paul M. Bassett, “The Tension Between Believer’s Church and Estab-
lished Church: Ecclesiology in the Holiness Movement.” Paper presented to
Methodism and Ministry: Historical Explorations Consultation, Drew University,
April 4, 1983.

16David H. Kelsey, To Understand God Truly. What’s Theological About a
Theological School (Louisville, KY: Westminster, 1992), 55f. Kelsey is one of the
few to describe the seminary as a community in relationship to the church (cf.
especially, 50-59).

7Cf. United Methodist Church, Book of Discipline, 2000, 701-703.

18Kelsey, 180.

191bid., 198.

— 10—



THE SEMINARY AS A SOCIETY OF THE CHURCH

H. Richard Niebuhr spoke of theological schools “which serve in the
Church and serve the Church.” The intellectual life is part of the being of
the church. A seminary is an “intellectual center of the church’s life.”20 It
seems that for Niebuhr the seminary is like a concretion of that intellec-
tual life. Whenever there is intense intellectual activity in the church, sem-
inaries have risen.2! Alkiviadis Calivas puts it in another way. Theology is
a gift of the Spirit to the church, which is “the pillar and bulwark of truth”
(1 Tim. 3.15), so that doing theology is a vocation of the church. The
Holy Spirit accordingly supplies to the church gifts, reflected in
1 Corinthians 12.4-11, of delving into the mysteries of faith, interpreting
the Word of God, and teaching it to others. Theologians with these gifts of
the church are found both in the local church and in the theological acad-
emy of the church.22 The early Methodist argument for theological
schools, however, ignored theological reflection as a component and need
of the church. Kelsey is again perceptive in linking the Methodist model
to preparing leaders for the mission of the church. As we will see, the
ecclesiological argument supporting the seminary was often utilitarian
and pragmatic in terms of the needs of the church to grow and to be an
effective force in the community and in the world.

The analogy of an order is helpful for understanding what is asserted
in describing the seminary as a society. Outler describes early Methodism
as “an evangelistic ‘order’ within the Church of England . . . determined
to carry forward her true mission to the people.”?3 An order has closer
accountability to the church than a para-church organization; yet it is not
an agency of the church. A para-church organization often has accounta-
bility to nobody except its own trustees. The organic connection of the
order to the church is seen in that in an order the sacraments, especially
the Lord’s Supper, may be celebrated, while this is not the case for a para-
church organization. A society is considered to be part of the church, yet
it is not equivalent to the church. Its mission is closely related to the

20H. Richard Niebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry. Reflec-
tions on the Aims of Theological Education (New York: Harper, 1956), 23.

211bid., 107f.

22Alkiviadis C. Calivas, “Orthodox Theology and Theologians: Reflections
on the Nature, Task and Mission of the Theological Enterprise,” Greek Orthodox
Theological Review 37 (1992), 275, 293-94.

23Albert C. Outler, “Introduction,” in Outler (ed.), John Wesley (New York:
Oxford U., 1964), 19; cf. 21, n.72.
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church as an essential function of the church. A society is subject to a
degree of control by the church, at least at a higher level. At the same time
it has a degree of independence functionally required by its task. There
must be a tension in the matter of control. If the tension is released in the
direction of independence, the organization becomes para-church and its
ecclesiological nature becomes ambiguous.

Class Meetings in the First Seminary. The society aspect of the
first Methodist theological institute, Wesleyan Methodist Theological
Institution (London, 1835), is seen in the fact that, in addition to the presi-
dent, there was a house governor who functioned as class leader for the
students. He met with them in a class meeting every week, inquiring
specifically about their spiritual state and progress. He was a spiritual
father and role model in addition to his other responsibilities.?4 That the
focus of this leader was on leading a class rather than leading worship is
striking. The seminary was closer to that of a society than a worshipping
community, a different model of the relationship of seminary to church.25
The seminary was not, however, a duplication of the Wesleyan society. It
was not first of all the nurturing society. The nurturing aspect was subor-
dinated to the institute’s central focus of educating leaders for the church.
In the Pietist tradition, however, the educational mission included the nur-
turing task since the theological schools were seedbeds of the church with
the responsibility of formation of students in godliness.

The relationship of class and class leader here also was not an exten-
sion of the earlier informal form of ministerial training in the Methodist
societies. The supervising minister and local pastors did not relate in the
manner of a class meeting. The institute’s class relationship drew more
deeply from the life of the congregation.

Education of Ministerial Leaders as a Task of the Church

A Task Required of the Church. Theological education for the
clergy developed within the church. The training of leadership began

24Stephen M. Vail, Ministerial Education in the Methodist Episcopal
Church (Boston: Magee, 1853), 103; Dale A. Johnson, “The Methodist Quest for
an Educated Ministry,”Church History 51 (1982), 310. The presence of bands
among the children at the Kingswood school (Wesley, Journal, for September 5,
1773, in Works, Bicentennial Ed., 22:388) would indicate, however, that this soci-
ety function of personal renewal was part of Methodist educational philosophy in
general, not merely of theological education.

25Contrast Kelsey, To Understand God Truly, 51f.
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when a convert joined a society and began to seek a holy life.26 Wesley
himself from time to time led those who became his preachers in study,
lectures, and the disciplines of devotional life,27 and this was a significant
aspect of his annual conferences with his preachers.28 Early in Methodism
(before the decline of the circuit?) the theological training of preachers
was person to person. Older preachers, usually presiding elders, took the
younger preachers “under their wing and showed them how.”30 Wesley
assumed that the Church England already provided for theological educa-
tion with numerous schools and two universities.3! In the Conferences of
1744 and 1745, however, he expressed hope for a school for preachers
(who were not ordained), but it was not developed because of the lack of
interest by the people and the difficulty of preachers leaving their tasks.32

In America the preachers were instructed to read five hours a day.33
A more developed form of guidance was the course of study of recom-
mended books.34 These began in 1816, but were sporadic in the early
years and varied from one annual conference to another in the seriousness
with which they were taken. The long period of time in which the course
of study had a weighty role in Methodist ministerial education reflects the
church’s ownership of the task of educating its clergy. From 1816 to well
into the twentieth century most Methodist pastors were educated in the
course of study, not in theological schools. Until 1900 for the Methodist

26Glenn T. Miller, Piety and Intellect. The Aims and Purposes of Ante-Bel-
lum Theological Education (Atlanta, GA: Scholars, 1990), 403.

27E.g., Wesley, Journal for December 23, 1771, December 19, 1774, and
January 13, 1777, in Works, Bicentennial Ed., 22:303, 440; 23.40.

28Gerald O. McCulloh, Ministerial Education in the American Methodist
Movement. An Informed Ministry, 1 (Nashville, TN: United Methodist Board of
Higher Education, Division of Ordained Ministry, 1980); Miller, Piety and Intel-
lect, 407.

291, Dale Patterson, “Improvement in the Methodist Ministerial Education
at the End of the Nineteenth Century,” Methodist History 23 (1985), 74.

30Frederick A. Norwood, The Story of American Methodism. A History of
the United Methodists and Their Relations (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press,
1974), 220.

31Miller, Piety and Intellect, 405.

32Vail, Ministerial Education, 103; Johnson, “The Methodist Quest,” 305.

33Nathan Bangs, A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York:
Mason, 1839), 1:195f.; McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 10f.

34Kenneth E. Rowe, “New Light on Early Methodist Theological Educa-
tion,” Methodist History 10 (1971), 59f.; McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 11f.
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Episcopal Church and 1914 for the Methodist Episcopal Church, South,
even seminary graduates had to complete it before they could be
ordained.35

La Roy Sunderland, the Methodist abolitionist who later was one of
the founders of the Wesleyan Methodist Connection, addressed this the
lack formalized ministerial education in America. He argued in the 1830s
that the lack of provision for educating ministerial leaders made the
Methodist church a notable exception to the practice of the church. Nearly
every Christian church had had theological education as an indispensable
prerequisite for persons entering the duties of Christian ministry. They
had some standard for what constitutes a Christian education and made
some provision for preparing people for the work of the Gospel ministry.
It was a biblical tradition reflected in the Old Testament by the schools of
the prophets and in Judaism by the synagogues. Christ trained the first
preachers and they in turn gave precepts for their successors.3¢ Stephen
Vail, a later apologist for theological education, drew on these materials
and added the Levites as a whole tribe set aside for a task that included
theological teaching.3” Education of ministerial leaders was an essential
function of the church. Seminaries would be instruments of the church for
this aspect of its mission.

Early objections to Methodist theological schools assumed that theo-
logical education was the task of the church. According to one criticism,
seminaries would take the “theological training of ministers out of the
hands of the church.”38 Sunderland’s response was that all the operations
of the seminaries were to be in the hands of the church. Another com-
plaint was that “the connectional principle” would be violated if a particu-
lar conference (New England) took such an initiative in so important a
matter as the system of theological education.3® Similarly, a contemporary
Methodist theologian argues that ministries that express the historic and
catholic continuity of the church, in contrast to those which are created

35Patterson, “Improvement in the Methodist Ministerial Education,” 78.

36La Roy Sunderland, “Essay on Theological Education,” Methodist Maga-
zine and Quarterly Review 16 (1834), 424-26.

37Vail, Ministerial Education, 13-15 (1853).

38La Roy Sunderland, “Theological Seminary,” Zion’s Watchman 4,21 (May
25, 1839), 82.

39Sunderland, “‘Connectional Principle’,” Zion’s Watchman 4,48 (Novem-
ber 30, 1839), 190.
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THE SEMINARY AS A SOCIETY OF THE CHURCH

for particular situations, should not be altered without the consent of the
whole koinonia for whose universal service they were instituted.40

Essential for an Effective Church. The early apologists for institu-
tions for training the ministerial leaders presented a case which was
strongly utilitarian. A justification for theological education was the
impact that it would have on the growth and mission of the church.#! This
training was necessary for the church to be effective in drawing people to
itself, equipping them for growth and service, and impacting the commu-
nity. The United Methodist approach was squarely in the tradition of
defining theological education as educating church leaders. Kelsey rejects
this approach as leading to the replacement of critical thinking with train-
ing in what is demonstrably effective and successful in practice. It distorts
theology by defining theology not in terms of its ultimate subject, God,
but in terms of socially defined roles in the church.4? This tendency to
downplay serious theological academic study was limited, however, by
the deep intellectual example of Wesley and other early leaders. As we
will see, the theological institutes also early set an academic pattern by
quickly buying into the prevailing classical mode of education of the time.
For example, the first curriculum at Westminster Theological Seminary in
Maryland was in “the old classicist tradition” in which the president and
most of the faculty had been trained with the addition of the Wesleyan
Methodist inheritance.43

The early design for United Methodist seminaries also went beyond
the knowledge and skills needed for particular roles within the church.
The seminary continued the church’s responsibility for the formation of
mature believers. Learning was integrated with the dimension of spiritual
formation. We have seen the presence of the class meeting structure in the
first theological institution. Nathan Bangs argued that a seminary could be
as zealous as the pulpit, yet more systematic and efficient in urging its
pupils to “Scriptural doctrine, the necessity of heart-felt religion, of

40David Carter, “A Methodist Contribution to Ecclesiology,” One in Christ
30 (1994), 166.

41John R. Durbin, “An Educated Ministry Among Us,” Christian Advocate
and Journal 411 (1834), 186.

42Kelsey, To Understand God Truly, 55, 162.

43Douglas R. Chandler, Pilgrimage of Faith. A Centennial History of Wesley
Theological Seminary, 1882-1992 (Cabin John, MD: Seven Locks, 1984), 25.
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experimental and practical piety.’#4 Kelsey artificially separates the pur-
pose of the seminary from the need that the church has for an institution
of theological training that goes beyond the practices of theological edu-
cation proper to the church itself. He is correct that theology must be
guided ultimately by a commitment to know God truly. In a seminary,
theology of this nature should be present because it is the component
most necessary for any Christian’s preparation for ministry; thus it is to be
provided at an advanced level for the offices of the church which require
advanced preparation.

Stephen Vail argues that one denomination cannot depend upon
another one to provide this training. The task belongs to the whole
church, and the whole church should look after it. The Methodists like
other churches needed to prepare their own people in their own doctrines
so that each denomination could correct one another’s errors.*> One of the
early arguments for higher education in the United Brethren Church was,
in the face of doctrinal battles in the church, the need for a common theo-
logical education for all of its own young ministers.*¢ The seminary thus
would contribute to a national understanding of the church.4’ For Vail,
theological education was an obligation committed to the charge of the
church by heaven. The church must see that through the establishment of
facilities for theological instruction the pastoral office “should be made
efficient, in the highest degree, for the great purpose of its existence.”
Since the ministerial leader will not be able to accumulate money to pay
for this needed instruction, the church must provide the instruction.48
Much later, William R. Cannon, a bishop and Wesleyan theologian, stated
this in supporting the establishment of two new seminaries in 1956: “The
achievement and maintenance of a strong and sufficient ministry is the
responsibility, not of a board or agency or a school, but of the whole
church.”49

44Nathan Bangs, The Present State, Prospects, and Responsibilities of the
Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: Lane, 1850), 304.

45Vail, Ministerial Education, 149.

46Quentin Charles Lansman, Higher Education in the Evangelical United
Brethren Church: 1800-1954 (Nashville, TN: United Methodist Board of Higher
Education, 1972), 12f. Lansman cites articles by J. B. Ressler and Jacob Ritter in
The Religious Telescope in 1844-45.

4TMiller, Piety and Intellect, 187.

48Vail, Ministerial Education, 152f., 185.

49McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 211.
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Preparation for Orders Required for Seminary Admission. The
organic connection of the seminaries to the rest of the church was seen in
the requirement that the seminary students, in the words of the editor of
the Christian Advocate and Journal in 1834, were to be only those who
“are called of God to this work, and approved by the proper authorities,”
i.e., “by the Church.”50 The basic assumption of Stephen Vail’s apology
for theological education for ministerial leaders in 1853 is that a person
with a call to preach needs preparation for this work.5! Seminaries are
institutions for those whom the church has affirmed as being called by
God for ministerial leadership.

The first institute for the education of Methodist preachers was estab-
lished by the British conference the same year as the Christian Advocate
article. Applicants had to be preachers “on trial” who passed an additional
examination on their qualification for ministry by a committee of preach-
ers serving in London, which was the location of the institute.52 Similarly,
every applicant for admission to the Vanderbilt theological school in 1871
needed a recommendation from a quarterly or annual conference and
should have attained the standard of education needed for admission on
trial into an annual conference.53 At Drew Theological Seminary in 1867
those to be admitted could instead have a local preacher’s license.>4

Such a role of the seminary as an integral part of the church’s ordi-
nation process was still being affirmed in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury. In 1952 when the Methodist church increased its financial support of
the seminaries by creating an agency to relate specifically to them, it
stated firmly the responsibility of the seminaries. They not only were to
acquaint the students with the programs and organization of the church
(1952 Discipline, q 347); they also were to share in the screening and
guidance of candidates for the ministry. They were to require for admis-
sion the license to preach and a recommendation from the annual confer-
ence. Seminaries also were requested to share information about the can-
didate’s preparedness with the conference boards of ordained ministry.5>

50Durbin, “An Educated Ministry Among Us,” 186; cf. McCulloh, 20.
51Vail, Ministerial Education, cf. xiii-xxxv.

52Johnson, “The Methodist Quest,” 308.

53McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 163.

541bid., 36.

55Tbid., 113.
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The Seminary and the Various Manifestations of the Church

The Role of the Different Types of Conferences. The United
Methodist church in its connectional ecclesiology views the different geo-
graphical dimensions of the church organization, whether local, regional,
or national, as equally the church. Definitions of the Church as a whole
and the local church are very similar (see the Confession of Faith 556 and
7201 of the Discipline). The one true church manifests itself in its catholic
fullness at each level of association.57 As Wesley put it, “In every particu-
lar Christian congregation” we have “a little emblem” of the church uni-
versal, dispersed all over the earth.58 Each of the differing sized units is a
manifestation of what belongs to the whole people of God. Each part has
all the essence of the whole, not just an aspect of it. This wholeness does
not characterize a society or consequently a seminary; it is not itself a
church. Yet as a society that carries out the mission of the church, a semi-
nary may be authorized and controlled by the church at varying levels of
geographic association. Seminaries accordingly were founded, funded, or
controlled by one or more annual conferences, by jurisdictional (i.e.,
regional) conferences, or by the General Conference. Wesley’s society
had a church-wide authorization parallel to the reaches of the Church of
England. The first theological institute, Wesley Theological Institute in
London, was founded by the Conference (the nation-wide body). The spe-
cial examination for its applicants was paid by a connectional fund. Such
a fund later provided buildings for the institute.>®

The bishops of the Methodist Episcopal Church warned in 1856 that
the growing interest in ministerial education should not allow the move-
ment to develop without the General Conference.®® Vail argued that
because of the importance of the theological schools, the General Confer-
ence should have supervisory care for them; but since it had so many

56United Methodist Church, Book of Discipline, 2000, 67f. The only differ-
ence is the phrase “one, holy, apostolic and catholic” to describe the church as a
whole.

57Cf. Ton Bria, “Unity and Mission from the Perspective of the Local
Church: An Orthodox View,” Ecumenical Review 39 (1987), 265-70.

58Wesley, Sermon 92, “On Zeal” (1781) 2.5, in Works, Bicentennial Ed.,
3:313f.

59Vail, Ministerial Education, 98, 100.

60John O. Gross, “Theological Education in the Methodist Churches,” in
The History of American Methodism, ed. E. Bucke (1964), 3: 264.
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other tasks, the specific oversight should be by the annual conferences.6!
The charter for the seminary which became Drew stated that its education
would be “under the direction and supervision of the General Conference
of the Methodist Episcopal Church. . ., and in consonance with the doc-
trines and discipline of the said Church.” The General Conference elected
Drew’s trustees.®2 The United Brethren, the Evangelical Association, and
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, started their first seminaries
through their General Conferences.®3 The courses of study were con-
trolled by annual conferences, and in the mid-nineteenth century they
were standardized by the General Conferences. It was the New England
Annual Conference that, under Sunderland’s urging, established “the Mis-
sionary Education Society”%* and later the New England Wesleyan Educa-
tional Society, the institution which became Boston University School of
Theology.®5 Duke and Claremont were tied to annual conferences. Can-
dler and Perkins, on the other hand, were controlled by jurisdictional
conferences.

Church Control. The control of the various conferences over the
schools could be significant. The first theological institution in the Evan-
gelical Association (Union Bible Institute, later Evangelical Theological
Seminary, and finally Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary) was
mandated by the General Conference in 1871 that all its trustees, adminis-
tration, and faculty were to be members of the Association. Faculty (annu-
ally) and trustees were to profess their loyalty to the doctrines and disci-
pline of the Association. Textbooks were to be in accord with the church’s

61Vail, Ministerial Education, 189.

62Henry Butz, “Drew Theological Seminary,” in The Early Schools of
Methodism, ed. A. W. Cummings (New York: Phillips, 1886), 390, 395.

63Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 221; Chandler, Pilgrimage of
Faith, 7.

64Society as used here is not the pietist form of renewal in early Methodism
but the widespread usage in the time for common efforts for a host of different
purposes. Many Baptist schools had been founded by educational societies
(Miller, Piety and Intellect, 309). Baker notes that the Wesleyan movement as a
society was distinct in its dominant notes of evangelism and pastoral care. In con-
trast, societies like the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and the Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge were almost solely administrative “commit-
tees of church leaders sponsoring worthy causes outside themselves” (Baker,
John Wesley and the Church of England, 117).

65Sunderland, “Essay on Theological Education,” 429; Jervey, “La Roy
Sunderland,” 11f.
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doctrine.%¢ Garrett Biblical Institute also required the faculty to sign a
declaration of approval of the doctrines and discipline of the Methodist
Episcopal Church.67 By the 1908 General Conference, a written pledge of
loyalty to Methodist doctrine and polity was a requirement for the
appointment of every seminary professor.68

The 1964 bylaws of Emory University stated that the school
“belongs to the Methodist church” and it is to be administered “for the
benefit of said church and under the direction of the Southern Jurisdic-
tional Conference . . .”; it was to report to each subsequent quadrennial
session of that conference.®® Similar language was used in the establish-
ment of Southern Methodist University. As Gerald McCulloh notes, the
strong language of control expressed an intention to avoid the situation
that led to the loss to the church of Vanderbilt University in 1914. In
reporting this secure control of the church, a commission in 1916
described the two institutions as each equally “the child of the church.”70
Vail had argued that the churches should fund the seminaries. The schools
would be “in the fullest sense dependent on the churches,” which would
give the churches control. The schools “should be under the most rigid
surveillance of the church” because of their crucial influence on the “ris-
ing ministry.”7!

Factors Within the Ecclesiology Contributing
to the Separation of the Seminary

The Functional Independence of the Society. The Wesleyan soci-
ety was appropriately organized for its task; its organization correspond-
ingly was distinct from the ordinary structure of the church. The society

66Lansman, Higher Education in the Evangelical United Brethren Church,
54. Such controls were placed by the General Conference upon the theology
departments of its colleges by the United Evangelical Church in 1902. Each theo-
logical school was to be amenable to the conferences under whose control it stood
and was to report to each conference session as the conference might require.

67Grant Goodrich, “Garrett Biblical Institute,” in Early Schools of Method-
ism, ed. Cummings, 383.

68Gary Scott Smith, “Two Sides of the Evangelical Tradition: Presbyterian
and Methodist Theological Education, 1890-1920,” 45, n. 158. Paper presented at
Theological Education in the Evangelical Tradition Conference, Wheaton Col-
lege, IL, December 3, 1993.

69McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 47, 181.

70Ibid., 78, 171.

71Vail, Ministerial Education, 186, 188.
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was given suitable independence while remaining under the authority of
the church. Wesley argued that the “irregularities” of which the Method-
ists were charged were necessary functions of their mission and not
symptoms of dissent.”> He even argued that his movement was a “private
society” not directly subject to church law. Church authorities did not
have to be consulted on the society’s rules of membership.’3 His authority
within them did not rest in his priesthood but as one whom the societies
themselves had voluntarily chosen. Even down into the twentieth century
the distinction of membership in the society and in the church was main-
tained in British Methodism.7*

The Independent Academic Function. As a society characterized
by this task-guided independence, the seminary was free to organize as
the task of education required. This meant adopting the organization and
methods of the academy as they were suited for its purposes.

Two distinct spheres in Western institutional life, then, came into
play with the formation of seminaries: church and education. They reflect
two different types of relationships of the believer. One reflects the rela-
tionship of the believer to God through Jesus Christ and to the community
of faith. This relationship to God is one of absolute significance. Believers
stake their entire being on it, and learn, witness, and act with each other
and in the world in light of it. The other relationship is that of a learner.
One is a finite person with reason, emotions, and experience that are seek-
ing to understand a world the underlying significance of which is pre-
sented not only in special revelation but in a creation accessible through
reason. The learner is dependent on the observations of others, whose

72Qutler, “Do Methodists Have a Doctrine of the Church?”, 18; cf. Wesley,
letter to Samuel Walker 4, September 24, 1755 (John Wesley, ed. Outler, 76) (“nor
have we taken one step farther than we were convinced was our bounden duty”).
Examples of practices done out of “absolute necessity” that varied from the rule
of the church were field preaching, extemporaneous prayer, organization into
classes and societies, annual conferences of the preachers, and their appointments
(Wesley, Sermon 121, “Prophets and Priests,” 81; cf. Howard A. Snyder, “John
Wesley and the Radical Protestant Tradition,” Asbury Seminarian 33,3 [July,
1978], 25).

T3Wesley, “The Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained” (1746) 3.6, in
Works, Bicentennial Ed., 9:193f.; cf. Baker, John Wesley and the Church of Eng-
land, 103.

74John C. Bowmer, Pastor and People. A Study of Church and Ministry in
Wesleyan Methodism from the death of John Wesley (1791) to the death of Jabez
Bunting (1858) (London: Epworth, 1975), 175.
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number is vast globally and historically. This relationship requires objec-
tivity in respecting the contributions of others who do not share in the first
relationship, or at least not in the same way. It requires a learning stance
of some critical distance from one’s own commitments, understanding,
experience, and emotions. It requires the accumulated wisdom of educa-
tional methodology that reflects many of these aspects of the learner.”>
Timothy Dwight in 1808 included among the standards of good education
a professional and specialized faculty, a substantial library, and a structure
of legal accountability in the form of trustees, to which could be added a
defined relationship to education as a whole.”6

This idea of combining spheres may not be compatible with some
uses of the Reformed conception of sphere sovereignty. An attitude of
either one sphere or another may resist the idea of more than one basic
aspect of culture being carried out in one institution. Herman Dooye-
weerd, however, substituted “mode” for Abraham Kuyper’s “sphere.” Pat-
terns may be developed, and even combined, in a variety of different insti-
tutional configurations.’”?” Conceiving education or government as
creational modes of life rather than orders provides for their integrity as
well as the complexity of their institutional appearances.

From the beginning of Methodist theological education, the educa-
tional sphere presented claims that its own institutional forms be recog-
nized. These forms manifested themselves without ecclesiological inten-
tion. This is clear in the control by a board of trustees. The control of
Cokesbury College, the earliest American school, quickly passed from the
Methodist Conference to a board of trustees. Despite its independence,
ecclesiological interests continued on the board of trustees through vari-
ous forms of representation, which guaranteed, among other rights, partic-
ipation in the election of the president and faculty.”8 The association
formed in 1837 by the New England Annual Conference to assist young
men to be educated for the gospel ministry recognized the ecclesiological
nature of the proposed Newbury Biblical Institute (later Boston University

75Cf. Niebuhr, Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry, 4f., 47.

76In his address at the opening of Andover Seminary, “The Evangelical
Scribe” (cf. Miller, Piety and Intellect, 49, 68-69).

7TRichard J. Mouw, “On Creation’s ‘Several Parts’: Modal Diversity in
Dooyeweerd’s Social Thought,” in Christian Philosophy at the Close of the Twen-
tieth Century, ed. S. Griffioen and B. Balk (Kampen: Kok, 1995), 180.

78Miller, Piety and Intellect, 140.
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School of Theology) by having the trustees elected by three New England
Conferences.” At times a bishop has been the president of the board of
trustees. At Cokesbury, Bishop Francis Asbury was the ex officio presi-
dent of the trustees.80 This was also the case when Evangelical Theologi-
cal Seminary was founded in 1873.81 At Vanderbilt the bishops of the
church formed a board of supervision working jointly with the trustees.82

Not only election by the church, but even the requirement that trustees
be United Methodist has in recent decades largely been superseded.83 For
Drew, for example, this occurred in a charter amendment in 1969. United
Methodist representation does continue to be important, nevertheless. All of
the seminaries have United Methodist representation on their boards. Drew
itself continues to have bishops on its board. Some of the seminaries require
a certain number of United Methodists on the board.3* The trustees of St.
Paul School of Theology include three bishops named by the South Central
Jurisdiction College of Bishops and a representative from the six closest
annual conferences. The majority of the forty-one-member board are to be
members of the United Methodist Church.85

The pull from the sphere of education against ecclesiology has been
particularly strong in the United Methodist Church. Claude Welch
described a tendency for Protestant seminaries to be founded some dis-
tance away from the ethos of the colleges and the education that they
offered.8¢ McCulloh suggests, however, that “a somewhat unique charac-
teristic of Methodist schools of theology” has been “their affinity for uni-
versities and other higher education institutions.” The first three theologi-
cal schools (Boston University, Garrett, Drew) were quickly set in a
university context.87 American Methodism is unique in having formed by

T9McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 23.

80John O. Gross, Methodist Beginnings in Higher Education (Nashville,
TN: Methodist Church, Board of Education, Division of Educational Institutions,
1959), 21f.

81McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 134.

82Tbid., 164.

83Ibid., 95.

84Personal letter from John E. Harnish, then Associate General Secretary,
Board of Higher Education, the United Methodist Church, June 21, 1994.

85St. Paul School of Theology Bylaws, 1993, Art. II.

86Claude Welch, Graduate Education in Religion. A Critical Approach
(Missoula, MT: U. of Montana, 1971), 116; cf. McCulloh, 83.

87McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 83.
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1922 seven divinity schools organically connected to universities.88 It also
is alone in continuing to have seminaries in the university under ecclesio-
logical control. The motivation was not ecclesiological, but practical con-
cerns for educational, religious, and cultural resources to relate the church
and its leadership to its society. McCulloh suggests that these concerns
also drew United Methodist theological education into urban centers.8°
Glenn Miller observes that the university context also was fitting for the
lack of sharp distinction of laity and clergy in Methodism.%0

The frequent beginnings of theological education in departments in
Christian colleges accentuated the distance from the church. Colleges had
a distinct role in the development of theological education in United
Methodism. The Christmas Conference, which organized the American
Methodist church in 1784, in authorizing the establishment of the ill-fated
Cokesbury College, included among the latter’s purposes preparation for
public service for the “young men who are called to preach.”! The pri-
mary purpose, however, was for children of preachers and orphans. It was
an English free school that never achieved college status (although
Thomas Coke in contrast to Francis Asbury had that desire).92 Asbury
later sought a boarding academy for every conference and led the organi-
zation of five or six of them.%3

In America the prevailing opinion in this period was that preparing
an educated ministry could best be done through the general colleges sup-
ported by the church. The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers led to
an emphasis on all young Christians having the opportunity for Bible
study and related disciplines. An 1840 Episcopal address stated that “as a

88Conrad Cherry, Hurrying Toward Zion. Universities, Divinity Schools, and
American Protestantism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana U., 1995), 19, 23. Miller,
however, proposes that Methodists thus became the leader of university-related
divinity schools by default because the early theological schools were not well
supported by the church and so needed the university framework (Piety and Intel-
lect, 460).

89McCulloh, 83 and chap. 7.

90Miller, 426f.

91Bangs, History of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1:230; cf. McCulloh,
10.

92Douglas R. Chandler, “A New Church in a New Nation, 1784-1800,” in
Those Incredible Methodists. A History of the Baltimore Conference of the United
Methodist Church, ed. G. P. Baker (Baltimore: Baltimore Conference, Commis-
sion on Archives and History, 1972), 66, 70.

93Gross, Methodist Beginnings in Higher Education, 31.
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Christian community, all our institutions of learning should be sanctuaries
of theological science.9* The General Conference of 1820 gave the bish-
ops the right to appoint traveling preachers as officers and teachers in col-
leges.%5 Ecclesiological concern, however, created a resistance to domi-
nance by the more secular academic institution. The charter of Boston
University required a faculty separate from the biblical or religion depart-
ments of the university in order to preserve the distinctive task of a semi-
nary.96 A determination to move into a deeper relationship with the
church%7 led the “School of Religion,” established at Duke in 1926, to
become a divinity school in 1940.98

Up to 1912 the bishops had to approve all faculty appointments to
the seminaries.?® The removal of this requirement reflected a different
ecclesiological understanding of the seminary. It was removed largely in
reaction to the Council of Bishops’ refusal in 1905 to confirm the election
to the faculty of Boston University of Hinckley Mitchell, an Old Testa-
ment scholar accused of incompatible views on biblical scholarship and
other doctrinal matters.!90 An understanding has been that actions of the
General Conference, bishops, or church agencies are not to dictate the
seminary curriculum. When the 1956 Discipline required studies in
Methodist history, doctrine, and polity for full clergy conference member-
ship and when the Methodist seminaries were required in 1960 to include
these studies in their course offerings, some feared that the General Con-
ference was beginning to determine seminary curriculum.!01

94To the 1840 General Conference, quoted in Norwood, 306. Significantly,
the colleges were viewed as being part of the “Christian community.”

95Gross, 36f.

96McCulloh, 84.

97The description of the relationship of the church to the educational institu-
tion as “patronage” probably fit the college better than the seminary. This term
was used, for example, in the charter of Wesleyan University (“the patronizing
Conferences”) (Edward Cooke, “The Wesleyan University,” in Early Schools of
Methodism, ed. Cummings, 172) and in the first annual catalogue of Baldwin
University (A. Schuyler, “The Schools in Berea, Ohio,” in Early Schools of
Methodism, 316).

98McCulloh, 88.

99Thomas Trotter, “Forward,” in McCulloh, Ministerial Education in the
American Methodist Movement, Xii.

100McCulloh, 246.

1011hid., 300.
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Gerald McCulloh concludes his Ministerial Education in the Ameri-
can Methodist Movement by affirming the independence of the educa-
tional sphere. The schools must be free so as to avoid “preoccupation with
techniques of congregational manipulation or institutional gadgetry” that
would distort the schools’ educational integrity and impoverish the
church’s own life and mission. The churches and the schools must be free
“to say yes or no to each other.”’102 Kelsey grounds academic freedom in
the priority of faithfulness to God over our theological traditions. In addi-
tion, the nature of true learning requires more than simple transfer from
teacher to student of a single line of thought, although the church’s theo-
logical tradition appropriately provides the starting point of critical reflec-
tive study.!03

The danger in thus embracing the institutional sphere of education is
that its focus and horizons can dominate the concerns of the sphere of the
church to which the society belongs rather than developing a unique
Christian philosophy of educational practice.!%4 The solution is not to
deny the special character and needs of education, but to ensure that the
educational society remains a living part of the church that it serves. As
H. Richard Niebuhr urged,!05 the other components of the church are nec-
essary for the enterprise of theological learning. The necessary abstraction
of concrete reality must be carried out in the context of worship of God,
hearing God’s Word, and direct service to one’s neighbor. Theology must
not be severed from the total life of which it is the intellectual part.

Experience in the life of the church as it encounters God is a crucial
form of religious knowledge. The theological task should deal with the
questions that arise out of the essential practices of the church,!96 includ-
ing the church’s responsibility for training its ministerial leadership. At
the same time, the theological enterprise must respond to Scripture, rea-
son, tradition, and other sources of Christian experience more broadly
than the church’s current experience so as to have the capacity to have a
critical stance regarding the practice and thought of the church.

1021pid., 309f.
103Kelsey, To Understand God Truly, 184-86.

104 .ansman, Higher Education in the Evangelical United Brethren Church,
138.

105Niebuhr, Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry, 129-33; cf. Calivas,
“Orthodox Theology and Theologians,” 281, 305.

106Kelsey, chaps. 7-8.
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Financial Independence. Financial considerations have provided
another factor tending to remove the seminaries from their organic unity
with the rest of the church. The United Methodist Church pays only 20
percent of the operating costs of its thirteen seminaries!07 (although that
still provides considerable leverage). Most of the seminaries were estab-
lished through very large gifts from wealthy laypersons. This pragmatic
factor, not ecclesiological considerations, has prodded independence. The
extreme case was when the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, lost con-
trol of Vanderbilt University. The courts ruled in 1914 that the founder
was not the church, but Cornelius Vanderbilt because of his $1,000,000
gift.108

Ecumenical Service. A further factor lessening the relationship of
United Methodist seminaries to the rest of the denomination has been
ecumenical commitment. The ecumenical leadership of United Method-
ism was prepared by historic Wesleyan ecclesiology. For Wesley the
church is the people of God in a particular area as they associate and man-
ifest the true characteristics of the church. In his sermon “Of the Church,”
Wesley states that “a particular church may . . . consist of any number of
members, whether two or three, or two or three million.” The universal
church is all the persons in the universe whom God has called out of the
world. A national church, like the Church of England, is the part of that
great body which lives in any particular nation. Christians who live in one
town or even who gather in a particular house are smaller parts of the uni-
versal church.19 Different denominations are the same church just occu-
pying different ground. Wesley wrote to the Methodists in America in
1784 that they were to invade no one’s territory. Methodists could cope
with different rites and non-essential differences in doctrine as long as
they could carry out their mission.!10

As Wesley recognized larger geographical units also to be truly the
church, so too was the church universal. The strong ecclesiological con-
nectionalism of Methodism means that there is no autonomy to surrender.
Acknowledgment of a higher identity lies in the idea of the church so that

107Harnish, June 21, 1994 letter.

108V cCulloh, Ministerial Education, 167.

109Wesley, “Of the Church” (1785) 1.14-15, in Works, Bicentennial Ed.,
3:50f.

110Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England, 135.
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acceptance of mutual responsibility and submission to mutual jurisdiction
is natural.!l! Further, visibility as a congregation and in sacrament and
preaching characterizes the nature of the church. “The visible Church of
Christ is a congregation of faithful men in which the pure Word of God is
preached, and the Sacraments duly administered . . .” (Articles of Reli-
gion of the Methodist Church XIII [taken over from the Thirty-Nine Arti-
cles of the Church of England]). Since visibility characterizes the church,
unity with other believers must be more than a “spiritual” matter.!12

The Methodist understanding of the church includes a tension
between a loose inclusivism and a rigid exclusivism.!13 The Wesleyan
society in eighteenth-century England was not to form itself as a separate
sect because that would interfere with their mission “to spread life among
all denominations.”!14 Non-Anglican Dissenters were allowed into the
Methodist societies.!15 Likewise, the seminary carries its educational task
to the other denominations as well. A comparable institution might be
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School that similarly has a two-fold princi-
ple. It is sponsored by and serves the Evangelical Free Church, but also is
consciously open to and reflective of the Evangelical movement gener-
ally. More broadly, Neo-Evangelicals, by not forming one distinct denom-
ination, could serve all denominations, including the provision of Evan-
gelical seminaries.

Methodist ecclesiology gives support for the presence of the broad
Christian tradition in its institutions for educating ministerial leaders.

111Beck, “Some Reflections on Connexionalism,” 46.

12john Deschner, “Methodism’s Thirteenth Article,” Perkins School of The-
ology Journal 13,2 (1960), 9f.

13Durward Hofler, “The Methodist Doctrine of the Church,” Methodist
History 6,1 (October, 1967), 34.

H4Wesley, Letter to Thomas Taylor, April 4, 1790, in Wesley, The Letters of
the Rev. John Wesley, ed. J. Telford (London: Epworth, 1931), 8:211; cf. Wesley, A
Preservative Against Unsettled Notions in Religion (Bristol: Farley, 1758), 241.
Similarly, following Wesley’s death, the London Trustees contended that the
Methodists were intended to be “evangelists to all denominations,” not just another
denomination. They were to be a middle link uniting all religious parties “in the
interests of experimental religion and scriptural holiness” (Address of the London
Trustees, July 17, 1793, in Bowmer, Pastor and People, 23). A para-church organi-
zation can also be understood to be a servant of the church and not of a particular
denomination: C. Howard Hopkins described the YMCA in its early years as “not
a denomination, but the servant of the churches for a specialized ministry to young
men” (John R. Mott [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979], 235).

115Snyder, “John Wesley and the Radical Protestant Tradition,” 129.
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Niebuhr argued for the educational importance of this perspective. A com-
mitment to the church as a whole, greater than the more proximate denom-
inational part, allows for a critical theological attitude in which there can
be a confrontation with the theological object.l16 Wesley, however, also
regarded the Methodist distinctives as important for the movement’s work.
He would be zealous that they were imparted in training. The broad ethos
of the age-old church had distinct content for Wesley. For him, “one Spirit,
one faith, one hope, one baptism, one God and Father of all” each repre-
sents significant further content for Christian life and faith.!17

The discussion that led to the establishment of the institute that
became the first theological school in America in 1840 (eventually Boston
University School of Theology) proposed that it be for “candidates with
suitable qualifications from any Christian church.”!18 The university
design opened this wider door at Duke. An objective of its founders was
establishing ““a university school of ministerial education.” The focus was
to be on the distinctive tasks of Christian theology, which were separate
from the secular study of religion as a phenomenon of human culture.
Within this Christian focus, the school had dual principles. On one hand, it
had a legal relationship with the North Carolina conferences of the
Methodist Episcopal Church. One of its principles was to embrace the
received religious tradition of its founders. The other principle, however,
was a conscious reflection on its university format—the freedom to accent
what was essential for advancing theological understanding in a university
context. “University” was understood to demand ecumenicity. The 1926-
27 Duke catalog stated that members of all other Christian denominational
groups were to be made welcome in a school of religion. The basis of the
work was broadly catholic and not narrowly denominational. According to
Robert Cushman, in this second principle, the living church, which forms
the indispensable reference in theological education, now was the church
universal, as the particular Methodist church was the living church for the
first principle. Cushman sees this to be in accord with Wesley’s sermon
“The Catholic Spirit” and his “Letter to a Roman Catholic.”!19

116Niebuhr, Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry, 9-41, see particularly
10, 40.

I7Wesley, Sermon 74, “Of the Church,” 1-19, in Works, Bicentennial Ed.,
3:46-52.

118“The Convention at Boston,” Zion’s Watchman 4,18 (May 4, 1839), 70.

L19Robert E. Cushman, Fifty Years of Theology and Theological Education
at Duke; Retrospect and Prospect,” Duke Divinity School Review 42 (1977), 8-11.
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The attempt to do theological reflection with reference to two levels
of the church, the denomination and the church universal, appears to have
become the mode of contemporary United Methodist seminaries. Boston
University School of Theology was allowed by the university charter to
insist on adherence to Methodist principles. The School of Theology in
1871 chose, however, to subscribe to a rule which previously had applied
only to the rest of the university: No instructor should be required ““to pro-
fess any particular religious opinions as a test of office.”120 The School of
Theology at Claremont when newly incorporated in 1956 stated its inten-
tion “to prepare ministers and other professional leaders for the churches
of the Christian faith . . . irrespective of denominational connection or
religious profession.”!2! Claremont’s campus provides a base for a theo-
logical cluster that also includes seminaries of the Episcopal, Lutheran,
and Presbyterian denominations. Claremont provides the degree and one
year of the Master of Divinity degree for the Episcopal seminary, while
the Disciples have a House of Studies for their students at Claremont.!22
At the same time it should be noted that the bishop of the California area
is the chair of the board of trustees, eighty percent of whom are United
Methodist. Forty-eight percent of the students are United Methodist.123
Gammon Theological Seminary is a special case as it, in service primarily
of African-American ordained ministry, shares with six other denomina-
tions in a unified faculty, curriculum, library, and facilities in the Interde-
nominational Theological Center.

In 1980 McCulloh noted that among the seminaries, from fifteen to
about fifty percent of the student bodies came from other churches.
Reciprocally, in some years the number of United Methodists graduating
from non-United Methodist seminaries exceeded those graduating from
United Methodist seminaries.!24 This service of other churches, however,
has been accompanied by a diminishing of the organic relationship of
some Methodist seminaries to their own church. Drew and Duke have
officially identified themselves as interdenominational and ecumenical.!25

120Cherry, Hurrying Toward Zion, 61.

121School of Theology at Claremont, Faculty Handbook (1994), 1.1.

122personal letter from Marjorie Suchocki, Vice President for Academic
Affairs and Dean, School of Theology at Claremont, September 28, 1994.

123Personal letter from John E. Harnish, June 28, 1994.

124McCulloh, Ministerial Education, 95.

125Tpid., 307.
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Conclusion

The United Methodist seminary is a missional society serving the
church by carrying out its charge for educating its ministerial leaders. As
a society, it is part of the church, yet it has an independence necessary to
carry out its educational task. The involvement in academic institutional
life creates a tension in the organic unity with the institutional life of the
church. This separation is expanded by the intentional ecumenical breadth
of the educational society’s services. As a result, the United Methodist
seminaries experience the danger of moving from the missional society
model to that of an independent institution that has only a working agree-
ment with the church. The relationship then is not that of a part to the
whole but of one institution to another, although accompanied by a com-
mitment to the tradition and style of theology of the church. To that
degree the seminaries have moved out of the original United Methodist
ecclesiological foundation.
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THE “BAPTIST VISION” OF
JAMES WM. McCLENDON, JR.:
A WESLEYAN-PENTECOSTAL RESPONSE

by

Amos Yong

On 30 October 2000, shortly after completing the final pages of his
Systematic Theology, James William McClendon, Jr., Distinguished
Scholar in Residence at Fuller Theological Seminary, returned home to be
with the Lord.! The following review, reflection, and response to McClen-
don’s “baptist vision” is written in recognition of its importance for con-
temporary Christian theology. At the same time, insofar as it seeks to par-
ticipate in, complement, and extend the theological conversation to which
McClendon had devoted his life’s work, it should also be considered as a
tribute to his legacy. Part one of this essay will summarize some of the
primary themes, motifs, and arguments of the Systematic Theology,
thereby setting the stage for the dialogue to follow in part two. There, 1
will look in some detail at McClendon’s “baptist vision,” his biographi-
cal/theological method, and his theology of religions, and do so in conver-
sation with recent Wesleyan and Pentecostal theology since these are con-

1James Wm. McClendon, Jr., 6 March 1924-30 October 2000. McClendon’s
magnum opus is his Ethics: Systematic Theology, Vol. 1; Doctrine: Systematic
Theology, Vol. II; and Witness: Systematic Theology, Vol. III (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1986, 1994, and 2000 respectively). All references to these volumes will be
cited parenthetically in the text simply by volume, colon, and page number; italics
and emphases within quotations are McClendon’s unless otherwise noted.
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sidered by McClendon as members within the family tree of the Radical
Reformation.2

Part I: McClendon’s Systematic Theology—An Overview

Theology had been previously defined by McClendon as “a science
of convictions.”3 But what are convictions? They are “our persuasions, the
beliefs we embody with some reason, guiding all our thought, shaping our
lives” (1:23). Theology is, therefore, the “discovery, understanding, and
transformation of the convictions of a convictional community, including
the discovery and critical revision of their relation to one another and to
whatever else there is” (1:23). Putting it this way, the progression of
McClendon’s Systematic Theology from Ethics through Doctrine, and
concluding in Witness makes eminent sense. Theology flows out of and
shapes convictional practices. What Christians believe (Doctrine) cannot
be abstracted from what they do (Ethics and Witness).

1. Ethics. McClendon begins his Ethics with the question of what
an authentic baptist theology should be like. He lays out the hypothesis,
designed to be tested throughout the Systematic Theology, that the marks
of a distinctively baptist theology include the following features:

1. Biblicism, understood in the sense of Scripture being
authoritative for faith and practice;

2. Evangelism, oriented toward mission with the understand-
ing that genuine witness may entail suffering;

3. Liberationism, with emphasis on the individual’s voluntary
response to God, and on the Christian community and its
separation from the state;

4. Discipleship, defined as life-long service in acknowledg-
ment of the lordship of Christ and signified by believer’s
baptism;

2Because I did not know James McClendon in person, I can only honor his
life’s work by engaging seriously with his ideas. At the end of the Preface to vol-
ume 2, McClendon writes, “I point out that I have written slowly, that there is much
on each page, and that slow reading is in this case the best reading. In particular, I
point this out to reviewers, who are at their lovely best when they take time to read
what is actually written.” I hope that I have heeded the author’s request, and that
such would be evident in what follows to those who knew him best.

3From James Wm. McClendon, Jr., and James M. Smith, Convictions:
Defusing Religious Relativism (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International,
1994), esp. chap. 7; orig. published as Understanding Religious Relativism (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1974).
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5. Community, understood as sharing life together in the serv-
ice of and with Christ, signified by the Lord’s supper.

Drawing from Peter’s connecting the pentecostal experience with the
prophecy of Joel—*“this is that” (Acts 2:16), this experience on the day of
Pentecost being a fulfillment of that prophecy—the baptist vision also
makes a similar claim. Expressed as a hermeneutical motto, this claim is a
“shared awareness of the present Christian community as the primitive
community and the eschatological community. In other words, the church
now is the primitive church and the church on the day of judgment is the
church now; the obedience and liberty of the followers of Jesus of
Nazareth is our liberty, our obedience” (1:31). These two motifs—*this is
that” and “then is now”—are at the heart of McClendon’s baptist vision:
“The church now is the primitive church; we are Jesus’ followers; the
commands are addressed directly to us. . . . The baptist ‘is’ in ‘this is that’
is therefore neither developmental nor successionist, but mystical and
immediate; it might be better understood by the artist and poet than by the
metaphysician and dogmatist” (1:33).

But why begin with ethics? While McClendon acknowledges the
interconnectedness between ethics and doctrine and their presupposing
each other, he argues for the chronological priority of ethics over doctrine
(1:42). Are not spiritual and moral instruction the center of Christian life
from which emerges Christian teaching? Yet McClendon is not interested
in ethics understood simply as moral decision-making. Rather, building
on the work of others like Stanley Hauerwas and John Howard Yoder, the
decisions of the moral life flow out of shared convictions about the way
things ought to be, and such convictions derive, finally, from the shared
story that Christians participate in. Our Christian lives are or should be no
more and no less than the re-enactment of convictions found in the bibli-
cal story: “this is that.”

It is also important to note that, for McClendon, convictions are
what make persons and communities what they are. To relinquish a con-
viction is not simply to shed an incidental belief but to undergo a transfor-
mation of self or community into something other than what it was
before. But what then about the convictions undergirding Christian moral-
ity? What, in other words, is the content of Christian convictions about
the spiritual and moral life? McClendon suggests a three-stranded frame-
work for understanding biblical morality: the sphere of the organic (the
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body, the material, the natural and environmental realms), the sphere of
the communal (the social, the interpersonal, the ecclesial realms), and the
sphere of the anastatic (the resurrection, pentecostal, and eschatological
realms) (1:66-67). His argument is that God is to be found in each sphere
of human life, even while none of the spheres is disconnected from the
others, and each includes the other two (cf. 1:186). The three-part struc-
ture of Ethics unfolds according to this three-fold framework.

Each of the three parts, in turn, follows a similar structure. The
sphere of the organic begins with the contours of an ethics and morality of
the body and moves toward an ethic of sexual love. The sphere of the
communal outlines a social ethics and moves toward an ethic and politic
of forgiveness. The sphere of the anastatic begins with a sketch of resur-
rection ethics and moves toward an ethic of peace. The movement in each
case, from the general toward specificity, is mediated in the middle chap-
ters of each part by biographical narratives which depict the baptist vision
of “this is that.” These biographies are by no means accidental to the Sys-
tematic Theology. Rather, they follow from McClendon’s conviction that
narratives are at the heart of identity, and that part of the theological task
involves exploring how the Christian narrative and personal narratives that
are far removed in space and time are interrelated.*

More concretely, for example, part one begins with the narrative of
the black experience of religion and morality as embodied. The next chap-
ter on the lives of Sarah and Jonathan Edwards tests the ethical theory as it
relates to the erotic and yet common life of Christians. The last chapter in
this part discusses sexual love within the larger moral framework of multi-
ple narrative identities. Whether it be the Augustinian understanding of
concupiscence connected with the fall, the romantic myth of the twelfth-
century Tristan poem, the Freudian myth of eroticism, or Robert Louis
Stevenson’s love story, Catriona (1893)—the last presented in order to
illuminate the biblical story of divine agapeic love—moral character, iden-
tity and norms are shown to be derivative from various kinds of narratives.

Part two on social ethics continues this narrative approach. Bonhoef-
fer’s life illustrates how Christian convictions are lived out amidst diffi-

4This theological programme was charted long before the Systematic
Theology began; cf. James Wm. McClendon, Jr., Biography as Theology: How Life
Stories Can Remake Today’s Theology (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press,
1975). Alongside the three biographical chapters, other section-long or paragraph-
long narratives are interspersed throughout Ethics.
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cult social and political circumstances. Without a communal environment
to cultivate, reinforce, and act upon the shared Christian story, not only
was Bonhoeffer’s martyrdom inevitable, but the Confessing Church’s
resistance to the Nazi regime was bound to fail (cf. 1:207, 210). This is
because it is only in communities that practices are established, per-
formed, and maintained. Practices which go wrong or counter the
redemptive model of Jesus’ life become fallen principalities and powers
that stand in need of correction (1:173-77, passim).

Finally, in the discussion of resurrection ethics, Dorothy Day’s quest
for social utopia exemplifies the socio-ethical implications of a millennial
vision wedded to pacifist convictions. Yet visions and convictions are
rooted in practices and narratives that persist through trying times. Day’s
period of engaging the world from the Great Depression, through the sec-
ond World War, and to the later Civil Rights movement, is a testimony to
the continuities amidst the disjunctions of a set of meaningful and lived
convictions. Building on Day’s biography, McClendon argues in the final
chapter of this part that peacemaking is the set of practices that brings
together all three spheres of the ethical life: the organic, the social, and
the eschatological. These practices are rooted, finally, in the life and mes-
sage of Jesus. As McClendon notes, it is by stories that “our lives are
shaped; their narrative logic controls our use of rationality; they are the
stuff of our convictions. If, then, we find our own convictions in discord,
the indication is that we have not gotten our own stories straight” (1:313).
Thus it is that this three-sphered ethics is a narrative ethics because “its
task is the discovery, understanding, and creative transformation of a
shared and lived story, one whose focus is Jesus of Nazareth and the king-
dom he proclaims—a story that on its moral side requires such discovery,
such understanding, such transformation to be true to itself” (1:332).

2. Doctrine. Doctrine continues the development McClendon’s bap-
tist vision: “this is that; then is now.” The driving motif in this volume is
doctrine as practice: What does the church need to teach in order to be the
church? McClendon’s argument is that (at least in America), theology
from Edwards to Martin Luther King, Jr., has been “a practice about prac-
tices, a secondary practice that sought to discover, to interpret, and (provi-
sionally) to revise the primary practices of the Christian communities it
served” (2:56).

To further explore this thesis, McClendon suggests that traditional
soteriological doctrines and categories be reinterpreted as practices at var-
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ious stages of the Christian spiritual journey which are directed toward
the eschatological reign of God (Part One). What is known as “catech-
esis’—which in the early church both preceded and followed after bap-
tism—concerns the practices of instruction. “Conversion” governs the
practice of baptism. “Koinonia” shapes the practices of eucharistic life
following the way of Jesus. “Sanctification” influences the practices of
discernment. McClendon discusses these successively under the cate-
gories “preparing,” “conversion,” “following,” and “soaring” (2:137-44).
Yet each of these are dimensions of the one “salvation” that Christians
experience (2:121). This salvation is the means through which believers
experience the presence of Christ (the organic); through which they come
into right relations with Christ and each other (the communal); and
through which enter into a new way of life (the anastatic).

Yet while practices do fund doctrines, it can also be said that doc-
trines also illuminate practices. McClendon’s discussion of christology
(Part Two) specifically focuses on the various ways in which christologi-
cal doctrines illuminate Christian practices. The doctrine of the resurrec-
tion serves to structure the practice of Christian worship; that of ascension
enables vision of the risen Christ [it encourages the practices of waiting
and tarrying] and reception of the Spirit of Christ [it legitimates the expe-
rience of Spirit-baptism]; that of the Pentecostal presence of the risen
Christ governs the kingdom work and disciple witness of the community
of Christ’s followers (2:240).5 But, at the same time (and perhaps, more
importantly), resurrection, ascension, and Pentecost are not only about us
and our practices, but also about God and his actions. They narrate the
activities of God’s own story (cf. 2:248) such that they are truthful repre-
sentations of God’s character and life. In this way, McClendon attempts to
account for Christian theology, doctrine, and practice. But to do so, he has
to resort, finally, to a “two-narrative” christology (2:274-78) that is remi-
niscent of the “two-nature” christology of Chalcedon.

SFor an extensively developed narrative christology of praxis that comple-
ments McClendon’s efforts, see Donald L. Gelpi, S.J., The Firstborn of Many: A
Christology for Converting Christians, 3 vols., Marquette Studies in Theology 20-
22 (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 2001), esp. vol. 2: Synoptic
Narrative Christology. Gelpi’s christology, however, should be read against his
larger project of a systematic foundational theology of Christian conversion: how
should Christian beliefs shape Christian life? For an overview of Gelpi’s system,
see Amos Yong, “In Search of Foundations: The Oeuvre of Donald L. Gelpi, S.J.,
and Its Significance for Pentecostal Theology, Philosophy & Spirituality,” Journal
of Pentecostal Theology, forthcoming.
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This said, McClendon insists that doctrines are never only items of
belief, but also structures of practices. Thus, christology serves as an invi-
tation to us to participate in the life of Jesus and that of his disciples. Fur-
ther, the doctrine of the atonement is about the work of God through Jesus
Christ; but it is also about how Jesus’ sacrificial life illuminates the Chris-
tian practice of carrying the cross. Thus, the gospel stories are about
Jesus’ life and his relationship to his disciples; but they also “invite con-
temporary readers to identify themselves with the wayward but trans-
formed disciples of the story. The Gospels rhetorically invite readers to
become participating disciples [by providing] the essential elements—
character, plot, setting—of authentic narrative” (2:228).

Part Three on “The Fellowship of the Spirit” continues to probe the
question of what kind of Christian community is appropriate to the Chris-
tian story. As expected, McClendon argues for a “free church” ecclesiol-
ogy rooted in the baptist vision. Such an ecclesiology is “local, Spirit-
filled, mission-oriented, its discipleship always shaped by a practice of
discernment” (2:243). This hearkens to the marks of the baptist vision as
detailed in Ethics. It assumes regular Bible reading along with communal
interpretation. It is therefore pneumatic over and against Protestant or
Catholic ecclesiologies which are characterized as more local-
ized/individualized or corporate/catholic (2:341-44; I will return to this
point later). Yet this is far from a sectarian (in the pejorative sense) eccle-
siology. Rather, while each ecclesial voice and vision should be heard by
the others, all are “provisional, awaiting future, even eschatological, com-
pletion” (2:337). In fact, McClendon’s ecumenical vision insists that each
voice continues to engage other voices, including those of the Jews who
are not only at the roots of Christian community, but who also share cen-
tral biblical narratives with those in the Christian way (2:345-60).

When applied to Christian worship, the baptist hermeneutical princi-
ple of “this is that, then is now” is what enables the church at worship to
know itself as the church (2:385). Thus, paedo-baptism is unacceptable
since only adults can affirm the “yes” or insist on saying “no” to Jesus
(2:394-95), and the former is absolutely necessary for true discipleship.
With regard to the eucharist,

to say that [Jesus] is present in a way that matters . . . is to say
that the one of whom this story tells is present in such a way
that the story continues, present in a way that makes no sense
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save for the story to this point, a way that shapes the story still
to follow. Hence there can be no better “honoring,” no better
“worshiping” of the one who meets us in Christian liturgy than
recalling that story, any of its parts and especially its high
moments (2:378).

It also is important to emphasize that the entirety of the liturgy (and not
only the formal sacraments)—including its times, structures, and
spaces—not only coheres with what the church teaches, but is the means
of living out and transmitting (handing on) Christian convictions.

Readers will notice, however, that McClendon appears to have devi-
ated from his biographical theology. Where are the historical and contem-
porary narratives which hold together the practices and undergird the con-
victions of Christian doctrine? McClendon explains in the Preface that
due to constraints of space (as it is, Doctrine is already the longest of the
three volumes, reaching to 536 pages), only a short section here or a para-
graph there provide biographical glimpses into the life and faith of Chris-
tians. In this volume, therefore, the dominant narrative is that of Jesus
Christ’s. Secondarily, the narrative of the church functions to illuminate
the soteriological structure of Christian faith and experience. Yet this sec-
ondary narrative remains highly abstract. Put another way, it is descriptive
of every Christian in a general sense (and thus functions normatively), but
is of no one in particular (as readers of Ethics will clearly miss).

Yet it is also true to say that the combination of these two narra-
tives—of the gospel narrative and that of the Christian way—Ieads
McClendon to completely restructure the traditional framework of sys-
tematic theology. Arguably, his is the most ambitious project in system-
atic theology to date which proceeds from the narrativist framework. As
such, Doctrine provides new categories and new theological loci by
which to grasp the important truths, beliefs and experiences of Christians
in a postmodern world.® This is a movement away from classical theism,

6For all of their emphasis on the testimony, Pentecostals have yet to produce
a systematic theology in narrative form. One such Wesleyan account is available:
Michael Lodahl’s The Story of God: Wesleyan Theology and Biblical Narrative
(Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press, 1994). It is a single-volume work which
focuses exclusively on the biblical narrative, thereby following its basic contours.
The arrangement of the theological loci reflects this biblical shape: creation, sin,
covenant, christology, ecclesiology, and eschatology. What, if anything, do these
examples—Lodahl’s and McClendon’s—tell us about the implications of narrative
methodologies for the traditional theological loci?
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if by that one means building the Augustinian-Thomistic synthesis on
indubitable foundations (i.e., the doctrine of revelation), proceeding
through trinitarian theology (i.e., the doctrine of God), and culminating
with eschatology (i.e., the doctrine of last things).” Of course, these ele-
ments are all present in Doctrine, but transfigured structurally, relation-
ally, and, arguably, in terms of content, by the narrative method
employed. Thus, for example, McClendon begins with eschatology and
concludes with the doctrine of revelation understood in terms of the cate-
gory “authority.” The discussion of the doctrine of the Trinity is found in
chapter seven, but is there set squarely within the gospel narrative of the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. On the one hand, then, those who
are looking for a traditionally structured systematic theology might come
away from a superficial reading of Doctrine feeling like they’ve missed
out on their meal altogether. On the other hand, those who are looking to
see how one baptist vision informs and shapes the enterprise of system-
atic theology may feel treated to a royal feast.

3. Witness. The last volume of Systematic Theology reintroduces the
biographical method prevalent in Ethics but largely missing in Doctrine.
The driving question of Witness is “where and how the church must stand
to be the witnessing church; that is, what must be the relation between the
culture that is the church (and the larger Christian and biblical metacul-
ture the church represents) and those cultures the church indwells, evan-
gelizes, serves?” (3:34). McClendon’s goal in this volume, broadly put, is
a theology of culture.

Part One focuses on exploring certain aspects of contemporary cul-
ture. In successive chapters, the religious, scientific, and artistic dimen-
sions of human life are probed as “cultural vistas.” McClendon funda-
mental intuition that Christian convictions require both a yes and a no to
culture appears immediately in the discussion of religion which begins
with Navajo culture. Navajo convictions and practices are presented
across the broad spectrum of the Navajo experience, followed by a brief
history of the arrival of Protestant and Catholic missionaries and their

"McClendon makes the observation that, generally speaking, the scholastic
and rationalistic language of classical theism remains incomprehensible to most
Baptist ministers (2:300-01). This in itself marks a paradigm shift in evangelical
theology today; see my “Divine Knowledge and Future Contingents: Weighing the
Presuppositional Issues in the Contemporary Debate,” Evangelical Review of
Theology, forthcoming.
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interaction with the Navajos. McClendon’s assessment of Christian faith
vis-a-vis Navajo religiosity is captured in a section which deserves to be
quoted at length:

For the gospel of the new that comes in Jesus Christ can only
exclaim with an amen to the Navajo sense of the wholeness of
life and the beauty it evinces. Would that Europeans and
Anglo Americans had perceived such a wholeness sooner and
more clearly! Here Navajo ‘religion’ (or better, their religious-
ness) has much to teach the Christian missionaries and wit-
nesses who come near it. On the other hand, the gospel must
proclaim good tidings. . . , a word of great good cheer to
Navajo people who, for whatever reason, are hounded by fear
of witches and dread of ghosts. . . .Thus, to repeat, the gospel
is not a simple no or yes to Navajo ‘religion’ but declares a
simultaneous yes and no (3:73).

This simultaneous yes and no persists throughout the remainder of
McClendon’s discussion of American religious culture which includes the
American Revolution, the 19th century Evangelical Revivals, and the
Social Gospel.

The chapters on science and society (written by Nancey Murphy)
and on art in American culture continue to tease out the tensions between
the yes and the no on the one hand, and McClendon’s baptist vision on
the other. Scientific discoveries affirm the intrinsic connection between
the material and social strands of human experience (cf. the argument in
Ethics) even while the theological doctrine of original sin (for example),
is seen to have played a role in advances in the biological and sociobio-
logical sciences. Further, the baptist conviction that witness perseveres
through suffering provides a window into the question of natural evil. In
the discussion of the visual, verbal and musical arts, the tensions between
emphasis on the empirical here-and-now world and the transcendental
spiritual-sublime world is explored through the lens of the two-narrative
christological notion of the hypostatic union (developed in Doctrine). Just
as the incarnation meant the transmutation of both flesh and spirit into a
“distinct biblical whole (‘God with us’),” so does Christian art mean the
transmutation of both empirical and spiritual art into a new whole as well
(3:137). This chapter makes for especially interesting reading as McClen-
don contextualizes aesthetic theory and theology in the narratives of
prominent American artists, writers, and musicians.

4] —
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Part Two of Witness is an extensive engagement with the philosophi-
cal debate about modernity and postmodernity in contemporary American
culture. Structured after the argument in Ethics, the three chapters move
from a general overview of modern philosophy through to a more specific
examination of philosophy of religion in a postmodern world, mediated
by an intellectual and religious biography of Wittgenstein. Here, McClen-
don breaks new ground in bringing to light evidence regarding the impor-
tant role of Christian conversion and convictions in Wittgenstein’s philo-
sophical development. In this regard, Wittgensteinian “fideism” must be
understood not as an isolated and parochial “last stand” designed to pro-
tect beliefs from outside criticism, but rather as flowing forth from and
grounded in the entirety of his quiet and yet sincere Christian life, “one
that weighs his [Wittgenstein’s] ‘wonderful life’ and its basic Christian
dimension into the task” (3:269). The result for the discipline of philoso-
phy of religion at the turn of the third millennium is that there is no such
thing as philosophy of religion apart from the religious convictions which
are brought to bear on such philosophizing.

While I will return to the question of McClendon’s philosophy of
religion later, the third and last part of Witness does play out this move-
ment toward a holistic Christian theology of culture and of cultural
engagement. McClendon’s dialectical treatment of the world’s identity and
Christian identity—*‘they measure and define each other” (3:343)—means
that Christianity itself is an essentially contested concept.8 How then can
the followers of Jesus provide a distinctively Christian witness to the
world? Certainly not in abstraction from the testimonies of their life narra-
tives, McClendon responds. It is precisely in such living narratives that the
rationality of Christian convictions can be seen to be most profound and
the Christian witness is felt to be most powerful because it engages rather
then withdraws from or rejects the world. Of course, the plurality of cul-
tures, religions, and experiences in the world means that the Christian wit-
ness appears as one amidst a number of “clashing stories.” This means, of

8Here, McClendon builds on the work of Stephen W. Sykes, The Identity of
Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from Schleiermacher to
Barth (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). The latter’s proposal, in turn, parallels
that of Robert Schreiter, who suggests that the process of contesting Christian
identity requires a dialectical movement between concepts whereby one humbly
submits one’s claims to others even while one receives the claims of others in a
self-critical fashion; see Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll:
Orbis Books, 1985), 119-21.
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course, that adjudicating conflicting narratives is both an ongoing contest
of engaging one’s own testimony with that of others and an eschatological
anticipation intrinsic to the hope embedded in the Christian story.

In the concluding chapter of this Systematic Theology, McClendon
applies his theology of culture to the concrete case of the relationship
between Christian theology and the university. He argues that every
worldview, even that of “secularism,” is theological in some respect
because all worldviews make explicit the convictions of one narrative or
another. Since this is the case, one cannot and should not bar Christian
theology from the university. On the other hand, “Every worldview, every
serious examination of human convictions in light of one another and in
light of whatever else there is (no reductionism is acceptable in this
work)—all this has some claim upon the curriculum, the prominence of
each claim being proportionate to its perceived value in the larger arts
curriculum and in the wider culture” (3:416). Here again, the “yes” and
the “no” of McClendon’s baptist vision is made evident.

Part II: Wesleyans and Pentecostals in Dialogue with McClendon

The preceding summary undoubtedly does not do justice to McClen-
don’s 1386-page multi-volumed work. I surely do not intend to raise
every conceivable point of criticism which might be raised, and that for at
least two reasons.” In the first place, my concerns about McClendon’s
work are few. I found myself more often than not agreeing with him intu-
itively and theologically.19 This leads to my second reason for only a cir-

9Both sympathetic and critical reviews have been published in response to
Ethics and Doctrine; see, e.g., Richard J. Mouw, “Ethics and Story: A Review
Article,” The Reformed Journal 37:8 (1987): 22-27; Stanley Hauerwas, “Reading
McClendon Takes Practice: Lessons in the Craft of Theology,” The Conrad Grebel
Review 15:3 (1997): 235-50; Willie James Jennings, “Recovering the Radical
Reformation for Baptist Theology: An Assessment of James Wm. McClendon Jr.’s
Doctrine (A Review Article),” Perspectives in Religious Studies 24:2 (1997): 181-
93; and Ralph C. Wood, “James Wm. McClendon, Jr.’s Doctrine: An Appreci-
ation,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 24:2 (1997): 195-99.

10My only real question about McClendon’s project concerns the emphasis
he places on the priority of narrative. I would agree with such considered chrono-
logically—that all thought is second-ordered activity that proceeds from life expe-
riences—but wonder about whether or not it is a nuanced enough position that
takes the dialectic of thought and experience into account epistemically. In other
words, to turn the questions around, do moral lives frame decision-making or do
the latter constitute moral selfhood? Do narratives structure experiences, or do
experiences give birth to narratives? Are the meanings of narratives equivalent to
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cumscribed dialogue with McClendon’s opus. As a Pentecostal who has
received part of his graduate education in a Wesleyan environment (West-
ern Evangelical Seminary in Portland, Oregon), my goal in what follows
is to bring McClendon’s achievement specifically into dialogue with the
Wesleyan and Pentecostal traditions. I believe this to be a worthwhile task
not only since McClendon specifically includes both Wesleyans and Pen-
tecostals within his baptist vision at various places throughout the System-
atic Theology, but also because the ground of convergences between this
baptist vision and Wesleyan and Pentecostal trajectories potentially makes
for fruitful comparison and self-critical reflection. I will begin by explor-
ing the inclusion of Wesleyans and Pentecostals in the baptist orbit (§1),
and move from there to exploring this “family” connection in greater
detail by way of looking at the issue of theological method (§2). I con-
clude by testing the methodological proposals of all three traditions in
light of their common task of theologizing Christianly in a religiously
plural world (§3).

1. The Baptist Vision and the Baptist Orbit. The first observation I
would like to make concerns the relationship of Wesleyan and Pentecostal
Christianity to McClendon’s baptist vision. Certainly McClendon recog-
nizes that these are three distinct trajectories of Christianity which have
emerged since the Protestant Reformation. Accordingly, he at times distin-
guishes churches with their origins in the Radical Reformation from
churches in the Holiness and Pentecostal streams (1:19). Yet at other times,
he does not, as when he sets off the baptist type of ecclesial existence over
and against the Catholic and the Protestant (2: chap. 8, esp. 334-35, 341-44
and 364-65; 2:450); as when he includes all “believer’s churches” within
the “baptist” orbit (1:34-35); as when he speaks of the “strange voices”

an understanding of their truths or are narratives to be held to and assessed by non-
narrativist criteria and principles? My own intuition in the matter is much more
complex than McClendon’s rhetoric, at least, lets on. Yet while I will deal with some
of these questions incidentally in what follows, space constraints and the purpose
of this review essay as a tribute to McClendon’s life work prevent me from taking
up these issues at any length. For discussions of some of these questions by advo-
cates of narrative theology, see Michael Goldberg, Theology and Narrative: A
Critical Introduction (Nashville: Abingdon, 1982); Ronald F. Thiemann, Revelation
and Theology: The Gospel as Narrated Promise (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1987); Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones, eds., Why Narrative?
Readings in Narrative Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1989); and
Hans W. Frei, Theology and Narrative: Selected Essays, eds. George Hunsinger and
William C. Placher (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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from the for-the-most-part silent baptist tradition (3:339-40); as when he
reflects on being oriented eschatologically to the coming Kingdom of God
(3:342); as when he discusses what has traditionally been called “sanctifi-
cation” and includes under his category “soaring” the Wesleyan doctrine of
entire sanctification and the Pentecostal experience of Spirit baptism
(2:142-44); as when he draws a parallel between baptist discipleship and
Wesleyan perfect love (2:278); and as when he agrees with Lesslie Newbi-
gin’s classification of 16th century Anabaptists together with 20th century
Pentecostals as the “third force” in Christendom (2:335 and 434).11 In each
of these cases, baptist includes Wesleyans at one moment, Pentecostals at
another, both together at a third, and so forth. In fact, things become signif-
icantly muddied when baptist also includes, at other moments, evangelical
and fundamentalist bodies (1:19), Methodism (2:365), and other denomi-
nations in the free church tradition which are

amorphous, and in its wholeness little known. Its communal
structure, like its doctrine and morals, is known only by bits
and pieces, and not as the character of one ecclesial type.
Some know what it means for Pentecostals to speak in
tongues; others see the point of the immersion of new mem-
bers; others make sense of the practice of the Rule of Christ
(Matt. 18:15-18); yet others appreciate the paradoxical claim
that “this [present gathering] is a New Testament church”
(2:362; brackets orig.).

Leaving aside the question of what it is that defines either Wes-
leyanism or Pentecostalism, perhaps one way to approach the relationship
between these two traditions and McClendon’s baptist vision is to inquire
into what exactly “baptist” means. The key clearly lies in his understand-
ing of “baptist” as referring to any and all who are heirs of the Radical
Reformation (1:19-20, 2-35; 2:45), and central to the definition of the lat-
ter is the primitivistic hermeneutic of “this is that” and “then is now.” In
this case, of course, Wesley’s biblicism and Pentecostalism’s primitivism
appear to qualify both within the baptist orbit. But so would, it seems, the
Lutheran sola scriptura. Other considerations therefore impinge on the
definition of baptist, including those features which mark out and clearly
distinguish an authentic baptist theological vision.

HIMcClendon here follows Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God:
Lectures on the Nature of the Church (New York: Friendship, 1954).
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Clearly, however, McClendon is not undertaking either a Wesleyan
or Pentecostal theology, but a baptist theology. Yet his is not a parochial
baptist theology, but an ecumenical one. It is motivated by the biblical
narrative of what the church should be (2:371). Thus, the issue, as noted
above in the discussion of ecclesiology in Doctrine, appears to revolve
around how one understands the church. This Systematic Theology repre-
sents a uniquely baptist effort to bring those voices and traditions which
have been on the periphery of the discussion back to the center. Here,
McClendon rides the tension between particularity and universality. On
the one hand, the baptist vision emerges from a historically locatable tra-
jectory which bridges the world of the Bible and the world of the Radical
Reformation; on the other hand, this vision is also ecumenical and escha-
tological, as evidenced not only by the various personal and communal
narratives it brings together, but also by the emphasis on the anastatic (in
Ethics), the theological priority of the Kingdom of God (beginning Doc-
trine), and the ecclesial practices which anticipate participation in that
Kingdom (concluding Witness, as “Story’s End”; 3:371-83, esp. 379-80).
Thus McClendon suggests that the various Christian identities “‘are justi-
fied only if they serve as provisional means toward that one great people-
hood that embraces all, the Israel of God” (3:374; cf. 2:365).

Granting this notion of eschatological provisionality and the ecu-
menical orientation of this baptist theology that proceeds not from a view
from nowhere but from the specificity of practices within the free church
tradition, the place of Wesleyans and Pentecostals within McClendon’s
baptist orbit seems legitimate. McClendon’s project is sure to connect with
the sympathies of ecumenically minded and yet convinced Wesleyans and
Pentecostals. Further, insofar as Wesley and early Pentecostals emphasized
practical Christianity over abstract doctrinal and theological speculation,
the ethical priority and emphasis of this baptist vision is sure to be theolog-
ically attractive. At the same time, even conservatives within both tradi-
tions will be drawn to various aspects of this Systematic Theology, includ-
ing its biblical commitments, its narrative structure, its evangelical and
missionary thrust, and its pneumatic ecclesiology. Having said all of this,
however, it is also important not to ignore the fact that baptists are not
Wesleyans nor Pentecostals and vice-versa. In order to explore more
explicitly some of the differences, I want to probe in greater detail the driv-
ing force behind this reshaping of systematic theology as traditionally con-
ceived, McClendon’s biographical or narrative methodology, and how that
compares and contrasts with Wesleyan and Pentecostal approaches.
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2. Biographical Theology and Theological Method. The method
behind the Systematic Theology derives from two fundamental tenets laid
out at the beginning of Ethics: that theology is the science of convictions,
and that convictions are inevitably narrative based. Building from these,
McClendon insists that theology is pluralistic since is emerges from the
various narratives which are brought to the theological task (1:36-37). Plu-
ralism reigns even among baptist theologies because the two common fea-
tures include the emphasis on the Bible, on the one hand, and the emphasis
on experience—defined as “what we have lived through and lived out in
company with one another, the experience that constitutes our share in the
Christ story” (1:38-39). Yet this experiential approach does not open the
door to relativism since theological activity is disciplined by its quest for
truth (1:39-41). This leads McClendon to argue, following the patristic
fathers and the Radical Reformers, for the chronological (not logical) pri-
ority of ethics over doctrine, even if both are ultimately concerned with
understanding the fundamental convictions of any community (1:42-44).

These preliminary thoughts are then put to work throughout Ethics.
In the final chapter of this first volume McClendon returns to the question
of method and summarizes his case—made throughout the book—that the
ethics of propositional principles, decisionism, or values all “presuppose
and require some narrative, and that their Christian use presupposes and
requires the Christian narrative” (1:328-29). More important, the three-
stranded ethics is itself “none other than the critical analysis of the moral
life of those who share in a certain ongoing real story [that of Jesus’ and
of the kingdom of God]—a story whose link with its primitive past is
established by anamnesis or memory, and whose link with its final end is
fixed by the anticipation or hope of the sharers of the Way” (1:332).
Ethics is, after all, more about the building of character and the exemplifi-
cation of virtues than it is about the making of choices. The truths of char-
acter building and virtuosity are of necessity story-shaped.

The same strategy of exemplifying the method and commenting on it
finally only in the last chapter of the book is pursued in Doctrine. What is
the theological authority behind the claims made about what the church
needs to believe in order to be the church? For McClendon, “authority” is
“first of all a name for the Godhead of God.” The question then is how one
locates “the subsidiary authorities by which God’s authority takes hold”
(2:456). Scripture is itself one of these proximate authorities (2:463), even
if supremely normative (the traditions of the church being understood as

47—



YoNG

“hermeneutical aids”; 2:471). In what might be understood as a Barthian
move, Scripture’s witness is understood as pointing to Christ. McClendon
thus discusses the question of authority by appealing to the story of God
exemplified in the person of Jesus Christ. We find that this is not just a story
“out there,” but a story in and through which we live, a story which lays a
claim on us in one sense, but is an open invitation to us in another. More
important, our living out the story validates its truth since it enables us to
affirm “this is that” and “then is now”: “Here is a mystical vision, mysteri-
ous exactly because it does not deny the facts of history but acknowledges
them. Our study of the original setting [e.g., the quests for the historical
Jesus] does not cancel the vision but enhances its claim upon us” (2:466).12

To see his narrative hermeneutic at work in what is usually considered
in traditional systematic theology under the label of prolegomena, observe
how McClendon deals with the question of canonicity. His starting and end-
ing points are the same: that practice secures biblical authority (2:473) and
not vice versa since it is our living the story that “displays an authority that
is none other than the bi-directional love of God: ‘this is how we know that
we dwell in him and he dwells in us’ (1 John 4:13)” (2:462). McClendon
applies this narrative perspective to the question of the biblical canon, a
move which allows the blending of two stories—God’s and humanity’s—
into one. Just as the two-narrative christology developed earlier teaches the
interconnectedness of the human story and the divine, so also does a narra-
tive perspective on the Bible enable us to see that the Scriptures are not only
about God’s story, but also about our own, the two stories becoming “one
indivisible Book™ (2:476) through the one work of the Spirit of God in the
unveiling the divine-human encounter. McClendon thus sidesteps the tradi-
tional questions regarding the priority of church and tradition over Scripture
or vice versa. Rather, it is precisely because the various books

already possessed scriptural attributes—such attributes as
being at once God’s own story and a truly human story, as

12Here, McClendon has the recent developments in biblical scholarship firm-
ly on his side. Even in the debate between emphasizing the Bible as history (James
Barr) over against the canonical shape of Scripture (Brevard Childs), both sides
recognize the import of the centrality of narrative. In the former case, narrative is
a genre that structures the biblical events, while in the latter, narrative provides the
framework for understanding canonical processes. For a discussion of the tensions
involved in this particular debate, see Frank Kermode, “The Argument about
Canons,” in Frank McConnell, ed., The Bible and the Narrative Tradition (New
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 78-96.
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centering upon Jesus Christ, as evoking in their readers the
prophetic or baptist vision—so that churches, by their recogni-
tion of these attributes, thereby revealed themselves as real
churches. In this sense, their act of recognizing Scripture
authenticated the church as church even while it acknowl-
edged Scripture as Scripture. Canonicity . . . foreshadows an
act that must be repeated whenever a church, Spirit-guided,
uses any part of the Scriptures as Scripture. In this sense, the
canon is not merely “open in principle,” as many have said,
but open in fact (2:476-77).

How does McClendon’s narrative method compare and contrast with
Wesleyan and Pentecostal approaches to theology? While it would certainly
be wide of the mark to assume that the latter two movements employ only a
single hermeneutical or methodological approach, for the sake discussion, I
want to focus on the Wesleyan quadrilateral and the Pentecostal pneumatic
hermeneutic. Briefly, the quadrilateral emphasizes the priority of Scripture,
albeit not to the neglect of tradition, reason and experience as sources of
theology.!3 The Pentecostal pneumatic hermeneutic, on the other hand,
insists on the centrality of the Spirit’s illumination of the Scriptures as read
and experienced within the community of faith; in this sense, biblical exe-
gesis is also always exegesis of experience or its lack thereof.!4

13While not explicitly identified as such by Wesley himself, the quadrilater-
al was exemplified in Wesley’s own theological method. On the quadrilateral, see,
e.g., Lodahl, The Story of God, Part I; Donald A. D. Thorsen, The Wesleyan
Quadrilateral: Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience as a Model of
Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990); John B. Cobb, Jr., Grace
and Responsibility: A Wesleyan Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1995), 155-76; W. Stephen Gunter, et al., Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing
the Conversation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997).

14Here, I draw from the work of William Menzies, “Synoptic Theology: An
Essay on Pentecostal Hermeneutics,” Paraclete 13:1 (1979): 14-21, and Roger
Stronstad, Spirit, Scripture, and Theology: A Pentecostal Perspective (Baguio City,
Philippines: Asia Pacific Theological Seminary Press, 1995). D. Lyle Dabney,
“Otherwise Engaged in the Spirit: A First Theology for the Twenty-first Century”,
The Future of Theology: Essays in Honor of Jiirgen Moltmann, eds., Miroslav
Volf, Carmen Krieg and Thomas Kucharz (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1996), 154-63, argues that such a pneumatocentric hermeneutic is
most appropriate for the accounting of Christian convictions in a postmodern
world. My own constructive proposal includes this pentecostal element, although
I call it a “trialectical hermeneutic and method” instead; see my Spirit-Word-
Community: Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective, New Critical
Thinking in Theology and Biblical Studies Series (Brookfield, VT, and Aldershot,
Hampshire, UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2002).
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McClendon’s only mention of the quadrilateral is in connection with
his discussion of theological authority. He agrees that Scripture, evangeli-
cal experience and salvific community (and its practices, it should be
added, all of which combine as “tradition”) are appropriately understood
as authorities for the theological task. What about reason, as advocates of
the Wesleyan quadrilateral might add? McClendon’s response is that it is
a category mistake to identity reason, more properly understood as the
processes of thought, as a site of authority (2:458-59).15 And, given his
conviction about Scripture as the highest Christian authority, both experi-
ence and tradition are normatively subordinated to it. The “God of the
philosophers,” for example, derived from and can only be equated with
the “God of tradition” (2:316). And, the resolution to the question then of
“Which tradition among many?” is to be found not in a meta-tradition
derived from some non-existent Archimedean standpoint but from the
practices of discipleship shaped by the biblical narratives (2:317).
Accordingly, McClendon insists, “The baptist vision is more often caught
from the Scriptures than taught by a tradition” (1:198).

But what about experience, evangelical and otherwise? Does not
McClendon’s biographical theological method act (consciously or not) as
a material norm for his scriptural exegesis? How can he avoid doing so
when the beginning, middle, and conclusion of his reflections build on
individual and communal narratives (such as appeal to black religious
experience, Jonathan and Sarah Edwards, and Stevenson’s Catriona in the
organic sphere of ethics)? One’s response may take either of two forms.
McClendon’s version would probably be the counter question, How can
one recognize the truth of the biblical narratives apart from their instantia-
tion either in our own lives or in those of other Christians? This would
parallel the response given by Pentecostal pneumatic hermeneutics that all
exegesis proceeds not in a vacuum but from one’s personal and communal
experiences of God through the Spirit. This leads to the Pentecostal
emphasis on testimony—Look what the Lord has done!” A similarly

15More explicitly: “reason or rationality is not understood as an authority or
the authority; it is neither an authority in or on religion, nor a criterial authority for
students of religion; rather it is a name for the thought processes by which we seek
to maintain order in any sphere of conversation. To think is to reason, but to list
thinking among one’s authorities reflects either a category mistake (a misunder-
standing of how the term is used) or a covert appeal to authorities one prefers to
leave unnamed” (2:459).



THE “BAPTIST VISION” OF JAMES WM. MCcCLENDON, JR.

structured pneumatic hermeneutic, then, can be seen to animate both
McClendon’s baptist vision and what I have elsewhere called the Pente-
costal “pneumatological imagination,” albeit resulting in diverse
emphases. 16

If that is the case, however, is not McClendon’s baptist hermeneutic
(“this is that; then is now”) nothing more than primitivist or typological
hermeneutic? He himself uses these labels to classify his hermeneutic at
various places (e.g., 2:92, 395). If true, such a charge, frequently leveled
at Pentecostal hermeneutics, would seem to lead McClendon back to a
fundamentalistic biblicism. That this project does not fail on this score
should be self-evident, but deserves brief comment along three lines.
First, McClendon’s emphasis on the eschatological sense of the biblical
reality runs counter to a naive primitivism. In this regard, this baptist the-
ologian finds himself in the company of Pentecostals whose theological
imagination is similarly animated by eschatological convictions.!? Sec-
ond, McClendon’s “this is that” builds on a sophisticated application of
speech-act theory.!8 Doing so allows him to alternative emphases between
the biblical narrative on the one hand and historical or contemporary nar-
ratives on the other, as appropriate to the various junctures of his argu-
ment. Thus the tension between the biblical and the ecclesial horizons is
preserved.!9 Lastly, McClendon’s biographical theology simply attends to
a multitude of narratives, including that of the scriptural one. As previ-
ously noted, this “baptist vision” is deceiving (albeit not intentionally) in
that it casts a wide net, one wide enough to include Wesleyans and Pente-

16See my Spirit-Word-Community, chapter 4.

7See, e.g., D. William Faupel, The Everlasting Gospel: The Significance of
Eschatology in the Development of Pentecostal Thought, Journal of Pentecostal
Theology Supplement series 10 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press,
1996).

18See McClendon and Smith, Convictions, chapter three.

19Nancey Murphy addresses this question with regard to the horizons of both
the contemporary and ancient biblical audiences. She argues that McClendon’s
baptist vision—*"this is that”—provides the hermeneutical key to understanding
how the biblical words were received and practiced communally then and how
they continue to be received and practiced communally today, since, according to
speech-act theory, “the illocutionary force then is to be the illocutionary force now
Sfor us” (“Textual Relativism, Philosophy of Language, and the Baptist Vision,” in
Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy and Mark Nation, eds., Theology Without
Foundations: Religious Practice and the Future of Theological Truth [Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1994], 245-70, quote from 266; italics orig. to Murphy).
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costals, among others. McClendon’s ecumenical breadth and sensitivity
means that he goes about his task of forging such a “baptist theology” in a
way that will arouse few objections from those—such as Wesleyans and
Pentecostals—not normally considered within the baptist camp. But, on
the other side, what about the possibility that McClendon’s inclusiveness
may alienate others whose convictions are not quite as catholic? Is it the
case that a narrative theological method compromises—at least poten-
tially, if not actually—the exclusivity of Christian doctrinal claims to truth
on precisely this score?

3. Testing the Methodologies: The World of the Religions. This
raises the ecumenical question in all of its breadth and depth. I propose to
consider this issue not only in terms of intra-Christian ecumenism, but,
more seriously especially for the task of contemporary theology, with
regard to interfaith relationships and the interreligious dialogue. This is an
area of theological reflection that McClendon himself recognizes has seri-
ous implications for Christian doctrine and practice. At the end of Ethics,
McClendon provides a summary of the two convictions undergirding his
argument for a Christian ethics:

[The first is that] my story must be linked with the story of a
people. The other is the conviction (call it the doctrine of sal-
vation) that our story is inadequate as well: The story of each
and all is itself hungry for a greater story that overcomes our
persistent self-deceit, redeems our common life, and provides
a way for us to be a people among all earth’s peoples without
subtracting from the significance of others’ peoplehood, their
own stories, their lives (1:356).

What exactly does McClendon mean here? Does this “greater story” refer
to the gospel story? This might be a plausible reading except for the pre-
vious sentence. Should it then be understood as the eschatological version
of that story? But how can the eschatological story be “greater” if in fact
“this is that”? The most obvious meaning seems to be that McClendon
wishes to take with all seriousness the plurality of stories that characterize
human life and existence, including those of religious others.
McClendon’s own theology of religions builds on three fundamental
motifs. First, following his assessment of Christian faith, all religions and
religiosities are understood as “powerful practices that embody the life-
forming convictions of its practitioners” (2:421). This move builds on

— 32



THE “BAPTIST VISION” OF JAMES WM. MCcCLENDON, JR.

post-Wittgensteinian cultural-linguistic theories of religions (like those of
Clifford Geertz and George Lindbeck), and theologies of religion which
emphasize their diverse practices targeting distinctive aims and teloi (like
those of Joseph A. DiNoia and S. Mark Heim) (3:300-01). Second, fol-
lowing from the first, is the conviction that Christians can and should gen-
uinely engage religious others in a transforming and yet critical dialogue.
This is because those of other faiths are

strangers dwelling within the land of faith and examining its
constitution, just as once there were strangers within the gates
of Israel, and these deserve special honor for their distinctive
atheist or Buddhist or Muslim or Judaic or other contributions
to Christian self-understanding, although this must not be
allowed to obscure their lack of the crucial element of trust in
Jesus that identifies regular participants (2:33).

This leads, finally, to the soteriological question. Those who have
never heard the gospel will be judged according to the light that they
have. McClendon states forthrightly that this category of persons cannot
be condemned in an apriori sense since “one cannot reject what one has
not been offered!” (2:131). The Christian Testament’s pronouncements of
judgment, condemnation and damnation “have no clear application out-
side the bounds of [the Christian] community” (2:423). In this sense, and
returning to the conviction of religion as embodied practices, McClen-
don’s baptist vision strives to preserve the undeniable exclusivity of
Christian beliefs. He therefore writes that “extra ecclesiam nulla salus
(‘outside church, no salvation’) is true, not in Cyprian’s Catholic-party
sense, but in the sense that the very meaning of the word ‘salvation’ (or
salus) in Christian use turns upon the shared life Christians take up when
they come to Christ” (2:423).

But if this is the case, then how does one adjudicate conflicting truth
claims across religious lines? If each religion’s convictions are embodied
in its practices, and if the latter are funded by their own narrative forms
and structures, then how can critical and normative engagement occur?
That “facts always arrive theory-laden; there are no theory-free facts, no
convictionless facts, no facts save those constitutive of one story or
another” (3:363) may mean that narratives can only and continuously
speak past one another. What’s good for me will not be good for you. The
specter of relativism raises its ugly head.
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Here, it might be useful to compare and contrast the results of
McClendon’s method with those of Wesleyan and Pentecostal theologies
of the religions. On the Wesleyan side, Philip Meadows brings together
recent thinking shaped by Wesley’s own theology of the unevangelized in
a richly suggestive proposal.20 He urges (a) a broad reading of religion
which recognizes each as a complex phenomenon that eludes simplistic
categorizations as either true or false or as good or evil; (b) a providential
understanding of the world such that its various processes, including reli-
gious ones, are overseen by rather than outside the hand of God; (c) a gra-
cious conception of being human that underscores the seed of the Word in
the heart of every person (cf. Jn. 1:9); (d) a christological notion of salva-
tion which preserves the life and death of Jesus at the center of the divine
plan without insisting on epistemic access to these events as the sine qua
non of being saved; (e) a dialogical approach to mission which includes
interpersonal relationships and mutual social projects alongside keryg-
matic proclamation; and (f) a pluralistically envisioned eschatology such
that “salvation understood as the pursuit of holiness can, in fact, serve as a
meta-narrative to inscribe (rather than exclude) other ways of being reli-
gious, acceptable to God as means of grace with their own particular
goals.”?!

On the Pentecostal side, my own work in theology of religions fol-
lows a similar trajectory.22 My concerns, however, are to emphasize
insights into the structures of human religiosity from a pneumatological

20Philip R. Meadows, “‘Candidates for Heaven’: Wesleyan Resources for a
Theology of Religions,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 35:1 (2000): 41-66. The lit-
erature on Wesleyan views of the religions is growing, as exemplified in the stud-
ies cited in Meadows’ article (esp. note 3). Cf. also Floyd T. Cunningham,
“Interreligious Dialogue: A Wesleyan Holiness Perspective,” in S. Mark Heim, ed.,
Grounds for Understanding: Ecumenical Resources to Religious Pluralism (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 188-207; and Cobb, Grace and Responsibility, esp. 145-
53.

21Meadows, “‘Candidates for Heaven’,”123-29; quote from 129. On this last
point, Meadows follows the richly suggestive work of DiNoia and S. Mark Heim.
Note the latter’s recent book, The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of
Religious Ends, Sacra Doctrina: Christian Theology for a Postmodern Age 2
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), which is not referenced by Meadows.

22See, e.g., Amos Yong, Beyond the Impasse: A Pentecostal-Charismatic
Contribution to Christian Theology of Religions, Journal of Pentecostal Theology
Supplement Series 21 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000); and Amos
Yong, The Holy Spirit and the Non-Christian Faiths: Toward a Pneumatological
Theology of Religions (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002).
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perspective. Thus I have called attention to the pneumatological imagina-
tion as it functions epistemically with regard to human affections and
emotions, and human relationships to others and to God. This enables
pneumatological categories to emerge which situate the discussion in the-
ology of religions in a different frame of reference than one that is con-
cerned exclusively with soteriological issues. In other words, it demands
the shift in attention from the question “what of those who have never
heard?” to reflections on the religions in all of their complexity as human
aesthetic, ethical and spiritual experiences. The resulting program
requires nothing less than extensive dialectical, dialogical, and empirical
analyses targeted toward understanding the religions comparatively—i.e.,
in terms of genuine rather than superficial similarities-in-differences—
and therefore theologically.

Taken together, the Wesleyan theology of religions proposed by
Meadows and the Pentecostal one proposed by myself complement
McClendon’s own vision. Let me highlight a number of points of conver-
gence which enable us to see these visions at work. In the first place, the
baptist “this is that” retains a historical focus on how the past implicates
and shapes the present, not only descriptively but also normatively. Thus
the centrality of Jesus’ life and death, and the testimony of the apostles,
prophets and early Christian community to that gospel narrative together
function normatively both for Christian beliefs and, more importantly, for
Christian practices. This connects with the Wesleyan christological inclu-
sivism which distinguishes between the ontological and epistemic issues:
Jesus’ life work and death are the basis of salvation, even if it is left open
as to whether or not explicit knowledge and confession of his name is
required for salvation. It also connects with the Pentecostal experience of
the Spirit as the experience of Jesus since it is both true that the Spirit is
the Spirit of Jesus and that Jesus is the sender of and the baptizer with the
Spirit. In short, at various junctures, baptist, Wesleyan and Pentecostal
theologies of religions are christocentric even if they may be divided
between restrictivism/exclusivism and inclusivism with regard to the
question of epistemic access to that gospel.

Second, all three emphasize a robust theology of mission. The bap-
tist vision insists that the practical theory of religions frees us to see that
mission is one of the integral practices of the religion we call Christian,
that without it Christianity dis-integrates, that is, loses its integrity. In
short, to be Christian is to be on mission. Hence, the final motivation for
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mission need not rest in the unanswerable question of the status before
God of those to whom we are sent, but rather on the far more immediate
question of our own status as Christ’s disciples (2:424). Similar motiva-
tions underwrite Wesleyan and Pentecostal missions. The former derives
from Wesley’s pastoral vision of the wide world as a parish, while the lat-
ter flows from the descent of the Spirit’s “power from on high.” Both
revolve as much around the issue of Christian obedience—flowing forth
from sanctification on the one hand and from Spirit baptism on the
other—as they do around the Great Commission.

This leads, third, to the eschatological dimension of the baptist “this
is that” which insists both that then ought to be now and that then also
will be in the future. McClendon thus rightly calls attention to the fact
that, “Special to each master story is the hope of the future that it gener-
ates” (3:359). This connects well with the sanctifying and perfect love tra-
jectory of Wesleyan spirituality and with the eschatological orientation of
Pentecostal praxis. In each case, eschatology is not simply an abstract,
speculative scheme, but a means of ordering one’s affections, shaping
one’s character, and structuring the social relations of the community of
faith.

But the question that arises here is that which lies at the heart of the
contemporary experience of religious pluralism. It concerns the poten-
tially arbitrary privileging of the future. Sure, all religions have eschatolo-
gies, but not all eschatologies are alike, nor do all eschatologies play simi-
lar structural or functional roles within their respective religious systems.
Buddhists and Hindus with their cyclical rather than linear views of time
certainly have master narratives which envision the future, but to discuss
these futures in conjunction with “hope” is misleading because of the
connotations that category has within the Judeo-Christian framework.
This is not to say that Buddhists and Hindus have no hope, but that their
hopes have distinctively Buddhist and Hindu flavors.

This exemplifies the problematic questions that attend to contempo-
rary Christian theology of religions in general, and to McClendon’s cul-
ture-relative perspectivism in particular (or “soft perspectivism,” as he
also calls it; 1:350-51; 3:52-54). A story theology inevitably runs up
against other stories, other narratives, other cultures, leading to a contest
of stories and a clash of narratives. McClendon resorts to a principled cri-
teriology of love, forgiveness, and peace. He acknowledges that these
arise out of the Christian master story and therefore “provide no way for



THE “BAPTIST VISION” OF JAMES WM. MCcCLENDON, JR.

our story’s ‘logic’ to triumph over all others.” Yet, they also “serve as
bridges linking the concerns of the world to the concerns of Jesus’ people.
The Hebraic shalom and the Arabic salaam, for example, together form
“a bridge by which they [Jews and Arabs] can come to respect each
other’s yearnings and find common way to fulfill them” (3:366). Respect
means, in this context, much more than toleration, but appreciation and
the willingness to be transformed. In fact, insofar as even one voice is
silenced, all parties actually lose. The marginalization of the baptist voice,
for example, is ample evidence that not only is that one cause “injured,
but so is every cause” (3:339).

Here, the subtle point which emerges is that human stories are many,
but also in some respects one. This finds agreement with the broad theo-
logical anthropology of Wesleyanism and the pneumatological anthropol-
ogy of Pentecostalism. Witness does indeed arise out of the particularity
of experience, but engagement and encounter with the testimonies and
stories of others is always possible. Thus, it is true that perspectivism,

like mere relativism, acknowledges the great, contrary variety

of human convictional communities, and acknowledges that

the truth perceived in one is not easily translated into the truth

of another community. Yet it does not theorize that there is no

truth that is true. While recognizing that truth may be hard to

get at, it is not dismayed. Meanwhile, perspectivism thinks it

sees difficult but real ways to bring together discordant ele-

ments in the human fabric—a project about which relativism

is totally pessimistic, and absolutism blithely optimistic

(1:350).

This leads, finally, to that kind of interreligious dialogical encounter
which the baptist, Wesleyan, and Pentecostal visions all endorse. Such is
missiological in intent, self-critical and transformative in practice, con-
cerned with the question of truth, and eschatological in orientation. At
their best moments, all three eschew rationalistic theologizing that neg-
lects affective praxis and resist abstract schematizing in favor of dynamic
modes of reflection; and all three attempt to creatively engage centrist
theologies from their marginal positions. If this is what the baptist vision
is about, I can, as one pentecostal, cast my lot with the McClendons of
this world. And, I believe that I could speak also for many of my Pente-
costal and Wesleyan friends and colleagues. May the legacy of James
Wm. McClendon, Jr., encourage us in our ongoing work.
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CONCERNS OF A PIETIST WITH A PH.D.
by
Stanley J. Grenz

When a Baptist congregation in Vancouver, British Columbia,
invited me to fill its pulpit on Pentecost Sunday, I immediately knew that
I would preach on renewal. This once vibrant congregation had been
wracked by several years of internal squabbling, and as a result had dwin-
dled in both membership and worship attendance. In seeking to minister
to the need of the congregation at this point in its history, I delivered a
sermon that drew from the experience of the disciples in the upper room
in the days prior to the Pentecostal outpouring of the Spirit recorded in
Acts 1. On the basis of this text, I sought to outline what must character-
ize Christians today if God were to visit us with an awakening.

As I concluded this message, I sensed a compulsion to offer an
opportunity for anyone who had been challenged by the Word to respond
in a concrete manner. To facilitate this, I invited all who would commit
themselves to being catalysts for renewal in the congregation to stand and
thereby give public expression to their resolve. I expected that one or per-
haps two of those in attendance would heed my call. When the number of
people standing swelled to eighteen, I was moved nearly to tears. So over-
whelmed was I by this evidence of the Spirit’s presence that I could not
offer the promised dedicatory prayer, but had to call on the interim pastor
to replace me on the platform and pray in my stead.

This incident was a vivid reminder to me of how deeply steeped I
am in the warm-hearted, relational, pietistic conception of the Christian
faith that I saw as a child in my father’s ministry and imbued in the
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churches he served. The concern for heartfelt piety does not only tie me to
my own immediate genealogical history, however; it also links me to a
long trajectory of proponents of “experimental” Christianity that dates at
least to the eighteenth-century Great Awakening.

In addition to being committed to the awakening vision of the Chris-
tian faith, [ am a systematic theologian schooled in the great tradition of
scholastic theology with its focus on the intellectual aspect of the Chris-
tian faith, including the task of articulating and defending right doctrine.
Since my elementary school days, I have been interested in discussing
intellectual questions and issues. Beginning in high school, this interest
led me to contemplate a career as a scientist, until I experienced a dra-
matic call to vocational ministry just prior to my junior year in university.
As a result I changed my major to philosophy with a view toward theo-
logical studies. During seminary and then in graduate school, I gained a
deepened appreciation for the importance of critical theological thinking
as well as for the task of standing clearly within the context of the doctri-
nal heritage of the church.

Over two decades as a theological educator, I have steadfastly
remained committed to pursuing the “understanding” dimension of the
“faith seeking understanding” dictum. Moreover, I seek in all aspects of
my work to give evidence of my underlying assumption that Scripture
functions as the ultimate touchstone for Christian belief. In short, two
strands run through my spiritual psyche: a non-negotiable concern for the
work of the Spirit in transforming human hearts and an unabashed com-
mitment to a Bible-focused intellectual rigor. You might say that I am a
“Pietist with a Ph.D.”

I do not think I am unique in this respect, however. On the contrary, I
am quite sure that many other evangelicals sense this double bloodline
running through their spiritual veins. Perhaps it is not too much of a
stretch to suggest that this doubleness even mirrors American evangelical-
ism itself, at least as I have come to know it. The goal of the following
paragraphs is to engage with the two-sided character of evangelicalism. |
begin by sketching the rise of each of the two aspects of the evangelical
ethos. I then summarize what I see as the current tension within evangeli-
calism that the presence of the two concerns occasions. Finally, I turn my
attention to a possible way forward for evangelicals who, like I, sense that
they are Pietists with Ph.D.s.
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Awakening Evangelicalism: The Concern for Convertive Piety!

Two concerns have determined the ethos of evangelicalism through-
out its history. The central concern that has propelled the movement from
its inception is evident in the designation “evangelical.” As the word itself
suggests, evangelicals are a people committed to the gospel, an etymolog-
ical connection that the group’s apologists routinely exploit.2 Evangelicals
are intent on upholding what they see as the one true gospel, a self-under-
standing that places them in a long stream of reform-minded movements
in church history.

For the genesis of their namesake, evangelicals look above all to the
Protestant Reformers. The patron saint of evangelicalism, Martin Luther,
referred to his coworkers as “those who boldly call themselves Evangeli-
cals”3 because of their attempt to return the church to the biblical gospel
that they believed had been lost in the Middle Ages. As the continued use
of their chosen name suggests, evangelicals view themselves as the true
heirs of the focus on justification by grace through faith alone (sola fide).
The ongoing self-consciousness of evangelicals as a gospel people is evi-
dent in such recent documents as “The Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Evan-
gelical Celebration,” published in the June 14, 1999, issue of Christianity
Today.

In their commitment to the gospel, evangelicals are not simply
Lutherans, however. Rather, their understanding of the gospel of justifica-
tion by grace through faith has been mediated to them by developments
that followed on the heels of the Reformation. Perhaps the most evident

IFor a fuller development of the history sketched in the following section,
see Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a Post-theo-
logical Era (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2000), 25-52. The author expresses appre-
ciation to Baker Book House for permission to draw from previously published
materials.

2See, for example, Morris A. Inch, The Evangelical Challenge (Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1978), 10; Donald G. Bloesch,3The Future of Evangelical
Christianity (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983), 15; Robert E. Webber, Com-
mon Roots (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978), 25-27; Ronald H. Nash, Evangeli-
cals in America (Nashville: Abingdon, 1987), 22. This point was also founda-
tional to the section concerning evangelical identity set forth in the document that
arose from the 1989 consultation on Evangelical Affirmations cosponsored by the
National Association of Evangelicals and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.
See Evangelical Affirmations, ed. Kenneth S. Kantzer and Carl F. H. Henry
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 37.

3See, for example, Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, et.
al. (St. Louis: Concordia, 1955-1986), 27:48.
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example is the fact that evangelicals have generally diverged from the
Lutheran script by following the Reformed tendency to view justification
as a completed spiritual transaction that inaugurates the process of sancti-
fication.# The roots of this hallmark of the evangelical understanding of
the gospel lie in the Puritan and Pietist movements that are often cited as
forming the immediate seedbed for the rise of the evangelical awakening
in the eighteenth century.

As the Puritan movement unfolded, many of the more radical among
them came to conclude that the goal of the gospel is to gather out of the
world “pure” churches, that is, congregations consisting solely of the elect
of God. A church that would be truly reformed, these Puritans concluded,
must rid itself not only of popish errors but of the unregenerate within it.
The quest for a pure church ignited within the Puritans an apprehension
regarding the possibility of gaining assurance of elect status. The result
was the development of a descriptive psychology of sin and regeneration’
that gave rise, in turn, to the practice of reciting personal testimonies of
God’s work of grace in the heart--which, when coupled with evidence of a
subsequent Christian walk, could mediate to concerned believers “full
assurance" of salvation and of eternal election.® Like the Puritans, the
Pietists were reformers. Their goal was to complete the Lutheran reforma-
tion which in their estimation had degenerated to adherence to outward
forms rather than fostering inward transformation. According to the
Pietists, the true gospel entails the call to personal conversion, i.e., to a
transformed heart leading to right living.” In their estimation, the experi-
ence of the new birth forms the basis for the sanctification process.

According to church historians such as David Bebbington, evangeli-
calism was born on English soil in the 1730s.8 What triggered its rise was

4For a statement of the typical Reformed position, see Louis Berkhof, Sys-
tematic Theology, revised and enlarged edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1953), 513-14.

SWilliam Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, Harper Torchbooks edition (New
York: Harper and Row, 1957), 92.

6Ted A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart: A Study of European Reli-
gious Life in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Columbia: SC: Univer-
sity of South Carolina Press, 1991), 47-48.

TPhilip Jacob Spener, Pia Desideria, trans. and ed. Theodore G. Tappert
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964),116.

8David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the
1730s to the 1980s, Baker Book House edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1992), 1.
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the confluence of Puritanism and Pietism in the lives of a theologically
diverse group of Christians, the most influential of whom was perhaps
John Wesley.? Like the Pietists, Wesley preached a gospel of conversion
or regeneration (i.e., the new birth), an event that he believed includes jus-
tification. 10 In fact, these two doctrines, justification (the forgiving of our
sins through the atoning death of Jesus Christ) and the new birth (the
renewing of our fallen nature that occurs at the time of conversion),
formed the center of Wesley’s theology.!! During the evangelical awaken-
ing, the preaching of the new birth sparked a parade of vivid accounts of
conversion, all of which followed a typical form.!2 The paradigm of the
evangelical conversion narrative found its musical expression in the
penultimate stanza of Charles Wesley’s hymn “And Can It Be,” which
also encapsulated the evangelical theological assumption, inherited from
Pietism, of the primacy of conversion and regeneration to justification.
Hence, only after narrating the conversion experience— ‘My chains fell
off, my heart was free”—do the lyrics announce that the regenerated
believer is now “clothed in righteousness divine.”!3

Like his Puritan forebears, John Wesley was also keenly interested in
assurance.!4 His recounting of his Aldersgate experience (May 24,
1738)—"“an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even
mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death”!5>—indicates that in his
estimation assurance entails a sense both of forgiveness and of deliver-

9For a helpful sketch of the background influences on John Wesley, see
Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 34-42. For Wesley as the inter-
section between Puritanism and Pietism, see Scott Kisker, “John Wesley’s Puritan
and Pietist Heritage Reexamined,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 34:2 (Fall
1999), 266-80.

10For a discussion of Wesley’s views on regeneration, see Kenneth J.
Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart of John Wesley’s Theology
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997), 101-130.

lJohn Wesley, “The New Birth,” in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C.
Outler, 26 volumes (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985), 2:187.

12See, for example, Isaac Backus, Isaac Backus’s Life: An Account of the
Life of Isaac Backus (unpublished manuscript), pp. 16-18. See also Isaac Backus,
Isaac Backus, His Writing Containing Some Particular Account of my Conversion
(unpublished manuscript), 5-6.

13Charles Wesley, “And Can It Be that I Should Gain.”

14See the appraisal of Collins, Scripture Way of Salvation, 131.

I5John Wesley, Journals and Diaries, ed. W. Reginald Ward and Richard P.
Heitzenrater, volumes 18-24 of The Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1984-), 18: 250.
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ance, that is, a confirmation of both justification and the new birth. More-
over, according to Wesley, such assurance comes through the working
together of the witness of our spirit and that of the Holy Spirit.1¢ The for-
mer is indirect, arising as an inference from evidences such as the marks
of the new birth (e.g., faith, hope and love), obedience to God’s com-
mandments and a good conscience, whereas the latter comes directly to
the believing heart (and is the cause of the indirect evidences). Wesley’s
interest in assurance was closely connected with his concern for sanctifi-
cation. For him, justification (understood as imputed righteousness) is the
basis for the believer’s acceptance with God. Sanctification (which
emerges from regeneration), in turn, is the fruit of such acceptance.!”

The focus on the new birth and the assurance of salvation that
launched the evangelical awakening was abetted by an approach to the
Christian faith that Bebbington and others claim arose from the influence
of the new empiricist, inductive, experiment-focused scientific method
that had been mediated to Wesley and others by the Enlightenment
thinkers, especially John Locke.!8 Hence, eighteenth-century evangelicals
repeatedly referred to their goal as fostering “experimental religion,” that
is, a faith that had been tried and proved by experience. They believed
that genuine religious affiliation is always experienced in life and its truth
confirmed through personal experience, i.e., through “experiment.”

In short, its roots in Puritanism and Pietism mediated to eighteenth-
century evangelicalism a concern for and an emphasis on a conscious
experience of the grace of God in personal conversion.!® Thus, at the
heart of the evangelical movement has always been what Donald Dayton
calls “convertive piety” or what Roger Olson terms “conversional piety,”20
i.e., the message that “true Christian piety-devotion, discipleship, sanctifi-
cation-begins with a distinct conversion experience.”2! Convertive piety,

16Collins, Scripture Way of Salvation, 134.

Collins, Scripture Way of Salvation, 94.

18Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, 53. See also George M.
Marsden, “Evangelicals, History, and Modernity,” in Evangelicalism and Modern
America, ed. George M. Marsden (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984), 98.

19William W. Wells, Welcome to the Family: An Introduction to Evangelical
Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1979), 119.

20For this designation, see Donald W. Dayton, “The Limits of Evangelical-
ism,” in The Variety of American Evangelicalism, ed. Donald W. Dayton and
Robert K. Johnston (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1991), 48.

2IRoger E. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of
Tradition and Reform (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), 593.
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in turn, has given shape to evangelical theology. Issues surrounding the
shared conversion experience have provided grist for the evangelical theo-
logical mill for two and a half centuries, and it reemerges repeatedly as
the fodder for evangelical “consensus” documents, including the 1999
Christianity Today statement on the gospel, which declares: “The Gospel
assures us that all who have entrusted their lives to Jesus Christ are born-
again children of God . . . indwelt, empowered, and assured of their status
and hope by the Holy Spirit.”22

Scholastic Evangelicalism: The Concern for Right Doctrine?3

Since the Great Awakening, evangelicals have proclaimed the gospel
of the transformed heart. By the mid-twentieth century, however, descrip-
tions of the movement tended to augment the focus on gospel proclama-
tion with another, decidedly cognitive aspect, the commitment to biblical
doctrine. The introduction of this additional dimension suggests that the
evangelical ethos consists of a material and a formal principle,2 the
gospel of Christ and the authority of the Bible understood as the source of
sound beliefs.25 This development indicates the extent to which contem-
porary evangelicalism is heir not only to the legacy of convertive piety but
also to the concern for right doctrine.

As with the commitment to the gospel of justification by faith alone,
evangelicals look to Martin Luther for the genesis of their elevation of the
Bible to center stage. Evangelicals afford Luther this status because of his
unswerving allegiance to the primacy of Scripture against the medieval
Roman Catholic position that ascribed authority to Scripture as inter-
preted by the magisterium, plus tradition. In elevating the Bible to the

22“Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Evangelical Celebration,” Christianity Today
43:7 (June 14, 1999), 53.

23For a fuller development of the history sketched in the following section,
see Grenz, Renewing the Center, 53-84.

24See, for example, the statement produced by the 1989 consultation on
Evangelical Affirmations co-sponsored by the National Association of Evangeli-
cals and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, as published in Evangelical Affir-
mations, ed. Kenneth S. Kantzer and Carl F. H. Henry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1990), 37-38.

25See, for example, Kenneth S. Kantzer, “Unity and Diversity in Evangeli-
cal Faith,” in The Evangelicals: What They Believe, Who They Are, Where They
are Changing, ed. David F. Wells and John D. Woodbridge, revised edition
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977), 72-73.
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center of theology, contemporary evangelical thinkers see themselves as
maintaining Luther’s principle, sola scriptura.

Yet, here too evangelicals are not simply Lutherans. In fact, their
understanding of the implications of sola scriptura differs substantially
from that of Luther himself. Luther elevated the Bible because he saw it
as the cradle that holds Christ and as God’s chosen instrument for bring-
ing the gospel to sinful humans. Although not directly disagreeing with
Luther’s stance, contemporary evangelical theologians tend to honor the
Bible as the source book for what may be called its “stateable content,”26
that is, the doctrines (and moral precepts) it teaches. This altered under-
standing of Luther’s great principle was mediated to evangelicalism by
several post- Reformation developments.

Crucial in the early stages of this process was a movement that many
historians call “Protestant scholasticism." As the conflict with the Roman
Catholic Church continued into the seventeenth century, both Lutheran
and Reformed theologians sought to undergird the commitment to sola
scriptura by setting forth a clearer understanding of biblical authority. In
the process, many Protestant theorists elevated the divine origin of Scrip-
ture above its human authorship, and they came to treat Scripture as accu-
rate in every detail and as a storehouse of revealed propositions.2? Theol-
ogy, in turn, came to be viewed as the attempt to forge a system of right
doctrine,?8 a goal accomplished through the systematizing of the teach-
ings of Scripture.29

Although contemporary evangelical theologians routinely follow the
pattern honed by the scholastics, they do not generally trace their lineage
directly to Protestant scholasticism and the seventeenth-century conflict
with Rome that spawned its approach to the theological task. Rather, the
characteristically evangelical focus on biblical doctrine is more immedi-

26For this designation, see David H. Kelsey, The Uses of the Bible in Recent
Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 29.

27See, for example, Johann Andreas Quenstedt, Theologia Didactico-Polem-
ica sive Systema Theologicum 1:79,80, as cited in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Histori-
cal Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 321.

28Richard A. Muller, “Scholasticism Protestant and Catholic: Francis Tur-
retin on the Object and Principles of Theology,” Church History 55:2 (June 1986),
205.

29Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave
Giger, ed. James T. Dennison, Jr., 3 volumes (1679; reprint, Phillipsburg, NJ:
Presbyterian & Reformed Publ. Co., 1992), 1:5.
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ately indebted to the nineteenth-century Princeton theologians who sought
to respond to a quite different phenomenon than that of their seventeenth-
century forebears. Rather than attempting to establish the Protestant cause
over against the claims of the Roman Catholic Church, the Princetonians
were exercised by the challenge posed initially by the rising influence of
the scientific method, then by German higher criticism, and eventually by
theological liberalism.

In response, Charles Hodge and his successors set forth an under-
standing of theology and a theological method that paralleled in several
important ways the empirical scientific method, with its elevation of
induction that had arisen in conjunction with the Enlightenment. Hodge
suggested that theology and science share a common method of inquiry.30
As a consequence, he patterned his work in uncovering the theological
facts found within the Bible after the model of the scientist.3! Moreover,
Hodge paralleled the natural scientists of his day in his assumption that
the theological propositions he drew from the Bible stated universal facts.
On this basis, he viewed biblical truth as consisting above all (albeit not
exclusively) in the doctrines that are supposedly revealed in Scripture.32

Many evangelical theologians in the second half of the twentieth
century pursued the pathway charted by the Princeton theologians.33 Yet,
the line connecting them to their nineteenth-century forebears is indirect,
running through the fundamentalist movement.34 In their fight against the-
ological liberalism, a conflict that united a diverse group of co-belliger-
ents into a loose coalition of conservative voices, the fundamentalists ele-

30For this judgment, see John W. Stewart, “Mediating the Center: Charles
Hodge on American Science, Language, Literature, and Politics,” Studies in
Reformed Theology and History 3:1 (Winter 1995), 26.

31Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, three volumes (New York: Scribner,
Armstrong, and Co., 1872), 1:18.

32See, for example, Charles Hodge, “The Theology of the Intellect and That
of Feelings, Article II,” Essays and Reviews (New York: Robert Carter & Bros.,
1857), 609-610. See also, Richard J. Mouw, “The Bible in Twentieth-Century
Protestantism: A Preliminary Taxonomy,” in The Bible in America: Essays in Cul-
tural History, ed. Nathan O. Hatch and Mark A. Noll (New York: Oxford, 1982),
143.

33For an example, see Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduc-
tion to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 21.

34For a contemporary fundamentalist telling of the history of the movement
to the 1980s, see David O. Beale, In Pursuit of Purity: American Fundamentalism
since 1850 (Greenville, SC: Unusual Publications, 1986).
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vated adherence to correct doctrine as a mark—if not the mark—of
authentic Christianity. Moreover, to counter what they perceived as the
liberal attack on the Bible, they called for an uncompromising loyalty to
Scripture arising out of a high view of biblical authority that, they con-
tended, was guaranteed by divine inspiration. The fundamentalists looked
to the Princeton theologians for the intellectual framework for their own
elevation of the Bible and their commitment to its complete trustworthi-
ness.3> In keeping with the high regard in which the fundamentalists held
the Princetonians, the movement eventually adapted for its own use the
five-point declaration of “essential” doctrines that B. B. Warfield had
influenced and that was adopted by the Presbyterian General Council in
1910.36 Insofar as the first of the five assertions in the Presbyterian docu-
ment was an affirmation of biblical inerrancy, this doctrine naturally came
to stand at the head of the list of the “five fundamentals,” which then
listed four Christological doctrines.

The legacy of fundamentalism introduced into the heart of the evan-
gelical ethos a concern for right doctrine, understood as adherence to a set
of basic dogmas that are viewed as encapsulating the essence of the faith.
Moreover, the dogmas that the movement bequeathed to evangelicalism
as comprising essential Christianity did not focus so much on the nature
of salvation itself, which topic had stood at the theological center of the
Reformers’ controversy with Rome. Rather, the five fundamentals were
more closely related to the supernatural character of the faith, which the
fundamentalists saw as under attack by the naturalism of modernism in its
various forms. Finally, the legacy of the fundamentalist struggle against
liberalism, waged on the terms set out by the Princeton theology, oriented
evangelical theology toward the quest for propositional truth, in contrast
to the interest in the person’s relationship to God that had shaped and pro-
pelled the theological pursuits of the earlier awakening evangelicalism.

In short, the trajectory through fundamentalism, with its appropria-
tion of one aspect of the theological agenda of the nineteenth-century
Princetonians, altered the ethos of American evangelicalism. It

35For a helpful summary of the connections between the Princeton theolo-
gians and the Fundamentalists, see Mark Ellingsen, The Evangelical Movement:
Growth, Impact, Controversy, Dialog (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1988), 77-80.

36George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 117.
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bequeathed to the movement the task of maintaining biblical orthodoxy in
a context understood as an ever-present battle against heterodoxy. Adding
this grave burden to the older commitment to the advancement of the
gospel of transformation netted an augmented self-understanding. To be
an evangelical came to mean being concerned both for warm-hearted
piety and for right-headed orthodoxy. The result has been the interplay of
the cognitive-doctrinal and the practical-experiential so evident today
within the evangelical movement as a whole and within evangelical theol-
ogy in particular. In a sense, evangelicalism has taken on the face of a
“Pietist with a Ph.D.”

Contemporary Evangelicalism: Caught in the Middle

The historical journey of American evangelicalism from its begin-
nings in the eighteenth century awakenings to its reorientation in the wake
of early twentieth-century fundamentalism has pressed into the psyche of
the movement two concerns-the pietistic and the scholastic, the warm-
hearted and the right-headed, the convertive and the doctrinaire. This dou-
ble-sided ethos is embodied in the psyche of many of evangelicalism’s
children, including the author of this essay. As is often the case with dual-
ities, however, the presence of these two aspects raises the possibility of
internal conflict. Indeed, many evangelicals today may—Ilike I—sense
that they are caught in the middle, that they are being pulled in two direc-
tions simultaneously.

In a sense, this conflict is of relatively recent origin; in any case, it
was less evident at the inception of the movement. Not surprisingly given
evangelicalism’s roots in the confluence of Puritanism and Pietism, the
warm-hearted, “experimental” dimension initially determined the ethos of
the movement and predominated throughout much of its history. Already
in the sixteenth century, the Puritans criticized the English church for hav-
ing become a mixed company that included persons, and even clergy, who
showed no evidence of true devotion to Christ. In a somewhat similar
manner, the continental Pietists bemoaned the state of the Lutheran
church, which in their estimation had grown content with mere outward
forms and adherence to creeds. The eighteenth-century evangelicals, in
turn, extended this critique to the church of their day. They decried a
nominal Christianity in which, to cite George Whitefield’s words, “many
are baptized with water which were never, effectually at least, baptized
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with the Holy Ghost.”37 Viewed from this perspective, evangelicalism
began as a revival of warm-heartedness within a church whose focus on
right-headedness had left its adherents spiritually cold and unconverted.

From the eighteenth century to the present, the pietistic orientation
of the movement has led many evangelicals to take an uncompromising
stance against the presence of what they have feared is a life-sapping
creedalism in the church. Pietistic evangelicals have been zealous in
warning of the dangers they find inherent in a confessionism in which the
focus on orthodox doctrine is purchased at the cost of warm-hearted piety,
fervor, and devotion to Christ. The “experimental” approach is not with-
out its own dangers, of course. As the history of American Christianity
amply illustrates, when allowed to become the sole defining characteristic
of the Christian faith, warm-heartedness can lead to wrong-headedness,
that is, to doctrinal slippage or to a virulent anti-intellectualism. Neverthe-
less, the commitment to the gospel of heartfelt transformation and the
accompanying suspicion of any reduction of saving faith to simple assen-
sus has been the lifeblood of evangelicalism throughout its history. It may
well remain the movement’s central contribution to the renewal of the
church of Jesus Christ.

Despite the central role that the commitment to experimental faith
has had in defining the evangelical ethos throughout much of its history,
in recent years the pietist dimension has increasingly found itself over-
shadowed-at least in some circles-by the other side of the contemporary
evangelical psyche, the concern for maintaining orthodox doctrine. A
growing number of evangelical theologians have set themselves to the
task of shoring up doctrinal standards for the movement. “Confessing
evangelicals” claim that the essence of the movement consists in adher-
ence to right doctrine.38 Some within their ranks go so far as to elevate the
doctrinal heritage of a particular ecclesial tradition, or a particular theo-
logical interpretation of the nature of salvation, as the norm for all who
would claim the designation “evangelical.” As a result of this trend, some
commentators have expressed fear that a battle for the “soul” of evangeli-

37George Whitefield, “The Nature and Necessity of Our Regeneration or
New Birth in Christ Jesus,” in Timothy L. Smith, Whitefield and Wesley on the
New Birth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986), 67.

38To cite one example, the framers of the Cambridge Declaration of the
Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals, dated April 20, 1996, declare in the docu-
ment’s prologue, “Historic evangelicalism was confessional.”
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calism is brewing.3° Any such conflict might end up pitting the champi-
ons of doctrinal fidelity against the defenders of warm-hearted piety.

Like many others, I find myself caught in the middle of this theolog-
ical tug-of-war. Because I share both of the concerns that have come to
form the evangelical psyche, I not only affirm the perspective that each
side is seeking to uphold, I also rue the debilitating problem that each is
wanting to rectify.

My commitment to warm-heartedness is evident in my repeated dec-
larations that the sine qua non of evangelicalism is not primarily doctrinal
uniformity, but a vibrant spirituality.#0 In making this point, I have posi-
tioned myself squarely within the legacy of the warm-hearted, experimen-
tally-oriented awakening evangelicalism of eighteenth-century figures
such as John Wesley.4! At the same time, I bristle when some pietistic
evangelicals use the call to warm-heartedness as a pretense for an anti-
intellectual, anti-theological bias that glorifies “simple believing” and vil-
ifies any attempt to grapple with the intellectual dimension of the faith. In
such a climate, I too become a “confessing evangelical,” for I am deeply
concerned that the Christian church maintain its doctrinal integrity in the
face of heterodoxy.

Like other confessing evangelicals, I am aware that a theologically
naive “experientalism” can produce a theologically-vacuous “spirituality,”
and so I share their fervor in combatting this debilitating tendency. More-
over, I agree with confessing evangelicals that theological conviction is a
crucial well-spring of Christian living. Consequently, I too am convinced
of the importance of sound theology for the on-going health and vitality
of the church, and I seek to model in my own life and foster in the lives of
others a theologically-tuned and theologically in-tune discipleship. For
this reason, therefore, I resonate with those who lament the decreasing
interest in theology so often evident in the church and the paltry place
given to solid theological engagement not only on the shelves of Christian
bookstores but more importantly in the day-to-day living of vast numbers

39For an example, see Roger E. Olson, “The Future of Evangelical Theol-
ogy,” Christianity Today 42:2 (February 9, 1998), 40-42.

40For an early statement of this position, see Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning
Evangelical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 30-35.

41For a recent statement regarding the character of Christian spirituality by a
contemporary Wesleyan, see Barry L. Callen, Authentic Spirituality: Moving
Beyond Mere Religion (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002).
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of persons who claim to be evangelicals. Hence, when David Wells
reports that an “anti-theological mood . . . now grips the evangelical
world,”#2 T respond immediately and passionately, eager to join forces
with colleagues in the task of promoting sound theology.

Yet when I set myself to enter the battle, I discover that I am at odds
with the direction that some of the evangelical generals would take this
“good fight of the faith.” My hesitancy is generally not motivated by
irreconcilable differences over fine points of doctrine, for in most of the
more volatile debates that divide evangelical theologians today, I usually
am in basic agreement with those who are defending what have become
the traditional positions. Rather than differences over the doctrines them-
selves, what triggers my consternation is a gnawing fear that the tendency
of some theologians to elevate adherence to a particular set of doctrinal
formulations as a necessary condition for claiming the designation “evan-
gelical” too easily overshadows the focus on heartfelt Christian faith so
crucial to true evangelical piety. Whenever the discussion moves in this
direction and the battlecry becomes simply and solely that of “saving” a
supposedly now decadent and floundering evangelicalism by means of
shoring up its doctrinal boundaries, my pietist heart grieves and my soul
worries that the would-be saviors of evangelicalism may in fact be the
unwitting agents of its actual demise. In such moments, I discover again
the degree to which awakening evangelicalism has been ingrained in my
soul. I may sport a doctor of theology degree, but in the end I remain a
pietist-albeit a “Pietist with a Ph.D.”

The Evangelical Ideal: The Integrating Middle

So what, then, is the way forward? Can evangelicals retain alle-
giance to both heartfelt piety and biblical doctrine without succumbing to
the debilitating situation of being caught between competing concerns?
Or stating the question in personal terms, how can I cope with being a
Pietist with a Ph.D.? Perhaps the obvious answer to the dilemma is “inte-
gration.” The evangelical ideal would be to integrate warm-heartedness
and right-headedness. The pietist with a Ph.D. would be the one who not
only remains committed to both the gospel of transformation and the
advancement of biblical doctrine, but brings the two concerns into cre-
ative engagement.

42David F. Wells, No Place for Truth: Or Whatever Happened to Evangeli-
cal Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 96.
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Calling for integration is neither a new nor a unique idea, of course.
Nearly all contemporary evangelicals would likely claim that the integra-
tion of head and heart (as well as “hand”) is exactly what they are seek-
ing. Moreover, almost all evangelical theologians might characterize their
program as that of bringing together doctrine and piety, orthodoxy and
orthopraxis. Even theologians whose sympathies appear at first glance to
lie with the first member of each of these dyads routinely suggest that
they are about the business of integration. My theological teacher at Den-
ver Seminary, Gordon Lewis, to cite one illuminating example, recently
remarked to me that the goal of his theology is to relate revealed theologi-
cal truths to one another, not as an end in itself, but for the sake of living
by them. This purpose is evident in his co-authored magisterial work,
Integrative Theology,*3 for Lewis concludes each chapter with a section
entitled “Relevance for Life and Ministry” Similarly, although Wayne
Grudem states quite categorically that “systematic theology involves col-
lecting and understanding all the relevant passages in the Bible on various
topics and then summarizing their teachings clearly so that we know what
to believe about each topic,” he later adds, “application to life is a neces-
sary part of the proper pursuit of systematic theology.”44

The importance of personal piety was likewise acknowledged by the
nineteenth and early twentieth-century luminaries who mediated the
attention to right doctrine in its now familiar form to contemporary evan-
gelicalism. Despite his modeling of theology after the pattern of empirical
science, Charles Hodge displayed a strong pietistic side.*> He supposedly
warned his students to “beware of a strong head and a cold heart.”46
Moreover, Hodge evidenced a deep appreciation for the tradition of devo-
tional literature. In the opening section of his Systematic Theology, he
declared, “It would be safe for a man to resolve to admit into his theology
nothing which is not sustained by the devotional writings of true Chris-

43Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology, 3 vols.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987-1994).

44Grudem, Systematic Theology, 21,23.

45For a recent treatment of the piety of the Princeton theologians, see
Andrew Hoffecker, Piety and the Princeton Theologians: Archibald Alexander,
Charles Hodge, and Benjamin Warfield (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1981).

46“Charles Hodge,” in Princeton Sermons (London: The Banner of Truth
Trust, 1958), xvi. For this and other similar anecdotes, see Beale, In Pursuit of
Purity, 136-137.
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tians of every denomination.”#” In keeping with his sense of the impor-
tance of the devotional life, Hodge even tried his hand at this literary
genre, composing a book entitled The Way of Life (1842).48

A similar appraisal ought to be voiced regarding the early fundamen-
talists. Their goal was never that of elevating doctrine at the expense of
piety. Indeed, their firmly held desire was to retain the legacy of awaken-
ing evangelicalism. Rather, the fundamentalists’ turn to doctrine occurred
because they perceived that orthodoxy, and not piety, was the dimension
of the faith that was being put at risk by the rise of liberalism. Roger
Olson explains: “Early fundamentalists did not deny that personal experi-
ence of repentance and conversion is important. But because of the threat
they saw in liberal theology, they tended to emphasize assent to unrevis-
able doctrinal propositions as the essential and timeless core of Christian-
ity. . . . They distrusted religious experience and affections because liber-
als could claim to have them.”49 The issue, therefore, is not whether or not
commitment to, and integration of, the two central evangelical concerns is
a worthy goal. Rather, the question that may well divide evangelicals
today is: Which concern ought to be given preeminence in the process of
determining the character of evangelicalism? Here, I would advise that we
move cautiously.

Several considerations lead me to suspect that elevating the concern
for biblical doctrine as the determinative or integrating characteristic of
evangelicalism may well undermine the movement itself. First, a doc-
trine-centered approach all-too-readily loses the distinctive character of
evangelicalism as a renewal movement within the church. It can too easily
transform what was meant to be a transconfessional coalition into a par-
ticular confessional tradition and thereby make the parachurch into the
church. Second, viewing right-headedness as evangelicalism’s integrating
concern risks the demise of the generous spirit that has characterized
evangelicals from the beginning, but which is all-too-often the first casu-
alty in the battle for doctrinal uniformity. Above all, however, giving cen-
tral place to the doctrinal concern can blunt the central insight evangeli-
calism offers to the church, namely that genuine Christian faith dare never

4TCharles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:16-17.

48Reprinted in Charles Hodge: The Way of Life, ed Mark A. Noll (New
York: Paulist Press, 1987), 45-233.

490lson, Story of Christian Theology, 567.
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be equated with externalism in any form, including the externalism
entailed in mere adherence to orthodox doctrine.

The early evangelicals knew from their own experience that fidelity
to doctrinal standards cannot guarantee the presence of true Christianity,
which they rightly understood as personal trust in Christ and hence a heart
converted to God and to others. As J. I. Packer has noted, “What brings
salvation, after all, is not any theory about faith in Christ, justification,
and the church, but faith itself in Christ himself.”5 Looking to the con-
cern for doctrine as the integrative principle, therefore, risks replacing the
focus on warm-heartedness that constitutes the central ethos and unique
contribution of the evangelical community with the very attitude—the
creeping creedalism—that evangelicalism rose up to protest.

Rather than the quest for right doctrine, therefore, the commitment
to convertive piety—which comprises the great contribution and lasting
legacy of the eighteenth-century awakening—must remain the integrative
principle of the evangelical ethos. Whatever value evangelicals may
(rightly) place on doctrinal orthodoxy, historically they have always been
adamant that doctrine is never an end in itself, but is important insofar as
it serves and nurtures the transformation of the heart and true Christian
piety. Consequently, concern for biblical doctrine must always remain the
handmaiden to commitment to the gospel of heartfelt piety.

Having said this, I must quickly add that piety dare never ignore
doctrine. Orthodoxy is crucial to orthopraxy, right-headedness is impor-
tant to warm-heartedness, and doctrinal rigor plays a crucial role in the
truly transformed life. This conclusion emerges directly out of the nature
of the convertive piety that marks the essence of evangelicalism. As I have
declared repeatedly,>! the encounter with God that evangelicals proclaim
does not occur in a theological vacuum. Every experience is necessarily
tied to an understanding of reality, an interpretive framework that both
facilitates it and emerges from it. So also, the saving encounter with God
in Christ through the Spirit, both at conversion as the beginning of the
faith journey as well as in the on-going life of faithful discipleship, must

50J. 1. Packer, “Why I Signed It,” Christianity Today 38:14 (December 12,
1994), 37.

51See, for example, Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology, 33-35;
Grenz, Renewing the Center, 202-3. See also, Stanley J. Grenz and John R.

Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 48-54.
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be cradled by the constellation of beliefs, arising from the Bible, that
comprise the Christian interpretive framework.

My commitment to convertive piety, therefore, leads inevitably to a
concern for orthodox doctrine. Or stating the point in the opposite way,
my strong regard for doctrine arises as a crucial and necessary by-product
of my being an evangelical committed to the gospel of heartfelt transfor-
mation. But notice the order: I am deeply concerned for right-headedness
because I am an evangelical. Furthermore, my adherence to orthodox doc-
trine does not in and of itself constitute me as an evangelical. Indeed, not
everyone who is doctrinally orthodox can claim (or would desire to claim)
the descriptor “evangelical.”

A personal illustration might make the point clearer. In March, 1995,
I served as one of the plenary speakers at the Midwest region of the Evan-
gelical Theological Society. During the conversation, one member of the
panel asked me if I could name one doctrine that I thought a person must
affirm to be rightly labeled an “evangelical.” At first glance the question
seemed quite straightforward. I could easily have tried to placate my
interlocutor by listing the theological commitments that I hold dear and
that I view as belonging to the theological heritage of the faith—the doc-
trine of the Trinity, the created goodness but fallenness of humankind, the
deity and humanity of Jesus, Christ’s substitutionary atonement for
human sin, the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, the church as the
body of Christ, and the Lord’s return in glory and judgment. But I did not
cite any of these. My reticence was not due to any hesitation on my part
to affirm these doctrines; nor was it the product of any doubts I had as to
their importance to the evangelical community, or to Christian orthodoxy
for that matter. Rather, I avoided compiling a list of doctrines because I
wanted to preserve the priority of the new birth and reiterate that doctrine
is the servant—a crucial servant to be sure, but a servant nonetheless—of
the transforming work of the Spirit.

So where does this leave me? I view myself above all as one whom
God has encountered in Christ, whose heart the Holy Spirit has regener-
ated, and therefore whose highest desire is to be a faithful disciple of
Christ within the community of Christ’s disciples and the world. This
makes me a pietist. At the same time, I readily acknowledge that doc-
trine—in fact, the entire enterprise of faith seeking understanding—both
facilitates and arises out of this encounter, and it serves the life of disci-
pleship. My vocational concern for this enterprise led me to seek a doc-
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torate in theology. I am a Ph.D. Putting the two together means that I am
imbued with a commitment both to warm-heartedness and right-headed-
ness. I am, in short, a “Pietist with a Ph.D.”

Viewing myself in this manner, as being loyal to a two-fold commit-
ment, means that I see myself as an evangelical. I stand in a long trajec-
tory of people from the Pietists and the Puritans, from John Wesley and
Isaac Backus, to the folks who came forward at the worship service on
Pentecost Sunday, all of whom have a burning desire to serve the cause of
the gospel in the church and the world by calling for an awakening to
heartfelt piety. With these heroes of the faith, I share the concern to foster
the kind of warm-hearted fervency that is able to replace dead creedalism
with a generous orthodoxy that can facilitate us in the task of being faith-
ful disciples of Christ by the transforming power of the Holy Spirit, to the
glory of God. Following the lead of the great evangelical heroes, I am also
concerned for right-headedness, knowing that intellectual rigor in the
exploration and articulation of biblical doctrine is crucial to the life of
true piety and to the advancement of the gospel of genuine transforma-
tion.

For insight as to how to integrate these two dimensions—how to
bring together heart and head, piety and orthodoxy—I turn to a long line
of faithful servants of God. This legacy includes my own teachers and the
nineteenth-century exemplars whom they imitated, to be sure. But I look
as well to the notables of the seventeenth century, like Spener and
Francke, and to their eighteenth-century followers, such as Wesley. In
their own ways and in a manner appropriate to their day, these luminaries
were concerned for an awakening of true piety and sought to bring their
intellectual resources into the service of this glorious cause. In short, the
heroes of the evangelical tradition were also Pietists with Ph.D.s. And
they were such long before I was.
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THE NEW CREATION AS A MULTIVALENT
THEME IN JOHN WESLEY’S THEOLOGY!

by
Kenneth J. Collins

At the beginning of the twenty-first century it is eminently fitting
that participants at the Oxford Institute of Methodist Theological Studies
are exploring the theme of the new creation as articulated by John Wesley.
Mindful of our different social location and of the challenges that histori-
ography pose for us, we should profit from a fresh consideration of Wes-
ley’s thought and praxis. He was a magnanimous leader who, along with
George Whitefield and Charles Wesley, was at the helm of a burgeoning
and pulsating revival. Indeed, not only did eighteenth-century Methodism
flourish under Wesley’s able and careful leadership, and not only did this
Anglican cleric minister to a full array of needs among his people, but,
perhaps most important of all, the poor were invited to participate in noth-
ing less than the life of God, the glad tidings of salvation.

Wesley’s Understanding of the New Creation

Serious students of Wesley, who have taken the trouble to read most
of his works, will be rewarded for such labor in discerning, among other
things, the carefully articulated, well nuanced, multivalent conception of
the new creation that repeatedly surfaces. Such a conception will no doubt
be in sharp contrast to some of the more prominent contemporary
accounts that are, despite their current popularity, markedly monological

IThis paper was presented at the Eleventh Oxford Institute of Methodist
Theological Studies held at Christ Church, Oxford, England, in August, 2002.



COLLINS

in their assessments, and are often driven merely by materialistic or politi-
cal considerations.2 Wesley’s eighteenth-century thought, on the other
hand, is far more sophisticated and is, therefore, best explored in terms of
a number of frameworks which, together, underscore the richness of the
grace of God as it is manifested in the deepest recesses of the soul, in
society, as well as in the larger created order.

A. The New Creation as an Inward Work. Several well developed
themes in Wesley’s writings during the 1740s demonstrate that his con-
cern, even preoccupation, was not principally outward conformity or
practice, no matter how noble or sincere, but what he termed “inward reli-
gion.” In 1745, for instance, he wrote to a clerical friend as follows:
“About seven years since, we began preaching inward, present salvation
as attainable by faith alone. For preaching this doctrine we were forbid-
den to preach in the churches.”? That same year Wesley penned a letter to
“John Smith” and underscored once more the value of inward religion,
the religion of the heart:

But I would rather say, Faith is “productive of all Christian
holiness than of all Christian practice”: because men are so
exceeding apt to rest in practice, so called—I mean, in outside
religion; whereas true religion is eminently seated in the heart,
renewed in the image of Him that created us.4

Wesley’s favorite text for communicating the immense value of heart
religion, both as the source, the motivating factor for external religion,
and as its ultimate goal was none other than Romans 14:14: “For the
kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righteousness, and peace, and
joy in the Holy Ghost” (KJV). The significance of purity of intention, as
well as the extent of the moral law as it relates to godly motivations,
truths communicated to Wesley much earlier by the triumvirate of Taylor,
a Kempis, and Law, were now being expressed in a public, written, and
didactic manner by means of key sermons. In his “Way to the Kingdom,”

2Cf., Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Good News to the Poor: John Wesley’s
Evangelical Economics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990).

3Frank Baker, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Vols. 25, 26. The Letters (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 26:125.

41bid., 26:179. Emphasis is mine. There are over one hundred references to
“true religion” in Wesley’s writings which range from 1730s to the 1790s, and
this indicates that this theme, like the motif of “real Christianity,” is marked not
by its discontinuity or extinction but by its continuity and significance.
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for example, produced in 1746, Wesley denies that the nature of religion
consists in “forms of worship, or rites and ceremonies,’> or in any out-
ward action whatsoever. He explains:

Yet may a man both abstain from outward evil, and do good,
and still have no religion. Yea, two persons may do the same
outward work—suppose feeding the hungry, or clothing the
naked—and in the meantime one of these may be truly reli-
gious and the other have no religion at all; for the one may act
from the love of God, and the other from the love of praise. So
manifest it is that although true religion naturally leads to
every good word and work, yet the real nature thereof lies
deeper still, even in the hidden man of the heart.¢

But neither does the nature of religion consist in “orthodoxy or right
opinions,”” Wesley cautions. A believer may assent to “all the three
creeds—that called the Apostles’, the Nicene, and the Athanasian—and
yet ‘tis possible he may have no religion at all, no more than a Jew, Turk,
or pagan.”® That is, intellectual assent can never be the very essence of
saving faith, but only its external form. True religion, on the other hand, is
ever summed up in three particulars: “righteousness, and peace, and joy in
the Holy Ghost,”® the very presence of God in the human heart. Again,
true religion consists not so much in orthopraxis or even orthodoxy,
though both are clearly important, but in what has been termed “orthokar-
dia,’10 that is, in a heart right toward God and neighbor that implies noth-
ing less than happiness as well as holiness.

Ever careful to communicate important soteriological truths in an ad
populum fashion, Wesley offered perhaps the best explication of this
theme of inward, true religion in his numerous discourses (thirteen in all)
on the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount which were crafted in 1748 and fol-

SAlbert C. Outler, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Vols. 1-4. The Sermons
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 1:219.

6Ibid., 1:220.

"Ibid. See also Wesley’s letter to Vincent Perronet in 1748 in which he
relates that orthodoxy or right opinions is “at best a very slender part of religion,
if it can be allowed to be any part of it at all.” Cf. Telford, Letters, 2:293.

8Ibid., 1:220. Outler maintains that in this sermon Wesley denies that reli-
gion consists in either correct praxis or doctrine. Cf. Outler, Sermons, 1:217.

9Ibid., 1:221.

10Cf. Gregory S. Clapper, “Orthokardia: The Practical Theology of John
Wesley’s Heart Religion,” Quarterly Review, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Spring 1990), 49-66.
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lowing. Influenced by the earlier treatments of Bishop Blackall, John
Norris, Henry Hammond and others,!! Wesley explored the substance of
Matthew 5-7 along three main lines: “(1) ‘the sum of true religion’;
(2) ‘rules touching that right intention which we are to preserve in all our
outward actions’; and (3) ‘the main hindrances of this religion.” 12

Interestingly enough, Wesley points out in this same series of ser-
mons that it was often the rich or those who considered themselves to be
of the better sort who were the most presumptuous in this area and who,
therefore, considered inward religion to be nothing less than “madness.”13
In fact, late in his career even Joseph Humphreys, who was one of Wes-
ley’s early lay preachers, succumbed to various pretensions and now
scoffed at inward religion: “That was one of the foolish things which I
wrote in the time of my madness.”14 And in 1749, while Wesley was
preaching in Ireland in the face of much opposition from local leaders, he
offered the following defense or apologetic for inward religion in his A
Short Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland:

Religion does not consist in negatives only . . . but is a real,
positive thing; that it does not consist in externals only, in
attending the church and sacrament (although all these things
they approve and recommend), in using all the means of grace,
or in works of charity (commonly so called) superadded to
works of piety; but that it is properly and strictly a principle
within, seated in the inmost soul, and thence manifesting itself
by these outward fruits on all suitable occasions.!5

U]bid., 1:466-67.

12]bid., 1:467. It was, of course, Thomas 4 Kempis who had first revealed to
Wesley the significance of inward religion, the religion of the heart, as noted in
Wesley’s later comments in his Plain Account of Christian Perfection. Indeed, the
substance of Wesley’s appropriation was largely western and later came to
include Jeremy Taylor, Caroline divine, and William Law, the famous Non-Juror.
Cf. Jackson, Works, 11:366.

3]bid., 1:673. See also Wesley’s comments on inward religion in A Farther
Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion in Gerald R. Cragg, ed., The Works of
John Wesley, Vol. 11. The Appeals to Men of Reason and Religion (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1975), 11: 275.

14Cf. Thomas Jackson, ed., The Works of John Wesley, 14 vols. (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1978), 4:493.

I5Rupert E. Davies, The Works of John Wesley, Vol 9, The Methodist Soci-
eties: History, Nature, and Design (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), 9:283.
Bracketed material is mine.
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Again, in this same treatise Wesley maintains that “religion does not con-
sist . . . either in negatives or externals, in barely doing no harm, or even
doing good, but in the tempers of the heart; in right dispositions of mind
towards God and man, producing all right words and actions.”16

Moreover, a few years later, in 1756, Wesley replied to those in his
own age who had sought to advocate morality and social justice by the
mistaken practice of deprecating piety and religious affections, the very
substance of inward religion. He cautioned these errant believers with
stinging effect in his treatise on The Doctrine of Original Sin:

How capable are you of recommending, not barely morality
(the duty of man to man), but piety, the duty of man to God,
even the “worshipping him in spirit and in truth!” How well
qualified are you to explain, enforce, defend, even “the deep
things of God,” the nature of the kingdom of God “within us;”
yea, the interiora regni Dei! Are you disserving the cause of
inward religion, labouring to destroy the inward kingdom of
God, sapping the foundations of all true, spiritual worship,
advancing morality on the ruins of piety? Are you among
those who are overthrowing the very foundations of primitive,
scriptural Christianity? which certainly can have no ground to
stand upon, if the scheme lately advanced be true.!?

161bid., 9:284. Wesley was not surprised that many Irish remained in the
Roman Catholic faith since “Protestants can find no better ways to convert them
than penal laws and Acts of Parliament.” Cf. Ward and Heitzenrater, Journals and
Diaries, 20:189.

7yackson, Wesley’s Works, 9:432. For a popular, although mistaken carica-
ture of Pietists see Theodore Runyon’s work, The New Creation: John Wesley’s
Theology Today, where he writes: “One of the persistent tendencies emerging
from pietism and its understanding of Christianity has been individualism. The
essential core of Christian faith is reduced to what takes place within the individ-
ual and his or her personally experienced awareness of God.” However, it is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to make the case that Spener, Franke, and Tersteegen were
individualists. In fact, these Pietists repeatedly emphasized the corporate, com-
munal dimension of the church in their support of ecclesiolae in ecclesia. There-
fore, it is simply unnecessary, and indeed counterproductive, as Wesley himself
knew all too well, to deprecate piety, the interior life of the soul, in order to
advance external religion and social action. Indeed, the one work of grace should
readily flow into the other. Cf., Theodore H. Runyon, The New Creation: John
Wesley’s Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 102, and Theodore
H. Runyon, Sanctification and Liberation: Liberation Theologies in the Light of
the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1981), 47.
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In fact, much later, in 1783, Wesley continued these well worked themes
and stated quite clearly, as Jesus had done centuries earlier, that the king-
dom of God is, in a real sense, not an outward kingdom but an inward,
invisible one. In his sermon “The General Spread of the Gospel,” for
example, Wesley explains: “But in general, it seems, the kingdom of God
will not “come with observation;” but will silently increase, wherever it is
set up, and spread from heart to heart, from house to house, from town to
town, from one kingdom to another.”18

A year before his death, in his sermon “On the Wedding Garment,
Wesley was so concerned that the Methodists would soon simply be
marked by the form of religion without its power that he cautioned his
people to remember not only that the new creation was preeminently a
work of God, but also that “neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor
uncircumcision; but a new creation,” the renewal of the soul “in the image
of God wherein it was created.”!9 The Methodist way, then, from its very
beginning to the last days of its cherished leader, ever highlighted “a prin-
ciple within” as the source and goal of all outward fruit and action. Con-
sequently, the alteration of the tempers of the inmost soul was not consid-
ered a “pious indulgence” or “enthusiasm” as the spiritually dull of
Wesley’s own age would have it, but as nothing less than a prerequisite
for godly and effective ministry.

B. The New Creation as a Regenerating Work. Another frame-
work that Wesley employed to elucidate the richness of the new creation
was the new birth, that glorious work of the Holy Spirit that brings a soul
to a new and godly life. Along these lines, Wesley saw fit to publish the
sermon of his brother, Charles, entitled “Awake, Thou That Sleepest,” a
work that underscored the relation between the new creation and regener-
ation in considerable detail. To illustrate, in this piece the younger brother
exclaims: “Knowest thou, that, in Jesus Christ, neither circumcision

18Qutler, Sermons, 2:493. See also the reply to the Rev. Mr. Church in
which Wesley accuses the gentleman of rejecting “the whole inward kingdom of
God; that is, in effect, the whole gospel of Jesus Christ.” Cf. Jackson, Wesley’s
Works, 8:408.

191bid., 4:147. Wesley had specifically defined the inward kingdom in terms
of the presence of the Holy Spirit much earlier in his following observation: “The
inward kingdom of heaven, which is set up in the hearts of all that repent and
believe the gospel, is no other than ‘righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy
Ghost.” Every babe in Christ knows we are made partakers of these, the very hour
that we believe in Jesus.” Cf. Outler, Sermons, 2:139.
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availeth anything, nor uncircumcision; but faith that worketh by love; but
a new creation? Seest thou the necessity of that inward change, that spiri-
tual birth, that life from the dead, that holiness?”’20

Naturally, the theme of the new creation as the renewal of the
soul in the image of God, as a genuine spiritual birth, was also developed
in Wesley’s own writings where he maintains that this soteriological event
is not a natural change, one which could be brought about merely by
human will or design, but a supernatural change. Thus, in his Earnest
Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion, drafted in 1743, Wesley reasons:

If you ask, “Why then have not all men this faith? all, at least,
who conceive it to be so happy a thing? Why do they not
believe immediately?” We answer (on the Scripture hypothe-
sis), “It is the gift of God.” No man is able to work it in him-
self. It is a work of omnipotence. It requires no less power
thus to quicken a dead soul, than to raise a body that lies in the
grave. It is a new creation; and none can create a soul anew,
but He who at first created the heavens and the earth.2!

Much later, in 1762, Wesley affirms in a letter to the Lord Bishop of
Gloucester that it is the office not of humanity but “of the Holy Ghost to
sanctify.”22 Elsewhere in his writings, he likewise takes great care to dis-
tinguish all human effort and virtue from the vast change which takes
place in regeneration through the power of the Holy Spirit. In his sermon
“On a Single-Eye,” for example, he declares:

Let them be ever so learned, ever so well versed in every
branch of polite literature; yea, ever so courteous, so humane;
yet if their eye is not singly fixed on God, they can know noth-
ing of scriptural religion. They do not even know what Chris-
tian holiness means: what is the entrance of it, the new birth,
with all the circumstances attending it.23

And in a note Wesley adds: “They know no more of this [change] than do
the beasts of the field.”24

20Tbid., 1:151.

21Cragg, The Appeals, 11: 47-48. Emphasis is mine.

22Telford, Letters, 4:380.

23Qutler, Sermons, 4:124. Compare this sermon also with “The New Birth,”
a piece in which Wesley once again makes a distinction between conventional
morality and the new birth. Cf. Outler, Sermons, 2:194-95.

241bid.
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Viewed in another sense, the connection between the doctrines of
original sin and the new birth postulated by Wesley, where one work is the
foundation for the other, not only points to the absolute necessity of
regeneration for salvation, but also keeps this crucial doctrine from being
misunderstood in a moralistic way, as if an increase in education, virtue,
practice, or even the employment of the means of grace were all that is
entailed in this glorious work of God. Wesley elaborates:

Go to church twice a day, go to the Lord’s table every week,
say ever so many prayers in private; hear ever so many ser-
mons, good sermons, excellent sermons, the best that ever
were preached; read ever so many good books—still you must
be born again. None of these things will stand in the place of
the new birth; no, nor any thing under heaven. Let this there-
fore, if you have not already experienced this inward work of
God, be your continual prayer: “Lord, add this to all thy bless-
ings,—let me be born again!”25

Even more emphatically, Wesley distinguished the new birth, that super-
natural work of the Most High, from all commonplace although mis-
guided notions of this grace. In his piece “The New Birth,” for example,
he reasons:

Thousands do really believe, that they have found a broad way
which leadeth not to destruction. “What danger,” say they,
“can a woman be in that is so harmless and so virtuous? What
fear is there that so honest a man, one of so strict morality,
should miss of heaven; especially if, over and above all this,
they constantly attend on church and sacrament?” One of
these will ask with all assurance, “What! shall not I do as well
as my neighbours?” Yes, as well as our unholy neighbours; as
well as your neighbours that die in their sins! For you will all
drop into the pit together, into the nethermost hell! You will all
lie together in the lake of fire; “the lake of fire burning with
brimstone.” Then, at length, you will see (but God grant you
may see it before!) the necessity of holiness in order to glory;
and, consequently, of the new birth, since none can be holy,
except he be born again.26

25Ibid., 2:200-201. For other examples of “inward religion” in Wesley’s the-
ological tracts and essays, Cf. Jackson, Wesley’s Works, 8:19, 120, 197, 204; 9:36,
122;9:432; 10:403; and 11:366.

261bid., 2:195.
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The new birth, then, as evidence of the new creation, marks the
beginning not simply of an incremental change, not merely one of degree,
but of a qualitative change which issues in a distinct kind of life, a life
that men and women cannot bring about by themselves. In fact, Wesley so
emphasizes this supernatural change that he maintains repeatedly
throughout his writings that spiritual life itself, what his brother Charles
had called “spiritual birth,” commences when we are born again.?’ In the
Conference Minutes of 1745, for example, Wesley and his preachers
responded to the question, “When does inward sanctification begin?” by
pointing out: “In the moment we are justified. The seed of every virtue is
then sown in the soul. From that time the believer gradually dies to sin,
and grows in grace.”?8 Again, “Justification of life, as being connected
with the new birth,” Wesley observes, “[is] the beginning of spiritual life,
which leads us, through the life of holiness, to life eternal, to glory.”2°
Beyond this, Wesley develops this same theme in his sermon “On God’s
Vineyard,” produced in 1787, in which he argues that “The new birth is
the first point of sanctification, which may increase more and more unto
the perfect day.”30 In light of this evidence, it is clear that holiness, the
presence of the Holy Spirit in the human heart, begins not at the reception
of prevenient or convincing grace, but only at regeneration and justifica-
tion. Prior to initially sanctifying grace, then, that grace which makes one
holy, believers may be many things (recipients of prevenient grace, con-
vinced of sin, moral and virtuous), but they are not yet holy.

27Telford, Letters, 4:332. Compare this letter to Wesley’s sermon, “On
Working Out Our Own Salvation,” where he notes that “salvation begins with
what is usually termed (and very properly) “preventing grace.” This, however,
does not contradict his earlier statements so long as it is realized that in the for-
mer Wesley is referring to salvation, properly speaking, which always includes
holiness; but in the latter, he is simply highlighting a “degree” of salvation in that
the sinner is at least on the way to holiness. In short, in no sense was Wesley
arguing in his sermon “On Working Out Our Own Salvation” that those who
merely have prevenient grace are in fact holy and are therefore redeemed, prop-
erly speaking. Cf. Outler, Sermons, 3:203.

28Jackson, Wesley’s Works, 8:285.

29Qutler, Sermons, 2:411. Bracketed material is mine. Interestingly enough,
in his sermon, “On Living Without God,” Wesley indicates that at regeneration
the spiritual senses of the believer come alive to discern the love of God. In this
context, he employs such sensory language as “tasting,” “feeling,” etc., to make
his point. Cf. Outler, Sermons, 4:173.

30Ibid., 3:507.
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Beyond this, the elderly Wesley highlighted the soteriological impor-
tance of the new birth, its cruciality, by contending that “no good work,
properly so called, can go before justification,” and therefore before
regeneration as well.31 This issue of good works, then, like Wesley’s
views on regeneration, once again indicates the subtlety of his position.
On the one hand, in light of his doctrine of prevenient grace, Wesley
refused to refer to these works prior to justification and regeneration as
“splendid sins” as the Calvinists were inclined to do; but on the other
hand, since these works were not informed by sanctifying, regenerating
grace, they were not deemed good, strictly speaking. The genius and bal-
ance of Wesley’s theology, then, is that it held both of these ideas together
and without contradiction. Accordingly, what should be behind good
works, properly speaking, as the church ministers to the poor, is a “princi-
ple within,” a principle that not only is the motivating factor, the impera-
tive for such labor, but also, in a real sense, the goal or telos of all.

C. The New Creation as a Social Work. In his “Upon our Lord’s
Sermon on the Mount: Discourse the Fourth,” which takes Matthew 5:13-
16 as its text, Wesley advocates that “Christianity is essentially a social
religion, and that to turn it into a solitary religion is indeed to destroy
it.”32 This passage, interestingly enough, has often been cited by contem-
porary scholars to show that Wesley was principally, if not exclusively,
concerned with public religion and the social order. However, this appears
to be an anachronistic reading (confusing the twenty-first century with the
eighteenth) and is not the meaning suggested in this sermon. For one
thing, Wesley relates that Christianity is a social religion in the sense that
it cannot subsist without society, without living and conversing with other
people. Beyond this, he observes that a social dimension is necessary for
inward religion itself, for the inculcation of such holy tempers as meek-
ness, gentleness, and longsuffering. “But this is apparently set aside,”

31Cragg, The Appeals, 11:449.

32Qutler, Sermons, 1:533. For more on the salient issue of social holiness,
Cf., Hugo Assmann, “Is ‘Social Holiness’ Enough? A Catholic Reading,” in Faith
Born in the Struggle for Life, ed. Dow Kirkpatrick (Grand Rapids,Michigan:
Eerdmans, 1988), 26-37; Robert Edwin Black, “The Social Dimensions of John
Wesley’s Ministry as Related to His Personal Piety” (Dissertation, Union Semi-
nary of Virginia, 1984); and R. George Eli, Social Holiness: John Wesley’s Think-
ing on Christian Community and Its Relationship to the Social Order (New York:
P. Lang Pubs., 1993).
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Wesley warns, “by all who call us to the wilderness, who recommend
entire solitude either to the babes, or the young men, or the fathers in
Christ.”33 Thus, the chief object of Wesley’s censure in this sermon is not
inward religion, the religion of the heart, but solitary religion in the form
of anchoretic monasticism, the kind of religion that leaves one alone. Put
another way, such an isolated approach does not provide the appropriate
social context for the instantiation of inward religion, for the inculcation
of a diversity of virtues in the human heart. So then, to those contempo-
rary interpreters who continue to deprecate or diminish heart religion,
viewing it perhaps as an extravagance and who therefore consider social
or political action to be the chief end of the Christian faith, Wesley offered
this word of caution: “That ‘the regulation of social life is the one end of
religion’ is a strange position indeed. I never imagined any but a Deist
would affirm this.”34

Given that such inaccurate statements as the claim “Methodism
began as a movement of the poor, for the poor, by the poor, and with the
poor,”35 are often made in contemporary Methodism, it is best to consider
the historical question more carefully. That is, in what way did the
Methodists actually bring the glad tidings of salvation to the downtrodden
of broader British society? As will be apparent shortly, it is not so much
that the Methodists were among the poor in a direct way, simply sharing of
their own largess, but that the poor were among the Methodists in an
accountable and responsible way, participating in the full life of Method-
ism with its rich and diverse ministries—ministries that had consequence
for both body and soul. Indeed, Wesley rarely sought to ameliorate the
plight of the poor by simply giving them money. Instead, he almost always
augmented such material assistance by offering the poor nothing less than
the care and fellowship of the Methodists as an instance of the body of
Christ and as a savor of the invigorating graces of the new creation.

One way of understanding the relation between holiness of heart and
life and the works of mercy that flow from it, especially as such works
relate to ministry to the poor, is found in the work of Theodore Jennings.

33Ibid., 1:535.

34Telford, Letters, 6:205.

350xford Methodists were in many respects quite privileged and hardly con-
stituted England’s poor. Cf. Kenneth L. Carder, “What Difference Does Knowing
Wesley Make?,” in Rethinking Wesley’s Theology for Contemporary Methodism,
ed. Randy L. Maddox (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 28.
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Thus, for example, this contemporary scholar sets up a means/end rela-
tionship and maintains that the love of God reigning in the heart is a suit-
able means to works of charity and to the-yet-higher end of reform of the
political order. “Wesley emphasizes inward transformation,” Jennings
maintains, “because he is so earnestly interested in outward behavior.”36
Elsewhere in his writings, Jennings specifically links holiness to political
goals, that is, to the elimination of private property and to the establish-
ment of communism. “Wesley supposes that the Methodist movement
will produce not only a spread of the gospel throughout the earth,” he
writes, “but also, and therefore, bring in the communist society.”37 And
though these political goals themselves are questionable, especially in
light of recent events in eastern Europe, the valuational structure into
which they are placed is even more dubious. Is the satisfaction of the tem-
poral needs of the poor, though important, the very highest goal, the telos,
at which Wesley aimed? Was political transformation really the end, the
major purpose of the eighteenth-century revival? Or is this modern read-
ing of Wesley, in its attempt to be relevant, actually reductionistic in that
it entails the substitution of the penultimate for what is truly ultimate?
Not surprisingly, Richard Heitzenrater, ever careful in his scholarship, has
criticized Jennings’ “political reading” of Wesley in the following fashion:

What is not evident in Jennings’ claim of Wesley’s “preferen-
tial option of the poor” is the fact that the poor of which Wes-
ley spoke were not “them” but “us.” The poor of the Society,
to use Wesley’s common phrase, were not outsiders who were
the occasional object of his external social outreach—they

36Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Good News to the Poor: John Wesley’s Evan-
gelical Economics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 144.

37Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., “Wesley’s Preferential Option for the Poor,”’
Quarterly Review, Vol. 9, No.3 (Fall, 1989), 22. Ignoring the political and social
context of eighteenth-century England, Jennings contends that Wesley repudiated
the right of private property. However, there is sufficient evidence in Wesley’s
own writings to demonstrate that he upheld both religious and civil liberty. More
to the point, in his “Thoughts upon Liberty” Wesley observes that civil liberty
entails “a liberty to enjoy our lives and fortunes in our own way; to use our prop-
erty, whatever is legally our own, according to our own choice.” And in his
“Observations on Liberty” he adds: “Civil liberty is a liberty to dispose of our
lives, persons, and fortunes, according to our own choice, and the laws of our
country.” Cf. Jackson, Works, 11:41, 11:92. See also, Manfred Marquardt, John
Wesley’s Social Ethics: Praxis and Principles (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992),
37-38.
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were, by and large, the people who made up a relatively large
proportion of his societies and for whom he and the
Methodists had special pastoral responsibility. The point is a
major one that Jennings by and large misses—the issue has
not so much to do with the nature of the church’s mission to
the larger society; rather, the issue has to do with the nature of
the church itself.38

Yet another way of reading Wesley, of construing the relationship
between the inward kingdom, the love of God reigning in the heart and all
manner of good works (individual, political, social) is to contend that the
one endlessly leads to the other in a cyclical fashion. In other words, in
this interpretation, the love of God and neighbor issues in works of mercy
which in turn enhance the love of God and neighbor.3° Here each element
is a means to the other and the question of valuation, of an ultimate telos,
is avoided. Indeed, when the historian focuses on particular kinds of evi-
dence, Wesley can in fact be read in this way. Accordingly, if inward
transformation does not lead to good works, Wesley cautioned, one’s faith
and love cannot remain. Commenting on James 1:27, he writes: “The only
true religion in the sight of God is this, to visit—With counsel, comfort,
and relief, the fatherless and widows—Those who need it most, in their
affliction—In their most helpless and hopeless state. . . .”40 Moreover,
Wesley likewise affirmed that good works are often a means of grace to
spiritual growth and maturity. Thus, he points out in his sermon “The

38Richard P. Heitzenrater, “The Imitatio Christi and the Great Command-
ment: Virtue and Obligation in Wesley’s Ministry with the Poor,” in The Portion
of the Poor: Good News to the Poor in the Wesleyan Tradition, ed. M. Douglas
Meeks (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 52.

39Wesley maintained that works of piety as well as works of mercy are in
some sense necessary to sanctification. In other words, if there be time and oppor-
tunity, these works are the normal means to an improvement of the rich grace of
God. Wesley, however, did not contend that doing good works necessarily results
in an increase in holiness. The emphasis here, as elsewhere, is on the grace of
God and works of mercy as a means of that grace. Cf. Outler, Sermons, 2:164
(“The Scripture Way of Salvation”).

40John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament (Salem, Ohio:
Schmul Publishers), 599. A contemporary Methodist scholar who holds this view
of a balance between inward, personal transformation and social activity is
Howard Snyder. Indeed, his chart on the various models of the kingdom of God
places the individual (personal) and the social in symmetrical relationship. Cf.
Howard A. Snyder, Models of the Kingdom (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991),
17.



COLLINS

Scripture Way of Salvation,” that all good works, works of piety as well
as works of mercy, are “in some sense necessary to sanctification,” that is,
if there is time and opportunity for them.4!

Though this second reading of Wesley is much more plausible than
the first, it too must be judged as inadequate simply because it cannot
incorporate the kinds of value judgments which Wesley did, after all,
make in this area. For example, in his sermon “On Visiting the Sick,” pro-
duced in 1786, Wesley advises his visitors in the following fashion:

But it may not be amiss usually to begin with inquiring into
their outward condition. You may ask whether they have the
necessaries of life. Whether they have sufficient food and rai-
ment. If the weather be cold, whether they have fuel .42

But after this, Wesley asserts, the visitor is to proceed to things of greater
value. “These little labours of love,” he writes, “will pave your way to
things of greater importance. Having shown that you have a regard for
their bodies, you may proceed to inquire concerning their souls.”43
Furthermore, Wesley repeats this judgment, no doubt for emphasis, but
this time he clearly displays what is the telos of all ministry:

While you are eyes to the blind and feet to the lame, a husband
to the widow and a father to the fatherless, see that you still
keep a higher end in view, even the saving of souls from
death, and that you labour to make all you say and do sub-
servient to that great end.**

Though these value judgments have seldom surfaced in the second-
ary literature, they are by no means idiosyncratic but represent Wesley’s
own thinking throughout his career. For example, much earlier, in 1748,

41Qutler, Sermons, 2:164. Note that Wesley is in no way suggesting salva-
tion by works, but he is affirming that good works, informed by the grace of God
and by proper motivation, are a real means of grace to the believer.

42[bid., 3:390.

43Ibid., 391. These hortatory comments found in the sermons reveal that in
his ministry to the poor Wesley was never simply preoccupied with their temporal
needs, important though they were, but he also was ever concerned with the tran-
scendent, with the issues of God and eternity, a trait which gave his economic
ethic, at least at times, a decidedly “otherworldly” emphasis. “Every pound you
put into the earthly bank is sunk,” Wesley writes in his “The More Excellent
Way,” “it brings no interest above. But every pound you give to the poor is put
into the bank of heaven.” Cf. Outler, Sermons, 3:276.

44]bid., 3:393. Emphasis is mine.
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Wesley had written concerning those engaged in ministry: “He doth good,
to the uttermost of his power, even to the bodies of men. . . . How much
more does he rejoice if he can do any good to the soul of any man!”45
And two years later Wesley continued this theme in his sermon “Upon
Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, Discourse the Thirteenth”:

Over and above all this, are you zealous of good works? Do
you, as you have time, do good to all men? Do you feed the
hungry and clothe the naked, and visit the fatherless and
widow in their affliction? Do you visit those that are sick?
Relieve them that are in prison? Is any a stranger and you take
him in? Friend, come up higher. . . . Does he enable you to
bring sinners from darkness to light, from the power of Satan
unto God?46

Two points are noteworthy in light of the preceding evidence. First,
for Wesley at least, a part of what it means to love your neighbor as your-
self always involves the exercise of both material gifts and spiritual
talents; it entails the employment of all those gifts and graces which will
enhance the physical well being of the poor and their spiritual character.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, although the material needs of the

45Ibid., 1:519. With respect to the roles of ministry, the task of visiting the
sick and the poor demonstrates not separation as in some praxis models, not min-
istry which occurs in one direction only, from the poor to those who minister to
them, but it reveals a mutuality of need and love in an ever larger circle of min-
istry. Moreover, this mutuality of need and love is amply displayed in Wesley’s
sermon “On Visiting the Sick,” in which he counsels his readers to visit the
afflicted in person for two principal reasons. First, unlike a physician, the visitor
can do great good to the souls of men and women. Second, sending relief by
another does not improve one’s own graces; there is no advance, in other words,
in the love of God and neighbor. “You could not gain that increase in lowliness, in
patience, in tenderness of spirit, in sympathy with the afflicted,” Wesley notes,
“which you might have gained if you had assisted them in person.” Cf. Outler,
Sermons, 3:389, 393.

46bid., 1:695. Emphasis is mine. Runyon maintains that Wesley gave prior-
ity to works of mercy, which is true, but since this contemporary scholar fails to
distinguish the difference between chronological and valuational priority, he
actually leaves the wrong impression in terms of Wesley’s own ongoing judg-
ments. Cf. Theodore H. Runyon, The New Creation: John Wesley’s Theology
Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 106; and Kenneth J. Collins, “The
Soteriological Orientation of John Wesley’s Ministry to the Poor,” The Asbury
Theological Journal, 50, no. 1 (Spring 1995), 75-92.
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neighbor have chronological priority, they clearly do not have valuational
priority in Wesley’s thought,? for their fulfillment prepares the way, to
use Wesley’s own terminology, for things of greater importance. Once
again in his sermon “On Visiting the Sick” the Methodist leader instructs
his visitors:

And if your delicacy will not permit you to imitate those truly
honourable ladies, by abasing yourselves in the manner which
they do, by performing the lowest offices for the sick, you
may, however, without humbling yourselves so far, supply
them with whatever they want. And you may administer help
of a more excellent kind, by supplying their spiritual wants;
instructing them (if they need such instruction) in the first
principles of religion; endeavouring to show them the danger-
ous state they are in, under the wrath and curse of God
through sin, and point them to the Lamb of God, who taketh
away the sins of the world.48

But perhaps the most lucid expression of the value and necessity of
personal, inward transformation for social reform is found in the follow-
ing selection from the sermon On Zeal, a sermon which epitomizes Wes-
ley’s thought in this area and provides insight into his ethical motivation
and concern. Notice, for instance, what is at the heart of this ethic and the
consequences which flow from it. Wesley declares:

In a Christian believer love sits upon the throne, which is
erected in the inmost soul; namely, love of God and man,
which fills the whole heart, and reigns without a rival. In a cir-
cle near the throne are all holy tempers: long-suffering, gentle-
ness, meekness, goodness, fidelity, temperance—and if any

47Tbid.

48]bid., 3:389. Emphasis is mine. Although the ministry of visiting the sick
was one open to the poor, women, the young, as well as the old, Wesley con-
tended that “the rich” have a special calling to this labor. He reasons: “You have
likewise a peculiar advantage over many, by your station in life. Being superior in
rank to them, you have the more influence on that very account. Your inferiors of
course look up to you with a kind of reverence. And the condescension which you
show in visiting them gives them a prejudice in your favour which inclines them
to hear you with attention, and willingly receive what you say. Improve this preju-
dice to the uttermost for the benefit of their souls, as well as their bodies.” Cf.
Outler, Sermons, 3:393 (“On Visiting the Sick™).

—9__
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other is comprised in “the mind which was in Christ Jesus.” In
an exterior circle are all the works of mercy, whether to the
souls or bodies of men. By these we exercise all holy tempers;
by these we continually improve them, so that all these are real
means of grace, although this is not commonly adverted to.
Next to these are those that are usually termed works of piety:
reading and hearing the Word, public, family, private prayer,
receiving the Lord’s Supper, fasting or abstinence. Lastly, that
his followers may the more effectually provoke one another to
love, holy tempers, and good works, our blessed Lord has
united them together in one—the church, dispersed all over the
earth; a little emblem of which, of the church universal, we
have in every particular Christian congregation.4®

In this sermon, then, it is as if Wesley has allowed us to peek into the
throne room of his entire theological and moral enterprise.>® And on the
throne sits not any political ideology or works of mercy, however noble or
valuable they may be. No, love itself sits on the throne, and next to it are
all those holy tempers (holiness) described earlier. And it is precisely only
when these elements are in place, as motivating factors, at the very heart
of things, that Wesley is then willing to consider works of mercy, piety
and the like. As noted earlier, he cautions: “No outward works are accept-
able to him [God] unless they spring from holy tempers.”’5! And again,
“That all those who are zealous of good works would put them in their
proper place! Would not imagine they can supply the want of holy tem-
pers, but take care that they may spring from them!”52 Therefore all those
“dispositions of mind” like meekness, gentleness and long-suffering etc.,
are not beside the point, a pious extravagance or indulgence, but are
“absolutely necessary . . . for the enjoyment of present or future

41bid., 3:313-14.

50Though there is no evidence that Wesley ever read St. Teresa of Avila’s
Interior Castle, the central images which both spiritual leaders use to describe the
Christian life are remarkably similar. Both, for instance, employ paradigmatic
metaphors which not only contain implicit value judgments, but also highlight the
crucial nature of love. For example, Teresa’s seventh mansion and its “geographi-
cal” location in the center of the castle is analogous to Wesley’s placing of love
on the throne from which all else in the Christian life flows. Compare Teresa of
Avila, Interior Castle, trans. E. Allison Peers (New York: Doubleday, 1989),
206ft, with Outler, Sermons, 3:313-14 (“On Zeal”).

511bid., 3:320.

521bid., 3:305.
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holiness.”53 Indeed, they are nothing less than the lodestars of the moral
life, the key to Wesley’s ethic.

Moreover, without holy love as its impetus, without a concern for
“souls” as its highest ministry, the church runs the risk of self-righteous-
ness, a partisan spirit, an incipient materialism, and much worse: of fos-
tering perhaps all those unholy tempers which Wesley so often warned
against.54 Again, in his homily On Zeal, the Methodist itinerant cautions:

And, first, if zeal, true Christian zeal, be nothing but the flame
of love, then hatred, in every kind and degree, then every sort
of bitterness toward them that oppose us, is so far from
deserving the name of zeal that it is directly opposite to it. . . .
Secondly, if lowliness be a property of zeal, then pride is
inconsistent with it. . . . Thirdly, if meekness be an inseparable
property of zeal, what shall we say of those who call their
anger by that name? Why, that they mistake the truth totally.
. . . Fourthly, if patience, contentedness, and resignation, are
the properties of zeal, then murmuring, fretfulness, discontent,
impatience, are wholly inconsistent with it. . . . Fifthly, if the
object of zeal be “that which is good,” then fervour for any
evil thing is not Christian zeal .55

Therefore, a bitter zeal simply for social justice, which views matters of
the soul and of human affection as of little consequence, is no substitute
for the justice which grows out of a holy, loving, Christlike concern. Some
scholars may have begun on the political level; clearly Wesley did not.56

53Ibid., 4:223. The danger of beginning not with love and holy tempers but
with political and economic concerns is that “justice” so conceived will most
likely be unreformed, marked by anger, class animosity, and perhaps even out-
right hatred of the middle-class or the rich. In other words, its concern for the
poor will be expressed in all those unholy tempers against which Wesley
inveighed. Once again, love and holiness are the proper starting point. Only then
will the poor be properly ministered to and receive the justice they deserve.

541bid., 3:304.

55Ibid., 3:315-17. For more on Wesley’s own politics, Cf., Frederick Dreyer,
“Edmund Burke and John Wesley: The Legacy of Locke,” in Religion, Secular-
ization and Political Thought, ed. James E. Crimmins (London: Routledge, 1989),
111-129, and Leon O. Hynson, “John Wesley and Political Reality,” Methodist
History 12 (October 1973), 37-42.

56As Marquardt points out, “Wesley regarded the order established in England
since 1689 as essentially excellent. Therefore, like all moderate Tories, he worked
to support preservation of the status quo.” Cf. Marquardt, Social Ethics, 124.
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D. The New Creation as a Global Work. Beyond these aforemen-
tioned frameworks, there are a number of ways of understanding how the
kingdom of God, as an expression of the new creation, can be manifested
in common life and, in its furthest reaches, on a global scale. One
approach contends that the reign of God appears as the church looks
beyond itself to transform the public order through political action and
social legislation. Although this work is eminently vital, especially in
maintaining basic human rights as an expression of natural law,57 such
labor nevertheless falls far below the graces and liberties of the gospel.
Indeed, asserting rights, passing laws, and creating more just structures in
society, though necessary, may yet leave the hearts, minds, and attitudes of
sinners hardly moved at all. Put another way, the grace of God manifested
in Jesus Christ goes far beyond calculating justice, adjudicating rights, and
balancing powers and interests, to nothing less than self-surrender and
humble, sacrificial love. Such abandonment, such a generous and uncalcu-
lating display of love, a real sense of the “newness” of creation—and not
politics as usual—is only really a possibility for those regenerated believ-
ers who live in God through faith and in their neighbors through love and
who, as a consequence, have been dispositionally transformed.

Moreover, in the area of politics itself Wesley was remarkably con-
servative. As a Tory who “feared God and honored the King,” he main-
tained that all political speech against the King should be strictly avoided
in the pulpit: “There is a plain command in the Bible, ‘Thou shalt not
speak evil of the ruler of the people.’ 58 Indeed, since it is the main duty
of gospel preachers to “preach Jesus Christ, and him crucified,”>® the only
kind of political preaching that Wesley tolerated in a Methodist pulpit was

5TWesley strongly criticized American slavery, which denied slaves their
basic human rights, and he denounced this practice late in his career in a letter to
Wilberforce in the following fashion: “Go on, in the name of God and in the
power of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun)
shall vanish away before it.” Drawing from some of the insights expressed in his
earlier sermon “The Original, Nature, Properties and Use of the Law,” Wesley
reasons that a human or positive law cannot overturn natural law; it cannot, as he
puts it, “change the nature of things.” Cf. Jackson, Wesley’s Works, 13:153 and
11:70. See also Frank Baker, “The Origins, Character, and Influence of John Wes-
ley’s Thoughts Upon Slavery,” Methodist History, 22, no. 2 (January 1984), 75-
86.

58Jackson, Works, 11:155.
591bid.
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the refutation of the evil speaking and the vile aspersions cast against the
King. And the Methodist leader substantiated this counsel in the follow-
ing way: “It is always difficult and frequently impossible for private men
to judge of the measures taken by men in public offices. . . . Generally,
therefore, it behooves us to be silent, as we may suppose they know their
own business best.”%0 Again, Wesley insists, “it [is] our main business to
preach repentance towards God, and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.”¢! It is
the proclamation of the gospel, the glad tidings of salvation, not divisive
ideology that must ever resound in the church.

Accordingly, a second approach views the new creation as occurring
in germ, that is, as growing slowly and with some retrograde movements
along the way, not so much in the external, politicized order but within the
church which is nothing less than the body of Christ. Here the kingdom is
entered into freely, not by coercion, law or mandate, and all of this arises
in the context of the richest fellowship and love. In this view, the new cre-
ation is manifested in the world to the extent that the church, the emblem
of divine sanctifying grace and freedom, is in the world through love,
although it is apart from the world in some sense through holiness. To be
sure, in Wesley’s estimation the church is that new community, that new
creation, invigorated by grace and purified by love, in which the lordship
of Christ is manifested and where His majestic reign has already begun.
The church, then, is the locus of God’s redemptive activity in a preemi-
nent way and not the pagan, secular political orders that remain in rebel-
lion and self-will and consequently refuse to surrender in faith to the Lord
Jesus Christ. This difference, then, this preference for the church, for all
those who are holy, is evident in the distinction that Wesley made even in
terms of distributing excess resources among the needy. In his sermon
“On the Use of Money,” for example, he writes:

First, provide things needful for yourself; food to eat, raiment
to put on, whatever nature moderately requires for preserving
the body in health and strength. Secondly, provide these for
your wife, your children, your servants, or any others who per-
tain to your household. If, when this is done, there be an over-

60Ibid. Hynson maintains that Wesley did indeed prefer a limited monarchy
to other forms of government. Cf., Leon O. Hynson, The Wesleyan Revival: John
Wesley’s Ethics for Church and State (Salem, Ohio: Schmul Publishing Co.,
1999), 155-190.

611bid.
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plus left, then “do good to them that are of the household of
faith.62

Moreover, there is considerable evidence in Wesley’s own writings
to demonstrate he actually believed that the great eighteenth-century
Evangelical revival, as a vibrant witness of the church, was itself an
increasing manifestation of the coming kingdom, the glorious reign of
God over the earth. In his sermon “The General Spread of the Gospel,”
for instance, Wesley eagerly anticipates all that is yet to come: “But I can-
not induce myself to think that God has wrought so glorious a work to let
it sink and die away in a few years. No; I trust this is only the beginning
of a far greater work—the dawn of ‘the latter day glory.” 63 What, then,
was the grand stumbling block that prevented the fullness of this salvific
reign of grace throughout the earth? It was none other, Wesley observes,
than the lives of nominal, hypocritical Christians.®* But if such wayward
believers freely repented, if they forsook their evil ways, then the way
would be open for an even greater work of God as the grace and witness
of the church, empowered by the Holy Spirit, would soon spread through-
out the earth. Wesley marks this transition in the following words:

The Mahometans will look upon them with other eyes, and
begin to give attention to their words. . . . The poor American
savage will no more ask, “What, are the Christians better than
us?” . . . The Malabarian heathen will have no more room to
say: “Christian man take my wife; Christian man much
drunk.” . . . The holy lives of the Christians will be an argu-
ment they will not know how to resist.65

And as if to demonstrate that his own thought on these matters was not
captive to mundane, politicized valuations, those that reveled in the tribal-
ism of an “us versus them mentality,” a carnal approach speckled, at
times, with class animosity, and that, therefore, ever excluded a portion of
humanity from God’s love and embrace, Wesley notes in this same ser-

62Qutler, Sermons, 2:134. Emphasis is mine.

63Ibid., 2:493. In this same sermon Wesley also points out that “at that time
will be accomplished all those glorious promises made to the Christian church,
which will not be confined to this or that nation, but will include all the inhabi-
tants of the earth.” Cf. Ibid., 2:498.

64Wesley writes “The grand stumbling-block being thus happily removed
out of the way, namely, the lives of the Christians.” Cf. Outler, Sermons, 2:499.

651bid., 2:495-496.
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mon: “Before the end even the rich shall enter into the kingdom of God.
Together with them will enter in the great, the noble, the honourable; yea,
the rulers, the princes, the kings of the earth.”66

A significant portion of Wesley’s writing on the new creation, how-
ever, concerns not so much this present dispensation, and the church mili-
tant, but the era that will emerge shortly after God’s sovereign judgment
of the earth, the period of the church triumphant. Indeed, the judgment of
the Most High will disrupt the created order, destroying the continuity
from one age to the next. That is, after the judgment, the heavens will
pass away and the earth and all its sinful works will be burnt up to prepare
for the new creation as promised in the Book of Revelation. However,
even in Wesley’s time there were many scoffers who doubted such a judg-
ment and how the entire earth could be consumed in such a fashion. By
way of response, Wesley speculated that perhaps a comet, or “the light-
nings which give ‘shine to the world,” 67 or even lava from Aetna, Hecla,
or Vesuvius would bring about this momentous flaming end.%® At any
rate, though Wesley was not certain of the specific manner of this
occurrence, he was of its eventual realization.

Judging from the amount of material on these topics, it appears,
however, that Wesley was much more interested in the creation of the new
than in the destruction of the old. In his sermon “The New Creation,” for
example, he reveals, first of all, how both the starry and the lower heavens
will be created anew such that there will no longer be any blazing stars or
comets in the former, nor hurricanes or terrifying meteors in the latter.6?
Moreover, the elements which make up the natural world will all be trans-
formed with benign results. Fire, for instance, will lose its capacity to

66Tbid., 2:494. For a discussion of Wesley’s political and economic judg-
ments, though somewhat colored by a post 1960s American social location, Cf.
Donald W. Dayton, “The Wesleyan Option for the Poor,” Wesleyan Theological
Journal, 26, no. 1 (1991), 7-22. See also Clarence Robert Haywood, “Was John
Wesley a Political Economist?,” Church History, 33 (September 1964): 314-321.

670utler, Sermons, 1:369.

68]bid.

69Ibid., 2:503. For studies that raise the question of whether Wesley was a
post or premillennialist in his eschatology, Cf. Kenneth D. Brown, “John Wesley:
Post or Premillennialist?,” Methodist History, 28, no. 1 (October 1989), 33-41,
and J. Steven O’Malley, “Pietist Influences in the Eschatological Thought of John
Wesley and Jurgen Moltmann,” Wesleyan Theological Journal, 29, no. 1 (Spring-
Fall 1994), 127-139.
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destroy, though not its “vivifying power.”70 The air, in turn, will be unable
to support storms and tempests, and the water of the earth, the one-time
instrument of God’s wrath, will keep its bounds and will no longer issue
in floods. In fact, the earth itself will be renewed so that there will be nei-
ther earthquakes nor burning mountains which destroy, nor thorns, nor
briars, nor thistles which frustrate the fruit of the land, nor will any crea-
ture “hurt or give pain to any other””’! But the most glorious of all
changes relates not to the elements nor to any inanimate thing, but to the
living sons and daughters of God. Wesley writes:

God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall
be no more death, neither sorrow nor crying, neither shall
there be any more pain: for the former things are done away.
As there will be no more death, and no more pain or sickness
preparatory thereto; as there will be no more grieving for or
parting with friends; so there will be no more sorrow or cry-
ing. Nay, but there will be a greater deliverance than all this;
for there will be no more sin.”2

In a real sense, then, Wesley’s doctrine of the new creation, as just
described, spills into the question of theodicy. In other words, the whole
problem of natural evil in the form of floods, earthquakes, etc., receives a
definite answer only in the coming new creation. Here natural evil will
finally be a thing of the past, as will sorrow, pain, and death. Thus, grace
will triumph where sin once ruled; life will be victorious where death
once held sway. The redeemed “shall hear a great voice out of heaven,”
Wesley writes, “saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and
he will dwell with them. . . 73 And he adds, underscoring his point:

T0Ibid., 2:504.

"1bid., 2:509. See also Theodore H. Runyon, “The New Creation: The Wes-
leyan Distinctive,” Wesleyan Theological Journal, 31, no. 2 (Fall 1996), 5-19.

72]bid., 2:510. Though Wesley as an Arminian affirms that men and women
can fall from grace in freely and stubbornly committing sin, after death their con-
dition is apparently immutable such that they will not (and cannot) sin. Cf., Barry
Edward Bryant, “John Wesley’s Doctrine of Sin” (Dissertation, King’s College,
University of London, 1992).

T31bid.
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“Hence will arise an unmixed state of holiness and happiness far superior
to that which Adam enjoyed in paradise.”74

But there are good and rewarding things in store not only for human-
ity, but for the animal kingdom as well as the new creation holds conse-
quences for the entire created order. Admittedly, what Wesley argues here
is somewhat speculative, but it nevertheless deserves consideration since
it gives the reader many significant clues concerning the basic contours of
his theological posture. For example, at one point Wesley asks: “But will
the creature, will even the brute creation, always remain in this deplorable
condition?” To which he emphatically replies: “God forbid that we should
affirm this”!7> On the contrary, the animals as well will be delivered from
the bondage of corruption, from irregular appetites and passions, into glo-
rious liberty, “even a measure, according as they are capable, of ‘the lib-
erty of the children of God.” ”76 And though in his sermon “The General
Deliverance” Wesley denies that God has equal regard for beasts as He
does for humanity, he nevertheless conjectures along the following lines:

What if it should please him, when he makes us ‘“equal to
angels,” to make them what we are now? Creatures capable of
God? Capable of knowing, and loving, and enjoying the
Author of their being?77

Viewed from another perspective, the implications of this last teach-
ing are of great import. Since the knowledge and love of God are both the
privilege and distinguishing characteristic of humanity for Wesley, what
then of those who neglect this glorious favor? Some theologies may sug-
gest that those who choose to live in this fashion will eventually descend
to the level of beasts; however, Wesley suggests something even more
frightful—that wicked men and women, those who stubbornly refuse to

74Ibid. For additional references to the close association between happiness
and holiness in Wesley’s sermons, Cf. 2:600 (“The Case of Reason Impartially
Considered”); 3:37 (“Of Hell”); 3:100 (“Spiritual Worship™); 3:194,197 (“The
Important Question™); 4:67 (“The Unity of the Divine Being”); and 4:121 (“On a
Single Eye”).

75Ibid., 2:445.

76Ibid., 2:445. The love and providential care of the Creator for all animals
is evident in Wesley’s observation, expressed in his sermon “On Divine Provi-
dence,” that “He knows all the animals of the lower world, whether beasts, birds,
fishes, reptiles, or insects: He knows all the qualities and powers he hath given
them, from the highest to the lowest.” Cf. Outler, Sermons, 2:539.

77Tbid., 2:448.
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love and serve God, will sink even below the level of animals, since the
animal kingdom itself will no longer be at so low a rank, but will be
invited to enjoy what sinful humanity has willfully rejected: that is, to
know, love, and enjoy God forever.”8 How poignant, then, how troubling
will the loss of the wicked be! How horrible the realization that all of cre-
ation has passed them by to serve a rich and loving God. “Let all who are
of a more generous spirit know and maintain their rank in the scale of
beings,” Wesley admonishes, “Rest not till you enjoy the privilege of
humanity—the knowledge and love of God.”7®

Conclusion

It should be evident by now that the theme of the new creation in the
writings of John Wesley evidences a multivalence and a richness not often
found in contemporary treatments. Indeed, as employed by this eigh-
teenth-century evangelical, this theme embraces no less than four key
relations: the self’s relation to itself (inward work), to God (regenerating
work), to society (social work), and finally to the cosmic order (global
work). Although the first three relations clearly receive the lion’s share of
attention in Wesley’s writings, it is the fourth one that predominates in
such pieces as “The New Creation,” where divine, not human agency is
underscored, even celebrated.

Given such thematic richness, it is imperative that those who con-
tinue to look to John Wesley as a theological mentor and guide avoid all
narrow, provincial and reductionist readings in this area. Accordingly, the
“new creation,” conceived simply as the regeneration of the soul that
spawns an ongoing individualism, cannot bear any of the corporate, com-
munal, and social meanings so often employed by Wesley. Likewise,
materialistic readings of the new creation (whether from the theological
right or left) must be put aside as incapable of displaying the full range of

78Ibid., 2:449. Wesley’s respect for and kindness towards animals is
revealed in his sermon On the Education of Children where he states: “They [the
parents] will not allow them [their children] to hurt or give pain to anything that
has life. They will not permit them to rob birds’ nests, much less to kill anything
without necessity; not even snakes, which are as innocent as worms, or toads,
which, notwithstanding their ugliness, and the ill name they lie under, have been
proved over and over to be as harmless as flies. Let them extend in its measure
the rule of doing as they would be done by to every animal whatsoever.” Cf. Out-
ler, Sermons, 3:360. Bracketed material is mine.

1bid., 2:450.
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Wesley’s theological interests. Indeed, the new creation should be linked
neither with the mundane material success of Christians, as if the two ever
went hand in hand, nor should it utterly devolve upon the maintenance
needs of the poor to the neglect of other, more important, considerations.

And finally, the theme of the new creation should not be sub-
sumed under a particular politics, again whether from the right or left, for
the power that the Methodists had come to know, under the careful pas-
toral leadership of John Wesley and through the presence of the Holy
Spirit, was of a much different kind than that regnant in the machinations,
interests, and agendas of self-interested and conflicting political groups.
Indeed, it was in the context of the Methodist societies, in particular the
class meetings and bands, that the poor, the neglected, and the despised
came to learn of a different power: not the power of self-assertion and
pride, not the power of force and coercion, nor even the power of self-
will, but of the remarkable and sustaining power of the humble love of
God manifested in Jesus Christ and received through the Holy Spirit.
Again, in the Methodist society, the poor, so often neg