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EDITOR’S NOTES

The 39th annual meeting of the Wesleyan Theological Society con-
vened March 4-6, 2004, on the campus of Roberts Wesleyan College and
Northeastern Seminary, Rochester, New York. William Abraham’s key-
note address set forth a provocative thesis. Wesleyan theology, at least in
its present mode and so far as its being a robust, meaningful, and coherent
theological alternative on the contemporary scene, is effectively ended.
Abraham sets the stage for his vision of a revised focus, a new Wesleyan
theology. Beyond this address, this issue of the Wesleyan Theological
Journal features a wide range of substantive articles selected from those
presented at this 39th annual meeting.

Important information from Kevin Mannoia is found herein regard-
ing the current Wesleyan Holiness Study Project, and from William Rusch
on a Second Conference on Faith and Order in North America (2005).
Readers should also be aware of a special conference to be hosted on May
23-25, 2005, by Seoul Theological University in Seoul, South Korea. The
theme is “Wesley, Holiness, and Culture: Trans-Pacific Perceptions for
the 21st Century.”

For additional information on the Wesleyan Theological Society,
including its leaders, annual meetings, and past issues of this Journal,
consult the inside back cover of this issue and the Society’s web site
(www.wesley.nnu.edu/wts).

Barry L. Callen
Anderson, Indiana
Spring 2005






THE END OF WESLEYAN THEOLOGY
by
William J. Abraham

Wesleyan theology is now slowly but surely being laid to rest. In the
1960s this was not the case. At that time those interested in Wesley saw the
dawn of a new day. In mainline Wesleyan circles where Wesley had been
hidden away in the closet or shunted far back in the attic, the euphoria was
palpable.! A new generation of brilliant historians arose to bring John
Wesley to the world stage. Giants stalked the land. Of the many we could
take into account, I mention but two.2

Consider Frank Baker, the meticulous antiquarian buried in the
details. Here was a quiet Englishman with the mind of a fox, hunting down
every nook and cranny of the material. Consider Albert Outler, the swash-
buckling, hang-glider researcher, nervously scanning the horizon to stay in
touch with the most recent trend across the whole encyclopedia of knowl-
edge. Here was a Southern Gentleman with the mind of a hedgehog look-

IT want to pay tribute at this point to the great work done to keep the name
and work of Wesley alive in the Holiness tradition. Especially within that tradition,
the scholars of the Church of the Nazarene, the Jesuits of our heritage, deserve our
deepest gratitude for their tenacity. Consider, for example, George Turner, William
Arnett, Delbert Rose, Claude Thompson, Timothy Smith, Mildred Bangs
Wynkoop, William Greathouse, Carl Bangs, Paul Merritt Basset, H. Ray Dunning,
J. Kenneth Grider, and many others.

2In what follows I cannot begin to do justice to a galaxy of scholars, includ-
ing Robert Cushman, Thomas Langford, William R. Cannon, David Shipley,
Horton Davies, Franz Hildebrandt, John Lawson, Colin Williams, John Deschner,
and Bernard Semmel. I leave aside the important work done outside North
America and give special attention in what follows to the work of Albert Outler. I
trust that the reasons for this will be obvious.

7



ABRAHAM

ing for that one big idea that would save the world. The service rendered
by these giants was extraordinary. The labor continues, most notably in the
work of Richard Heitzenrater, perhaps without peer in his knowledge of
the details, the sources, and the historical issues to be pursued.3

The Historical Agenda of Albert Qutler

It is worth retelling how Albert Outler came to be involved in the
prodigious effort to make available a new edition of Wesley’s works.# He
was a member of an Oxford University Press panel in the New York offices
working on a library of Protestant thought. After the standard names were
identified (Luther, Calvin, Schleiermacher, et al.), Outler suggested the
name of John Wesley. The other members of the committee collapsed into
titters of laughter. One colleague gently but firmly reminded Outler that
they were working on a projected library of Protestant thought. Naturally
Outler won the argument that ensued and was assigned the volume on
Wesley.5 That day, surely a great day in the history of scholarship, Outler
vowed that by the time he was finished there would be more non-Wesleyans
reading Wesley than Wesleyans. He more than accomplished his goal. The
sales of his Wesley volume have exceeded the total sales of the other mem-
ber volumes in the series. One reason for his involvement in the Wesley
Works project was his dissatisfaction with the standard editions.

As Outler’s work and legacy reveals, the recovery of Wesley was
(and is) as much an ideological exercise as it was (and is) a work of inten-
tionally objective, historical scholarship. The fastidious editorial efforts
and brilliant essays of Outler functioned ideologically at three levels.®
First, they were a way to legitimize Methodism as a player on the world
ecumenical stage. They served to make it clear that the heirs of Wesley

3We still await a full-scale biography of Wesley from his hands. Should it
appear, we would have much cause for rejoicing.

41 am relying at this point on my own conversations with Outler. Outler tells
the story with characteristic panache in “A New Future for Wesley Studies: An
Agenda for Phase III,” in Thomas C. Oden and Leicester R. Longden, eds., The
Wesleyan Theological Heritage: Essays of Albert Outler (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1991), 125-142.

SIt appeared as Albert C. Outler, ed., John Wesley (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1964). I was given a copy on my ordination to the Irish Methodist
ministry. [ still treasure it.

61 have long been convinced that Outler was at his best as an essay writer; at
his essay best, he is among the best of the best. For my appreciation of Outler, see
my preface to William J. Abraham, ed., Evangelism: Essays by Albert Outler
(Wilmore: Bristol Books, 1998), 8-11.

8



THE END OF WESLEYAN THEOLOGY

could hold their own in the world of theological scholarship, even though
their elder brothers and sisters in the faith were constantly tempted to dis-
miss them as talkative intellectual midgets poisoned by pietism.” Second,
they were a rallying cry to scattered sheep and wolves scurrying and
prowling in and around the Methodist Episcopal fold. They provided a
way to gather up the disorderly bands of Methodists that could agree about
next to nothing other than that they had inherited a tradition initiated by
John Wesley and that they ought somehow to hang together as freshly
minted ecumenists.8 Third, they were a creative personal agenda. They
constituted a new method in theology that would fix the doctrine of
Scripture once and for all and breathe new life into a tradition long on the-
ological smugness and apathy and short on intellectual virtue.

Outler’s Wesley was an invented Wesley, a Wesley at once Catholic,
Reformed, Evangelical, Enlightened, Ecumenical, non-dogmatic, prag-
matic, pious, anti-confessional, relative to his place and time, pluralist in
ecclesiology, and always open to the future. Despite the savvy work on the
historiography of Wesley, this was a Wesley carefully constructed to fill a
network of needs.® This is not in any way a cheap shot at Outler as an his-
torian. Nor it is a lapse into a vulgar form of postmodernism that has no
place for old-fashioned critical, historical scholarship. Ernst Troeltsch was
right to insist that our interest in historical data is intertwined with our
other interests, that interests of the first degree mesh with interests of the
second degree. My aim is simply to highlight the secondary interests that
are clearly visible in the Outlerian historical agenda.!0

In a host of ways, Outler’s work was a resounding success, even though
he died a bitterly disappointed scholar and churchman.!! Consider the fol-

TRecently one veteran ecumenist abruptly summed up this sentiment for me
by noting that talking to a Methodist theologian was like trying to have a theolog-
ical conversation with one’s thirteen year-old daughter.

80nce we add in the folk from the Evangelical United Brethren, the diversi-
ty multiplies. My sense is that, for Outler, the Holiness tradition was a planet in
outer space which it took him time to recognize and acknowledge.

9For a very important historiographical essay, see his “A New Future for
Wesley Studies: An Agenda for Phase I11.”

10] find the common tendency to dismiss Troeltsch’s illuminating comments
on the nature of historical investigation as positivistic superficial and uncritical. I
stand by my analysis of Troeltsch to be found in Divine Revelation and Limits of
Historical Criticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), chap. 5.

HQutler reported to some that, if he had it do over again, he would never
have done the work on the sermons of Wesley. I owe this observation to my col-
league James Kirby.

—9__



ABRAHAM

lowing laundry list. First, he and the others who worked in the team managed
to get the works of Wesley published, despite the early withdrawal of Oxford
University Press. I was with him on the day that the news came through from
Oxford University Press that his edition of the sermons (twenty years of
amazing labor) was in jeopardy. Even though I had more than a suspicion that
he already had Abingdon Press in the bag as an alternative, there was a clear
note of disappointment in his demeanor. In the end Abingdon came through,
and we have a magnificent critical edition of the works in the making.

Second, Outler’s theological vision was canonized in his own brand
of Methodism. He chaired the crucial doctrinal commission that brought
its deliberations to the General Conference of The United Methodist
Church in 1972. The report he effectively wrote was passed with next to
no dissenting votes.!2 All this happened despite the fact that the adoption
of his theology was carried through in the form of unconstitutional devel-
opments implemented in a church too weak to deal with its own juridical
waywardness and too intimidated to stand up to Outler’s deft political
maneuverings.!3 He aggressively opposed and regretted the updating of his
proposals in the 1980s, when the primacy of Scripture was inserted and the
language of diversity ousted the language of pluralism.!4

In the end, Outler bowed to the inevitable, and so he should, for he
had won the war on three critical fronts. The relativist and thoroughly his-
toricist reading of the tradition he championed remained in place; Wesley’s
Sermons and Explanatory Notes on the New Testament were inserted in the
list of original doctrines purportedly adopted in 1808;!5 and Outler’s vision
was systematically internalized in a whole generation of Wesleyan schol-
ars and church leaders.16

12Bishop Cannon’s comment on Outler during the work of the commission
is fascinating. “Whatever Outler proposed John Cobb opposed. There was constant
friction between the two. Outler was of a nervous temperament. He had been
accustomed to having his own way in most theological discussions. I was fearful
that John Cobb would give him a nervous breakdown. At the end of a day’s meet-
ing, I would have to walk with Outler for long periods of time to calm him down
enough for him fall asleep.” See William Ragsdale Cannon, A Magnificent
Obsession (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 252.

I3This side of Outler is well brought out by Bob W. Parrot, Albert C. Outler,
The Gifted Dilettante (Wilmore: Bristol Books, 1999).

14This observation comes in part from personal conversations with Outler.

I5Both these innovations remain in the current Book of Discipline of The
United Methodist Church.

16Consider the following splendid summary of the Outlerian orthodoxy pro-
vided by a current candidate for the episcopacy from the Texas Conference of The
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Third, Outler’s one big idea, the “Quadrilateral,” lingers on like a
case of the flu, migrating outward through evangelical circles eager to fend
off the attractions of fundamentalism and keen to solve the perennial prob-
lem of the authority of Scripture. Commitment to the Quadrilateral is so
deep that even objections to it are read as presupposing its validity.!7 To
attack the Quadrilateral, it is now repeatedly said, is to use the Quadrilat-
eral; even Immanuel Kant failed to find a transcendental argument as quick

United Methodist Church. “Pluralism in its finest form is the offering of diverse
and varied opinions, giving credence to the assumption that “our differences enrich
us.” I feel that because there are legitimate ideas, opinions and voices of a theo-
logical nature which are different from our own creates full participation in the
body of Christ known as the church. However, if The United Methodist Church
makes an effort to “be all things to all people,” we would soon realize that the tap-
estry on which our faith is woven would soon be ripped apart and irreparably dam-
aged. This is where the genius of Wesley comes to the forefront. The boundaries
that determine theological pluralism were defined 200 years ago by John Wesley,
and are distinctly laid out for us through his understanding of Scripture, tradition,
reason, and experience. Our Doctrinal Standards and Theological Task, which are
included in The Book of Discipline, say to me that we can be open to different the-
ological points of view, but they must be “filtered through” and “framed” within
the context of Wesley’s quadrilateral.” See “Responses to the Questionnaire for
Episcopal Candidates South Central Jurisdiction,” by Dr. Robert E. “Bob” Hayes,
Jr., Texas Annual Conference, privately circulated, Feb. 19, 2004, 6.

I7Qutler’s ambitious project had at least four elements, beginning with his
proposals about the Quadrilateral. I do not think it is too much to say that the
whole of the Outler project stands or falls by the Quadrilateral. He made the sig-
nificance of the “Quadrilateral” abundantly clear in his “A New Future for Wesley
Studies: An Agenda for Phase III.” That bet has failed. Outler’s whole project also
depended, secondly, on a utopian historical agenda that expected far too much
from historical investigation in the resolution of theological questions. I think that
that bet fails because theological problems simply cannot be resolved by historical
investigation. The third bet is material rather than methodological or formal.
Outler deployed Wesley’s vision of the Christian life (his “resolution” of the
grace/works debate) in a way that somehow was pivotal in resolving longstanding
log-jams between East and West. Clearly this bet has been lost as well. This is
brought out in his “The Place of Wesley in the Christian Tradition,” in Kenneth E.
Rowe, ed., The Place of Wesley in the Christian Tradition (Metuchen, N.J.:
Scarecrow Press, 1976), 11-38. The fourth and final bet was on the ecumenical
movement. That bet is now also in serious trouble.

It needs to be clearly recognized how comprehensive the Outler agenda was.
He had a persistent passion to turn the tide of modernity and to secure a future for
the Christian faith in the face of the towering challenges it faced. One can see his
boldness and depth in part by comparing his comprehensive theological agenda
with that of his colleague at Perkins School of Theology, Schubert Ogden. Outler
opted for an historical agenda centered on Wesley; Ogden opted for a philosophi-
cal agenda centered on Whitehead and Hartshorne.
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and easy as this one. For the record, my own deepest objections to the
Quadrilateral have been epistemological.!3 If we want to use the infelici-
tous language of the past, my objections are derived from reason and expe-
rience; they do not at all presuppose a commitment to the Quadrilateral.
Fourth, though Outler had very few graduate students, he managed to
inspire a generation of assiduous scholars, who have benefited from his
prodigious and insightful labors, and who have sometimes all too readily
picked up his ideological bad habits. One of his former students repeated-
ly shared the joke that made the rounds after Vatican II. It is said that
Outler had come back from Rome with a bad dose of creeping infallibili-
ty. Certainly, he was rarely lacking in self-confidence in public, a feature
of his character that always made it a joy to hear him speak. I was once in
a question and answer session with him at a meeting of the Oxford Institute
of Methodist Theological Studies in which he kept questions at bay for
ninety minutes by the simple trick of drawing breath in the middle of a sen-
tence. Even then, we were given an extraordinary display of rhetoric and
learning that made us readily ignore or forgive his refusal to hear contrary
voices. He was an inspiration to most who heard him. We are all in his

18See, for instance, my Waking From Doctrinal Amnesia (Nashville: Abing-
don, 1996). My objections to the Quadrilateral are manifold and bear repeating
here. 1. It involves a serious misreading of Wesley’s complex and incomplete epis-
temology of theology. 2. It sets an impossible standard, in that nobody can seri-
ously execute the tasks involved. Only God could use the Quadrilateral, and pre-
sumably God does not need it. 3. It provides for quick and easy proofs of critical
Christian doctrine. The doctrine of the Trinity is easily proved, for example, given
its secure place in the tradition of the Church. If it is contained in tradition, then it
is contained in a combination of Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience. 4. It
treats Scripture and tradition as epistemic concepts on a par with reason ad expe-
rience, an obvious category mistake. 5. When push comes to shove, as it inevitably
will, reason and experience will be privileged over Scripture and tradition because
the former are logically prior to the latter. 6. Epistemologically, it is severely
underdeveloped, assuming that we know what to make of reason and experience.
7. It omits the critical concept of special revelation from any serious place in the
epistemology of theology. 8. Given that the primary warrant for the Quadrilateral
is that it is constitutive of Wesley historically, what we really have on offer is a cult
of John Wesley disguised as a scholarly project. 9. My relentless opposition to the
Quadrilateral is fueled not by my fighting Irish temperament but by my sense of
shame that Wesleyan theologians have been so smug in the arena of epistemology
and so ignorant of the revolutionary work done in the field over the last forty years.
Using (and abusing) the Quadrilateral has become an excuse for various intellec-
tual vices that Wesley would have excoriated.
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debt, albeit in radically different ways, as befits the impact of a very com-
plex person and scholar.

The Wesleys of Faith

Consider now the wealth of material that has emerged from the post-
Outler and post-Baker era. [ am going to assume at this point that most of
us are familiar with the texts behind the names. I am further going to
assume that [ will offend someone by an omission here or there.!® The real-
ly interesting stuff lies on the other side of the typology that follows. Of
course, any typology we propose at this point will be controversial, but we
can make progress initially by using Outler’s practice of playing off the
extremes against the center.

Think of the playing field like this. On the far right we can place the
work of Allan Coppedge; on the far left we can place the work of Theodore
W. Jennings, Jr. For Coppedge, Wesley is best seen as a fundamentalist
holiness preacher and leader; for Jennings he is a wobbly Liberation the-
ologian. Right of center we can locate the portrait of Lawrence Wood; left
of center we can place the portrait of Ted Runyon. For Wood, Wesley is a
proto-Pentecostal theologian; for Runyon he is a proto-Liberation theolo-
gian. Coming in further towards the center from the right we have Kenneth
Collins; and coming in further towards the center from the left we have
Donald Dayton. For Collins, Wesley is a revivalist Anglican; for Dayton,
he is a soft Liberation theologian with Pentecostal temptations. And then
there are all those folk who lay claim to the center: Randy Maddox, Ted
Campbell, Robert Tuttle, Stephen Gunter, Henry H. Knight III, Gregory
Clapper, Scott Jones, Rebecca Miles, Philip Meadows, Thomas Oden,
John Cobb, and Thomas Langford. Taken together we might say that the
portraits of Wesley that emerge in the center are not far from that of a lib-
eral evangelical, or of a catholic evangelical, or an evangelical liberal, but
these hackneyed labels cannot do justice to the diversity exhibited.
However we draw up the typology, one conclusion is clear: there are as
many Wesleys as there are Wesley scholars.

Two further considerations make the number of Wesleys even greater
than identified thus far. First, there is a group who fit nowhere in my typol-
ogy: Richard Heitzenrater, Rex Matthews, Barry Bryant, David Hempton,

19T make no claim to being comprehensive. Adding or subtracting a name
will not alter the argument I am about to make.
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Henry Rack, David Watson, Theodore Weber, Ann Taves, Robert Monk,
Geoffrey Wainwright, and Douglas Meeks. Second, once we add, as we
must, that there is an early, middle, and late Wesley, any number we com-
pute multiplies by three.20 So the quest for the historical Wesley has mor-
phed into a discovery of the Wesleys of faith, with Wesley turning out to
be very much like the mirror images of the historians under review.2! This
accounts for the degree of polemic and passion that we currently see, say,
between Kenneth Collins and Randy Maddox,22 between Donald Dayton
and Lawrence Wood,23 between Joerg Rieger and Scott Jones,24 and
between William Abraham and Gregory Clapper.25

Expressed slightly differently, we have seen over time how Wesley
has been brought into play in the rival theologies on offer in the tradition
that bears his name across the centuries since he died. His legacy is a con-
tested one that has been claimed by Revivalists and Institutionalists, by
Social Gospellers and Personalists, by Fundamentalists and Modernists, by
Liberals and Conservatives, by Liberationists and Pietists, by Radicals and
Moderates, by Revisionists and Traditionalists, by Marginalists and Cen-
trists, by Systematicians and Occasionalists, by Inclusivists and Exclusiv-
ists, by Feminists and Patriarchialists, by Holiness Advocates and
Pentecostals, by Conventionalists and Charismatics, and by Confessional-
ists and Pluralists.

A Cause for Celebration and Stocktaking

For my part I see this development as a cause for celebration. Gilbert
Murray once insisted that the best traditions produce the best rebels. By

201 Jeave aside what secular historians lately have made of Wesley.

21For a little gem of a paper that made a similar point some thirty years ago,
see Kenneth E. Rowe, “The Quest for the Historical Wesley,” in Kenneth E. Rowe,
ed., The Place of Wesley in the Christian Tradition, 1-7. Rowe suggests that the
great variety of labels he noted might be due to faults in the editions used; perhaps
he hoped that the new critical edition of the Wesley corpus would narrow the range
of options available. If he did, he was clearly mistaken.

220ne critical issue between them is the understanding of sanctification.

23The central issue revolves around the place and significance of baptism in
the Holy Spirit in Wesley and in Pentecostalism.

24The primary issue in this case is whether we should see Wesley as a cen-
trist or at the margins.

25The fundamental dispute here is how to read the significance of affections
in our evaluation of Wesley’s theology.

14—



THE END OF WESLEYAN THEOLOGY

this criterion, Wesley has had a terrific run for his money, even though the
rebels have found ingenious ways to mask their rebellion as forms of loy-
alty. More charitably, we might say that historical theology, that is, the
deployment of a great figure of the past as a platform for contemporary
theological commitment, has flourished in the Wesleyan tradition. Wesley
has proved to be a fecund source of inspiration; he let loose a torrent of
ideas and practices that have flowed well beyond the banks of the
Methodist mainstream and formed their own rivers and lakes. His legacy
has also furnished a point of entry to radically different forms of Christian
thought and practice and a fertile field for inventive borrowing and cre-
ative innovation. Much as Wesley may not have wanted it, he created and
let loose a tradition that from the beginning was unstable. Like it or not, he
inspired a network of ecclesial communities that fostered a latitudinarian-
ism that he himself vehemently rejected. The continued use and abuse of
his sermon, “Catholic Spirit,” is ample testimony to his inability to prevent
the development of incoherent forms of ecclesial pluralism. His followers
have scattered like sheep to a thousand hills to find pasture. They have
migrated to Evangelicalism, to Feminism, to Narrative theology, to Liber-
ation theology, to Process theology, to Paul Tillich, to Karl Barth, to John
Howard Yoder, to Michael Foucault, to Rosemary Ruether, to Ellen
Charry, to anything and everyone under the theological sun.

What is cause for celebration is also cause for stocktaking. Three
points emerge immediately. First, what the Roman Catholic Church did to
Thomas Aquinas in the 1870s, Wesleyans did to Wesley in the 1960s.
Effectively, despite our Protestant commitments, we tried to canonize
Wesley as a Doctor of the church. The originating causes were analogous.
Like Pope Leo XIII, we were in search of a theory of authority that would
meet the challenges of the day. More specifically, we were looking for one
more way to fix once and for all the problem of the authority of Scripture.
The outcome in both cases was the same. The quest for the historical
Wesley has proved to be as elusive as the quest for the historical Aquinas.
Within forty years there were so many different visions of Aquinas theol-
ogy emerging that even Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger were able to
make it past the gatekeepers with their idiosyncratic updates of Thomas in
hand, even though in their cases it was a close call.26 The Wesleyans have

260n the diversity of interpretation of Aquinas, see Gerald A. McCool, S.J.,
From Unity to Pluralism, The Internal Evolution of Thomism (New York: Fordham
University Press, 1989).
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their gatekeepers (they are located in the editorial boards of publishing
houses), but they have not been able to secure an agreed vision of Wesley.
Wesley, like Aquinas, has become the site of rival contemporary theologi-
cal proposals that have been presented or masked as historical investiga-
tion. In the end, Roman Catholic scholarship came to terms with the diver-
sity of Aquinas. As I have argued above, this is precisely the stage we have
reached in Wesley studies: we are immersed in a sea of competing por-
traits. In our case there will be no Vatican II to sort things through; it will
all be a matter of the contingencies of our scholarship.2?

Second, the crucial problem that the quest for the historical Wesley
was meant to resolve remains as thorny as ever. The problem of the author-
ity of Scripture is as big a problem as ever in contemporary Protestantism.
Outler’s attempt to salvage Wesley’s vision of Scripture by arguing that he
offers us a unique theological method enshrined in the Quadrilateral is nei-
ther true to the historical Wesley nor will it work as a normative episte-
mological agenda. The shift from modernity to postmodernity may have
taken the passion out of the issue, but the underlying epistemological
issues remain as unresolved as before. They cannot be resolved by histor-
ical investigation; they are inescapably philosophical and normative in
nature. The very idea of solving them by appeal to Wesley is a categorical
mistake.?8 In my judgment, the very idea of the authority of Scripture, cru-
cial as it was in the recovery of the Bible at the Reformation, has outlived
its usefulness. As I shall note below, claims about the authority of Scripture
have killed Protestantism from within.2%

27If things proceed as they have with Thomas Aquinas, we are in for a
bumper crop of work over the next thirty years.

28]t is perhaps this mistake more than any other that bedeviled the Outler
agenda. Outler was well aware of the constant dangers of eisegesis in the study of
Wesley, but he never faced up to this as a live option in his own work. Perhaps we
should also take much more seriously the possibility that he really was a dilettante
when it came to crucial sectors of work in theology.

29This does not mean the disappearance of the issues that the idea of bibli-
cal authority was designed to resolve. On the contrary, we now have to reformu-
late the issues in a more appropriate manner and then set about finding appropri-
ate solutions. For me the debate about the authority of Scripture needs to be refor-
mulated as a quest for an adequate vision of canon and as a quest for a really com-
pelling epistemology of theology.
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Third, effectively this plethora of historical Wesleys signals the end
of Wesleyan theology.39 As a specific, determinate experiment in the his-
tory of Western theology, Methodism is now over. This does not mean that
the institutions and ecclesial bodies invented by Wesley and his followers
have ceased to exist; these will continue to wind their way through the
course of history as best they can.3! My point is a simple one: the histori-
cal investigation of the last thirty years constitutes a very long obituary
notice. In an earlier address to the Wesleyan Theological Society, I argued
that the missiological agenda of Wesley, together with the practices that
were constitutive of it, has been abandoned.32 At that time I also noted that
the acids of criticism from within have eaten away the background theo-
logical assumptions on which Wesley critically depended, so that there is
now in place a pluralism of background assumptions that do the theologi-
cal heavy lifting. The material theologies that result, and that are now
clearly visible, are only secondarily Wesleyan. Their deep inspiration and
their core commitments are derived from non-Wesleyan sources. So in that
paper my argument was more indirect.

My argument here is more direct. It is not just Methodism as a deter-
minate experiment that is over and gone; so too is Wesleyan theology in any
meaningful or robust sense of that term. Wesley has become a historical
cipher for our diverse and competing contemporary commitments. Where
there was once a time when there existed a relatively coherent set of ideas
and correlative practices, these have now collapsed and been replaced by
competing alternatives. What is gone is a coherent experiment in theology
that bears any kind of robust continuity with Wesley. The great hymns are
no longer sung; the fervent sacramentalism has been eroded; the robust
orthodoxy has been undermined; the commitment to the poor has become a

300n at least one occasion it is interesting to note that Wesley worried that
reading history would come to supplant the cause of God’s work in the priorities
of his preachers. He said, “I fear there is altogether a fault in this matter, and that
few of us are clear. Which of you spends as many hours a day in God’s work as
you did formerly in man’s work? We talk—or read history, or what comes next to
hand. We must, absolutely must, cure this evil, or betray the cause of God.” See
Minutes of Several Conversations in Works, vol. 8, 314-315. It is clear that Wesley
himself loved reading history and derived much spiritual benefit from it.

31They do so committed de facto to a congregationalist ecclesiology where
local clergy and their congregations effectively go their own ways.

32See “Saving Souls: A Missiological Midrash on John Wesley,” Wesleyan
Theological Journal, 38:1 (Spring 2003).
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normative ideology; the evangelistic fervor has been sidelined; the biblical
literacy has been lost; the official, canonical doctrines of the tradition are
despised or are idling; and the specific doctrines of new birth, assurance,
perfection, and predestination are unknown or received with consterna-
tion.33 What we have are bits and pieces of the tradition grafted into theo-
logical visions that have their roots elsewhere. As a serious experiment in
theology, Wesleyanism is over. The wake may have been a long one, but the
funeral is now upon us. To be sure, some are in denial and others are wran-
gling over the reading of the will and the ownership of the last legacy, but
the reality is that Wesleyans have moved on and found new lives and lovers.

On my own theological reading of Wesley, I think that this quest for
new lovers was inevitable. Think of it this way. Wesley at his core was a
staunch Protestant biblicist. Drawing on a medieval vision of divine reve-
lation, he was convinced that all proper theology had to be grounded in
Scripture. Whatever bells and whistles we want to add either epistemolog-
ically or hermeneutically to this thesis, the ultimate test of truth in theology
for Wesley was Scripture.34 This immediately undercuts any idea of appeal
to Wesley as a warrant in theology; on pain of inconsistency the warrant
simply has to be Scripture, not Wesley. Thus, from the beginning, the idea
of accepting anything because it is Wesleyan involves introducing a warrant
that is not available to a Wesleyan. At best, appeal to Wesley can operate as
a criterion of identity; it cannot operate as a criterion of credibility or truth.
Furthermore, given that there is no agreed theology in Scripture, or given
that Scripture provides a license for a plethora of competing theologies, it
was inevitable that over time Wesley’s own reading of Scripture would col-
lapse and be replaced by other readings by his own followers. Thus, unless
we are doomed to settle into an incoherent Wesleyan scholasticism, insta-
bility and disagreement were inescapable and inevitable over time.

In turn, such instability and disagreement led some Wesleyans to
develop a revisionist construal of biblical authority or to look for other
foundations of theology outside of Scripture. These moves simply added to
the instability and disagreement.3> We were furnished with another network

331 have found that the last two are simply non-starters among contemporary
United Methodists.

34Wesley even sought to ground his epistemological proposals on Scripture.

35Robert E. Chiles’ Theological Transition in American Methodism, 1790-
1935 (New York: University Press of America, 1983) remains the classic render-
ing of this thesis.



THE END OF WESLEYAN THEOLOGY

of theological options and systems derived from suitably revised epistemo-
logical visions. Sooner or later the results of such work were bound to
appear at odds with the original Wesleyan construal of scriptural teaching;
the dissonance between the two has now become plain to discerning
observers. To face up to this yawning gap as reality is to stare death in the
face. The quest for the historical Wesley over the last generation was, in
these circumstances, a loyalist strategy to keep the truth at bay. It was a
playing for time; it was a clear sign that the tradition is in the final stages of
decline and decay. What we were promised was a compelling portrait
intended to breathe new life into the tradition; what we got was a round of
obituary notices that signify that we have just laid the body to rest.

So the Wesleyan tradition, like the earlier traditions spawned by the
great Reformers before him, has gone the way of all flesh. Yet one more
noble Protestant experiment has run its course. One of the lesser tribes of
Israel has expired. He who has been regarded as the least of the theolo-
gians in the line of the Reformation has been brought to his final resting
place. One more noble and wonderful experiment within Protestantism has
failed. The deadly virus of sola scriptura, with or without qualifications,
and the epistemologies it has spawned has once more killed its followers.
Once more the faith of the church has been splintered in pieces and scat-
tered to the winds. Once more, it has been a case of death by our own
hands. Once more, we have participated in and witnessed yet another
grand funeral within Protestantism.

Released to a New Future

Funerals are usually solemn and sad occasions. They can be celebra-
tions of lives well lived. They are also a time of freedom when those left
behind are released into a new future, however painful that future may be.
In this instance, insofar as we accept the core of my argument, we will
have our own way of laying hold of our freedom. For my part, I suggest
the following tasks as having some purchase upon us as scholars of
Wesley. The first two are historical in nature and the third is meta-
theological.

First, the historical work will and should continue unabated. Here 1
remain committed to the ideals of “classical” historical investigation.
Oliver O’Donovan captures the matter nicely. Speaking of the study of the
Thirty Nine Articles, he writes: “In conducting a study the scholar puts his
intellectual powers completely at the service of the text, and makes it his
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only business to enable the text to speak clearly. It is a weakness in his
work if his own concerns and the fashions of his time intrude.”3¢ The nec-
essary transposition to Wesley is obvious. Our primary object of attention
is Wesley, his life and work in his time and context, and the chief business
of the historian is to enable Wesley to speak clearly, whatever we may
think of what he did or said. Of course, historians and philosophers will
take issue with this historiographical vision, but such disagreement is sec-
ondary. However we conceive of historical investigation, we all agree that
Wesley should be studied historically with all the creativity and rigor we
can muster.

As I see it, we need to renegotiate how best to read his background in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Anglicanism and then relocate
Wesley very firmly within this world. In short, we have got to reconsider
and rework the background music of the Enlightenment that has had such
a grip on our imaginations and hear a quite different set of tunes. We have
to come to terms with the radically confessional nature of the state and
church to which Wesley belonged. Once we do this, we will have to recal-
ibrate much of what we say about Wesley. The portrait of Wesley, when we
do so, will be quite different from of the options currently on offer.37

This suggestion is, of course, a point about the macro-narrative in
which we locate Wesley. My second is in the neighborhood. We also need
to ferret out those neglected elements in the micro-narrative of Wesley that
are hard to hear today. Take for instance his vision of double predestina-
tion. This was more than a polemical aside in his debates with the
Calvinists. I suspect that it was pivotal in his deep sense of the sovereign-
ty of a God of unconditional goodness that was bedrock in his theology as
a whole and crucial to his self-confident leadership of Methodism. Or con-
sider his thoroughgoing supernaturalism. His feisty reply to Conyers
Middleton was not just a skirmish about miracles. Wesley, like John Henry
Newman a century later, saw that a principled attack on the miracles of the
church could not be halted at the doors of the canon of Scripture. As the
subsequent history shows, the challenge posed by Middleton had far more
at stake for our general understanding of the world, for our conception of
critical investigation, and for our expectations in ministry in the present.

360liver O’Donovan, On the Thirty Nine Articles, A Conversation with Tudor
Christianity (Exeter: Paternoster, 1986), 7.

371 plan to explore this option in an introductory volume on Wesley in the
near future.
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Further, consider Wesley’s doctrine of assurance enshrined in the wit-
ness of the Holy Spirit. It is remarkable how well he is truer to Paul on this
topic than the whole history of Protestantism, yet it remains an enigma in
modern Wesleyan circles.38 Or consider his vision of Christian perfection.
This is really the mad theological aunt in the basement of Wesley’s theol-
ogy. She deserves a fresh, sympathetic visit now that we have had a spir-
ited revision of what happened to the doctrine of the baptism of the Holy
Spirit after Fletcher of Madeley—initiated by the controversial work of
Lawrence Wood—and now that we know that the effort to assimilate
Wesley’s perfectionist vision to a generic vision of theosis in Eastern
Orthodoxy has limited hermeneutical value.

Neither of these suggestions comes close to registering the magnitude
of the theological crisis that faces us within the Wesleyan tradition. Indeed,
since to turn to history is often a strategy of denial, so burying ourselves
in the historical agendas that I have just enumerated may well be a sophis-
ticated evasion. We surely have a problem on our hands that cannot be
resolved by more historical excavation. We have to find a whole new way
do theology beyond Wesley and even beyond the Protestantism of which
he is a paradigm instantiation. As I see the landscape, and as I have argued
on a larger canvas elsewhere, the death of our own tradition is simply a
microcosm of the death of Protestantism itself.3® We are at the end of the
line where Protestant theology is concerned; five hundred magnificent
years of theology have come to an end. Epistemology has destroyed us
from within.4® We can no longer dress up our contemporary theological
commitments in Wesleyan garb. The shroud of Wesley has been shredded
by our historical work; it is no longer available for rent. We have to go
home from the funeral in peace; and we must openly, explicitly, and self-
consciously find a new theological future. Of course, we can expect that
all sorts of insights from Wesley will have a place in that future. However,

38For Wesley, as for Paul, the inner witness of the Holy Spirit spoke to the
issue of our relationship of sonship to God; it did not speak to the issue of what
books belong in the canon of Scripture.

39This is the upshot of my Canon and Criterion in Christian Theology: From
the Fathers to Feminism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998).

40In these circumstances, postmodernity is not medicine; unless radically
relativized, it is likely to be another dose of poison that will simply kill those who
look to it for salvation. Nor can we be saved by turning to Roman Catholicism, for
Roman Catholicism, as we know it today, is simply one more effort to fix the
Protestantism it inevitably spawned.
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Wesley’s contribution is strictly limited; we can no longer ignore his
severe limitations or hide behind his skirts. We must now speak in our own
voice and take full responsibility before God and before each other for
what we say and how we say it.

Wesley as Spiritual Midwife

In the meantime, what shall we do with our beloved Wesley? I finish
with a hint that dovetails nicely with the theme of death and funerals.
When they came to bury John Wesley in City Road, London, the liturgist
made a fascinating and unrehearsed change in the wording of the Anglican
service. Coming to that point in the service where they committed his body
to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, the liturgist could not use the
designation “our brother.” Instead, by a spontaneous and extraordinary
shift, he designated Wesley as “our Father.” Consider now the amazing
report of Tyerman of another event, this time after the funeral. “The notice
to his friends was short; but hundreds attended; and to each was given a
biscuit, in an envelope, engraved with a beautifully executed portrait of the
departed, dressed in full canonicals, surmounted by a halo and a crown.”*1

What we see here is the natural and entirely apt recognition of Wesley
as an evangelist, spiritual Father, and saint. These designations of Wesley
are, of course, pastoral and religious; to see it as sexist is to reveal our
bondage to the shibboleths of our own day. It means that Wesley, as an
agent of the Holy Spirit, had operated in his day first and foremost as a
spiritual midwife who brought thousands of people to birth in the womb of
the gospel of Christ. In an inimitable and wonderful way he helped people
find God in conversion, became a model for them of the spiritual life, and
provided a network of resources to nourish genuine holiness.42

The liturgist at the funeral was not the first to recognize the proper
status of Wesley in our tradition. There is a wonderful witness to Wesley
along these lines in the remarkable description of Wesley penned by a total
outsider to Methodism in 1769. The author is Professor Johan Henrik
Liden of the University of Uppsala in Sweden. Note in what follows how
Wesley is identified as a spiritual Father and compared to the apostle John.

41See L. Tyerman, The Life and Times of the Rev. John Wesley (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1872), vol. III, 656. Emphasis added.

42t is worth remembering here that Wesley clearly saw himself as a Father
in God to Francis Asbury, as is clear from his correspondence. I am grateful to my
colleague James Kirby for drawing this to my attention.



THE END OF WESLEYAN THEOLOGY

Today I learned for the first time to know Mr. John Wesley, so
well known here in England, and called the spiritual Father of
the so-called Methodists. He arrived home from his summer
journey to Ireland, where he visited his people. He preached
today at the forenoon service in the Methodist Chapel in
Spitafield for an audience of more than 4,000 people. His text
was Luke 1:68. The sermon was short but eminently evangeli-
cal. He has not great oratorical gifts, no outward appearance,
but he speaks clear and pleasant. After the Holy Communion,
which in all English Churches is held with closed doors at the
end of the preaching service, when none but the Communicants
are usually present, and which here was celebrated very orderly
and pathetic. I went forward to shake hands with Mr. Wesley,
who already . . . knew my name, and was received by him in
his usual amiable and friendly way. He is a small, thin old man,
with his own and long and strait hair, and looks as the worst
country curate in Sweden, but has learning as a Bishop and
zeal for the glory of God which is quite extraordinary. His talk
is very agreeable, and his mild face and pious manner secure
him the love of all rightminded men. He is the personification
of piety, and he seems to me as a living representation of the
loving Apostle John. The old man Wesley is already 66 years,
but very lively and exceedingly industrious.43

Canonical status in the wider Christian world has always been devel-
oped from the bottom up rather than from the top down; Wesley is no
exception to this rule. It is what we see happening in this description and
in the events at his funeral. The aftermath of Wesley more than amply
bears witness to the drive to perceive Wesley as a saint, evangelist, and a
spiritual Father in God. The vast iconography spawned by Wesley bears
extraordinary testimony to his spiritual impact across the generations.
Wesley was and yet is so important spiritually that he deserves to be paint-
ed larger than life and hung on the walls of our offices and church halls.
Spiritually speaking, it is a deep mistake to restrict ourselves to the hard
and fast rules of good historical scholarship in our quest for the real phys-
ical portrait of Wesley. We should also mention the wonderful hagiography
that persists despite the labor of historians and critics.

43See Richard Heitzenrater, The Elusive Mr. Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon,
1984), vol. 2, 87-88. Emphasis added.
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Wesley cannot be contained within the boundaries of our critical,
clinical, historical scholarship; the spiritual treasure that he is by grace
deserves the creative hand of pious exaggeration and romantic hyper-
bole.44 The spiritual jewel that he is also shows up in the setting aside of
sacred sites at Epworth, at City Road, London, at the New Rooms in
Bristol, and in Lincoln College, Oxford. It is equally manifest in the
ineradicable drive to engage in pilgrimage to those sites. It is, moreover,
visible in the long-lasting tendency to name children after Wesley. Perhaps
even more important is the formal canonization of a set of standard ser-
mons in British and Irish Methodism. His sermons became in time so valu-
able in The United Methodist Church that they were unconstitutionally
shoehorned into the canonical material of that church in 1972.45 This was
juridically wrong but spiritually correct. Happily, neither the staunch for-
mal Protestantism of the Methodist movement nor the scoldings of the his-
torians have been able to keep the informal canonization of Wesley at bay.
Wesley as an evangelist, spiritual Father, and saint simply outstrips our
narrow, secularist strictures; he bursts through the boundaries of our inven-
tive theological projections and still finds a way into the hearts of folk des-
perate to find food for their souls.46

It is here, with Wesley as our spiritual Father in God, that we can still
find solace. John Wesley is not some norm of truth; nor is he a folk the-
ologian waiting to be organized into a systematic theologian; nor is he
merely our brother in the faith; nor is he a Doctor of the church; nor is he
a prince of the church. He was and continues to be for many a spiritual
Father in God. He was and is a minister of the gospel who has birthed us

441 can still recall as a teenager, after my conversion, reading my first great
piece of Wesleyan hagiography, John Wesley Bready’s England: Before and After
Wesley (New York: Harper and Row, 1938). It nurtured my soul in the midst of
backbreaking, soul-destroying work in East Anglia in England.

451t is a great pity that we do not have a handy and attractive copy of the stan-
dard forty-four sermons that are available in Britain. It is one thing to have a set of
sermons selected for historical investigation in the seminary or university; it is
another to have a set clearly designed as Wesley designed them for spiritual nour-
ishment.

46John M. Todd makes some tantalizing but perhaps exaggerated compar-
isons between Wesley and St. John of the Cross and St. Francis. See his John
Wesley and the Catholic Church (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1958). Todd
reported that he prayed privately to Wesley, a practice permitted to him within his
Roman Catholic tradition.

24
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indirectly in the faith. He is a thinker and spiritual guide who has gone on
to Glory and whose work, with all its shortsightedness and shortcomings,
can still bring us to God and foster holiness of life and thought. In short,
he belongs in the canon of spiritual Fathers and saints.4’7 While we have no
ecclesial mechanism for formally making this move, this is where he
belongs, in the list of spiritual Fathers and saints of the Church. Thereby
he brings us into a wholly different way of thinking about the wider canon-
ical heritage of the Church. It is within the bosom of that wider canonical
heritage that we will find the full salvation of our souls. It is also within
that canonical heritage that we will find the charter for a whole new way
of doing theology. That last claim is not a claim I can explore today, but it
is one I will gladly make good on in the future.48

So then, I bring before you bad news and good news, one piece of bad
news and two pieces of good news. The bad news is that half a century of
splendid historical investigation has unwittingly become a worthy obituary
notice for the death of the Wesleyan theological tradition. The good news
is that we are now free to stop pretending that Wesley is a great theologian
(or even a theologian) and to receive him for what he is, an extraordinary
evangelist, a great saint, and a remarkable spiritual Father in God. The
other good news is that the funeral of Wesleyan theology is a clarion call
for a radically fresh start in theology for all those who acknowledge John
Wesley as a spiritual Father in God and as a saint of modern Protestantism.

471t may seem farfetched to deploy this sort of language within Protestantism,
but in fact it crops up de facto all the time at a popular level. There is a very defi-
nite though informal canon of Protestant heroes and heroines floating around. One
encounters it explicitly from time to time. See, for example, Ernest Gordon, A Book
of Protestant Saints (Chicago: Moody Press, 1946). Gordon uses the criteria of bib-
lical commitment, the presence of miracle (understood broadly), and appropriate
deathbed scenes. Clearly Wesley fits these criteria without difficulty.

®BThe Logic of Renewal.
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by
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Sometimes it is said that John Wesley shifted our theological atten-
tion away from God, placing it instead on humanity. After all, the “scrip-
ture way of salvation” was at the heart of both his doctrine and discipline.
If soteriology is not the whole of his theology, it certainly is his focus.
Yet, an examination of Wesley’s understanding of salvation does not war-
rant this conclusion.

First of all, the goal is for us fully and unreservedly to love God—
that is, the goal is for God to be at the center of our lives. Second, salva-
tion is by grace alone, enabled by God and a response to God’s love for
us in Christ; soteriology is shaped by the character, actions, and promises
of God. It is the case that Wesley did not focus on encountering God apart
from the world. Instead, faithfulness directed Wesley to be attentive to
what God desires for the world, to be governed by God’s purposes. In this
sense we might say today that Wesley’s theology was especially centered
on the mission of God as manifested in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit,
and on God’s promise of new creation for the world and each person in it.
What is especially impressive is how Wesley goes about this.

The Tension: Pessimism and Optimism

It was over fifty years ago that Gordon Rupp observed that Wesley’s
soteriology is marked by “a pessimism of nature and an optimism of
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grace.”! By “pessimism of nature” Rupp meant fallen nature—Wesley
took with utmost seriousness the power of sin in human life. But Wesley
also had an “optimism of grace” that took with utmost seriousness the
power of God to transform hearts and lives. There is in Wesley’s theology
an unabashed realism about sin, suffering, injustice, and death. It is as real
as the cross. Yet he also has a profound hope in God that, because of what
God has done in Christ and is doing through the power of the Holy Spirit,
sin and its attendant evils can now be overcome, and ultimately death
itself will come to an end and God’s love will reign over the entire cre-
ation. It is a hope as certain as the resurrection.

This observation by Rupp is a most fruitful insight. It identifies a
tension between realism and hope that runs through Wesley’s theology.
Let me mention two examples, one from each “end” of Wesley’s soteriol-
ogy. Wesley combines the realism of a doctrine of original sin, that
declares the total corruption of the moral image of God, with a doctrine of
prevenient grace that grounds hope for freedom from sin in the power of
God. At the other end, Wesley holds before us God’s promise of Christian
perfection, the restoration of the moral image of God in love, while
reminding us that involuntary transgressions remain, necessitating contin-
ued repentance and reliance upon God. This tension between realism and
hope not only pervades the entirety of Wesley’s soteriology, it also marks
other aspects of his theology such as healing and eschatology.

I believe it is essential for us to maintain this tension between the
reality of sin and hope in God’s promise of transformation. This is not
only because we will misunderstand Wesley’s theology if we resolve the
tension. It is because Wesley uses it to point us to a central feature of
Christian life and discipleship in the world. Our failure to attend to the
tension between realism and hope will inevitably compromise our faith-
fulness to God and openness to God’s transforming activity.

The point is illustrated by examining three recent studies of Christi-
anity in America. One will show how a failure to take seriously the effects
of sin can lead to unfaithfulness on a large scale. The other two will show
how hope in God’s promise of new creation can lead to something like an
in-breaking of the reign of God’s love in the present age.

lGordon Rupp, Principalities and Powers (Nashville: Abingdon-Cokesbury,
1952), 90 ff.
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Failing to Take Sin Seriously

Mark Noll has provided a contextual history of American theology
from Jonathan Edwards to the Civil War. It is a complex story that has at
its heart a uniquely American synthesis of Protestant evangelicalism,
republican political theory, and commonsense moral philosophy.2 The
result was ambiguous. While “American Protestants almost converted the
nation, so too did the nation mold the Christian gospel in the contours of
its own shape.”3

The attraction of commonsense philosophy was its democratic
nature. It replaced the conversionist ethic of Edwards, which found true
virtue in the redeemed, with the ethic of Francis Hutcheson which
claimed the presence of an innate moral sense in every person. It
answered the critics who claimed that America, by overthrowing tradi-
tional authorities, opened the door to moral anarchy. Not so, said the
Americans, for “Humans—if they exercised their inherent (albeit God-
given) faculties in a disciplined way—could know ethical maxims simply
by nature and could by nature will the good that harmonious human exis-
tence required.”*

This was an optimistic anthropology tailor-made to undergird a
fledging republic as well as unleash democratic and egalitarian impulses.
Everyday people could claim the same virtue as the social elites. Itinerate
preachers, called by God from their trades or farms, could claim equality
with those privileged enough to attend Yale or Harvard. Those of liberal
tendency could dispense with conversion entirely; evangelicals could
redefine conversion as freely yielding to divine persuasion. In neither
case is a fundamental transformation of the heart necessary.

In Noll’s analysis, this new American theology was well-suited to its
post-revolutionary context. Without something like a synthesis with
republicanism and commonsense philosophy, Christianity would have
been marginalized. In Europe, both Protestant and Catholic theology was
opposed to republicanism, standing for maintaining traditional order
against rising democratic impulses. But in America, Christianity and
republicanism were allied. Instead of an inherently sinful populace need-

2Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham
Lincoln (New York: Oxford, 2002), 9.

3Ibid., 443.

41bid.,110.
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ing authority to maintain order, American theologians argued that people
were not bound by sin, but possessed the capacity to choose otherwise,
and hence had the capacity as well for self-government. Instead of
becoming a countercultural enclave out of step with the democratic
impulses of the new republic, American Protestants proceeded to almost
evangelize the nation.

Yet there was a huge cost to be paid by this alliance with common-
sense philosophy. An optimistic anthropology led to a hermeneutic that no
longer needed the guidance of tradition to interpret Scripture. Theoreti-
cally, reason, governed by commonsense, should lead to common under-
standing. Instead, it led to theologians, pastors, and laity all confidently
asserting the clear and unambiguous teaching of Scripture—and having
diametrically opposed accounts of what that teaching was. The most
tragic instance of this was disagreement over slavery.

Noll states this bluntly: “Commonsense moral reasoning perceived
directly and intuitively the propriety of the slave system and perceived
with equal force its impropriety. . . . Reformed, literal approaches to the
Bible could sanction slavery and also condemn it.”5 In fact, says Noll, the
pro-slavery argument was the most persuasive as “more and more of the
God-fearing in the most influential churches had come to believe what
almost no Protestants elsewhere in the world still believed—that, at least
in some senses and with respect to some purposes, the Bible did in fact
sanction slavery.”®

Reformed theologians in Canada and Europe, every bit as conserva-
tive and literal as their American counterparts, did not believe the Bible
sanctioned slavery. American opponents of slavery found themselves on
the defensive. Noll believes that a major reason for this was the perva-
siveness of racism in America. There was a nearly universal common-
sense belief that African Americans were inferior. This racist assumption
was so taken for granted by whites that most, on both sides of the issue,
failed to see how this compromised exegesis.

This is only a portion of Noll’s complex argument, but it is enough
to make the point. An American Protestantism with an optimism of nature
was able to embrace republican government, yet was unable to clearly
reject slavery. European Protestants with a pessimism of nature could

S1bid., 386.
6Ibid., 387.
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decisively reject slavery, but could not embrace republicanism. The
Americans would have been better served by a more realistic view of how
sin influences perspectives and permeates culture, as well as a more accu-
rate assessment of human limitations.

Wesley was no friend of republican government or of slavery.
Theodore Weber has recently argued that Wesley’s views were more in
the direction of a constitutional monarchy, but that more attention to the
political image of God in Wesley’s anthropology could have led to a more
robust defense of republicanism.” It was a road not taken by Wesley or his
followers, but it is a potential way forward for us. Wesleyans have an
egalitarian alternative to commonsense philosophy in universal preven-
ient grace. What prevenient grace provides is possibility without pre-
sumption, realism about sin and the hope for transformation. It would not
undergird a pure democracy, but might well support the kind of republi-
canism that emerged in America. In any event, it is egalitarian, denying
invidious class distinctions, not by elevating everyone to a level of good-
ness, but by recognizing that no class has special, innate virtue.

It is interesting that the one group in Noll’s account that did not
adopt a commonsense philosophy immediately after the Revolution was
the Methodists. The early Methodists retained a traditional Protestant
notion of sin—a pessimism of nature—and defined “liberty” not in politi-
cal terms but as freedom from sin. Noll considers them “an important
counterpart” to his overall thesis, showing “that it was entirely possible
for a traditional Christian message that had not been adjusted to the
norms of American ideology to flourish in the new American nation.”8
This was, he notes, not because Methodism was “an otherworldly move-
ment oblivious to concrete local realities; it is rather that the Methodist
message was more shaping, than being shaped, by those realities.”

So, while early Methodism was in tune with the egalitarian tenden-
cies of American culture, it got there with a very different theology. Noll
believes that the key was the Wesleyan proclamation of the “universality
of God’s love,” a love that offered “dignity to women and African Ameri-
cans, whom the tides of republican freedom were passing by.” Noll con-

TTheodore Weber, Politics in the Order of Salvation (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 2001).

8Noll, 340.

9Ibid., 341.
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cludes that the “Methodist concentration on an experiential message of
hope is the indispensable context for understanding Methodist theology
during the age of Asbury.”10

Of course, by the 1830s the Methodists were well on their way to
becoming the pre-eminent example of a tradition accommodated to Amer-
ican culture. The early Methodists delayed this fate, in part because they
held on to both a pessimism of nature and an optimism of grace. More-
over, their egalitarianism was not based on innate human faculties but on
God—God’s universal love for all persons, whatever their gender, race, or
class, and in hope in a salvation that God offers to all.

Hope for a New Social Reality

Now, more briefly, let me note two other examples. The perfectionist
politicians of upstate New York in the 1840s, so ably presented by Douglas
Strong in Perfectionist Politics,”!! might seem an ambiguous illustration.
To their credit, they had seen the limits of commonsense philosophy in the
fight against slavery; what was needed, they thought, was not only conver-
sion but entire sanctification. They believed that as more and more persons
became entirely sanctified and exercised their moral obedience through
political action, slavery and a host of other evils would be abolished.

Initially, they sought to establish pure, holiness churches, and there-
fore came out of their original denominations, many of which had tried to
suppress their abolitionist activities. They may have been too optimistic
on how easy it is to build a holy church from scratch. Yet, gradually, these
ecclesiastical abolitionists began to understand the corporate nature of sin.
This awareness of structural evil led them to combine “the evangelical
emphasis on transforming individuals with an emphasis on transforming
oppressive structures.”!2 They insisted that personal transformation was
necessary yet insufficient because societal institutions and cultural values
shape our understanding and define our ethics. The goal of perfection had
to encompass structural change as well.!3 Thus, on the one hand they rec-
ognized, more than their contemporaries, the pervasive reality of sin and

101bid.

Douglas M. Strong, Perfectionist Politics: Abolitionism and the Religious
Tensions of American Democracy (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press,
1999).

12]bid., 164.

B3bid., 165.
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how societal norms could reinforce even in the entirely sanctified what
Wesley called involuntary transgressions. On the other hand, again more
than their contemporaries, they held on to a hope in what God could do in
and through religious and political activity.

Their vision of holiness—one might say, their vision of God’s new
creation—enabled them to envision new social realities. Mark Noll argues
that racism compromised Christians on both sides of the slavery issue, yet
here we find Wesleyan Methodists who, in Strong’s words, “resisted the
pervasive racial prejudice of the period” and in whose churches “African
Americans were welcomed as equals.”!4 Wesleyan Methodists were
opposed to all hierarchies of privilege, whether based on class, race, gen-
der, or ecclesiastical authority. Some holiness churches in upstate New
York had African Americans or women as their pastors. The Liberty
Party, the political arm of the movement, nominated African Americans
for public office and was committed to extending suffrage to persons of
all races, and to women as well as men. For these holiness abolitionists,
all of this was the implication of God’s promise of sanctification, a reality
to be experienced in this life, and indeed a reality already being experi-
enced in their churches.

These perfectionist politicians had an optimism of grace, but as we
know, grace is not irresistible. Theirs was a road not taken by antebellum
America, with tragic consequences. These holiness abolitionists were a
distinctly uncompromising bunch, unyielding in their demands. While
this is normally poor politics, slavery turned out to be an issue that could
not ultimately be solved by normal political compromise. They, at least,
offered a vision of transformed churches and an America that would
reflect the holiness of God, one they believed God sought to bring about.

Hope for Transformed Lives and Ministries

My other example of hope moves from social change to focus on
transformed lives and ministries in a social context. Susie Stanley, in her
recent book Holy Boldness,'5 provides a remarkable study of 34 Wes-
leyan-Holiness women preachers. As a group, they seem to have held on
to the tension between pessimism of nature and optimism of grace. Cer-

141bid., 101.
15Susie C. Stanley, Holy Boldness: Women Preachers’ Autobiographies and
the Sanctified Self (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2002).



REALISM, HOPE, AND HOLINESS IN THE WESLEYAN TRADITION

tainly they had an understanding of inbred sin rooted in the Augustinian
tradition as mediated through Wesley.!¢ In claiming that entire sanctifica-
tion could cleanse persons from inbred sin, they rarely listed specifics.
Even so, Stanley has shown that sin for them included social as well as
personal dimensions, and dispositions of the heart as well as behavior.

While many of the dispositions and behaviors would be common to
the holiness movement, the distinctive perspectives of these women
enabled them to broaden their understanding of sin. African-Americans in
particular are cited as including the elimination of racial prejudice in
whole or in part as one aspect of the purity brought by entire sanctifica-
tion. Others saw “fear of man” as an aspect of carnality, which was
replaced with confidence through sanctification. Stanley cites Diane
Leclerc’s work on relational idolatry in Phoebe Palmer and finds evidence
that many others also saw putting others ahead of God as an element of
inbred sin.17

It could be debated whether these women preachers (and their male
counterparts) took seriously enough the persistence of sin in the sancti-
fied—indeed, they may not themselves be in agreement on this. Many
argued for growth in holiness following entire sanctification. What is
clear is that these holiness women had a robust sense of the pervasive
reality of sin in its many forms and locations. The good news was that the
sinful self could die and a renewed self emerge through sanctification.
Stanley notes that, while the “notion of death of self” seems to contempo-
rary feminist critics to reinforce notions of women’s inferiority, for Wes-
leyan/Holiness women it was the doorway to liberation.!8 She concludes:

What died was the sinful or carnal self, which was replaced by
the sanctified self, a self empowered to contest cultural expec-
tations based on sex and race. Sanctification resulted in a new
construction of the self, a self no longer plagued by self-doubt
or fear.!9

Thus, “rather than eliminating self, sanctification resulted in a new
creation.”20

161bid., 80.
7Ibid., 81-82.
18bid., 85.
19Tbid.
201bid., 87.
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Sanctification was for these women “the crucial event.”2! It resulted
in a heart centered in love for God and neighbor, and in a self empowered
for ministry. It enabled their fear to be replaced by holy boldness, and
made it possible for them to be publicly faithful to their calling by God in
the midst of sexist and, in the case of African-Americans, racist prejudice.
They believed the transformation they experienced was the work of the
Holy Spirit. Stanley notes, “While modern scholars analyze the socially
constructed self, Wesleyan/Holiness women understood the sanctified self
as being divinely constructed.””?? The promise of transformation was real-
ized in their own lives, and was at the heart of their proclamation to oth-
ers. In the face of their own sin as well as the sinful prejudice of their cul-
ture, they had a confident hope in the transforming power of God.

The Wesleyan/Holiness women preachers have much to teach us.
Among their many lessons is this: human liberation is not to be found in
innate human capacities, even when those capacities are claimed to be
enhanced by some sort of divine immanence. Sin is too pervasive and we
are far too much under its spell. The way to freedom is soteriological—it
is through the grace of God.

Real Hope Is In God

American culture has been far more optimistic about human nature
than is warranted. It has led us to grievously underestimate the power of
sin, both in our culture and in our own hearts. We veer from rosy opti-
mism to cynicism and despair, because we have placed our hope in what
humanity can accomplish.

It may be that we in the church, especially in the West, have been far
too pessimistic about what God can do in the world. We have learned to
analyze psychological and sociological factors, we have sought epistemo-
logical grounding and identified hermeneutical perspectives. We have
examined how our world and our selves are constructed, and even how
we construct God. In all of this, our focus has been resolutely anthro-
pocentric. We may presuppose God, but the explanation and activity are
ours.

Those early Methodists and the Wesleyan/Holiness women preach-
ers remind us that real hope is hope in God. It takes sin seriously, and yet

211bid., 98.
221bid., 88.
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takes grace with even more seriousness. It is centered on God, and on the
new creation God intends to bring about. Our own work is not based on
who we are but on what God makes us—a holy and empowered people,
not presumptuous but seeking to be faithful, not resting in our own cer-
tainties but confident in God. As John Wesley said, “first, God works;
therefore you can work. Secondly, God works, therefore you must
work.”23

A pessimism of nature is nothing more than being theologically hon-
est about ourselves and the human social order. An optimism of grace is
theologically honest as well—it acknowledges God as the only hope for
our world in need, but a God who is at work transforming lives and creat-
ing a world governed and renewed by love divine.

23John Wesley, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation,” 111.2 in Albert C.
Outler, ed., Sermons (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 206 [vol. 3 of ].



“PIOUS DOCTRINES AND VIRTUOUS
ACTIONS”: THE RELATION BETWEEN
THEOLOGY AND PRACTICE IN EARLY

CATECHETICAL INSTRUCTION

by
Christina M. Gschwandtner

True religion consists of these two elements: pious doctrines
and virtuous actions. Neither does God accept doctrines apart
from good works, nor are works, when divorced from godly
doctrine, accepted by God. What does it profit a man to be an
expert theologian if he is a shameless fornicator; or to be
nobly temperate, but an impious blasphemer?

[St. Cyril of Jerusalem]

John Wesley insists that the end of right worship is “the honour of

God in the edification of the Church.” The means to this end is “to have
the service so performed as may inform the mind and increase devotion.”!
Yet, often doctrine and practice, mind and heart, are divorced from each
other in the Wesleyan tradition. Doctrine all too easily becomes an iso-
lated intellectual exercise and what happens in churches at times seems
devoid of theological grounding and coherence. How might theory and
practice be united in a way that does not merely attempt to keep them
together in an ambivalent and often schizophrenic hybrid, but allows

l«“popery Calmly Considered,” 10:145. All references to Wesley refer to his

The Works of John Wesley (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996) with the exception

of the Plain Account.
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them to penetrate to an extent that makes their very separation unthink-
able (and un-“practice”-able)?

In his struggle with spiritual apathy and empty theological specula-
tion, John Wesley often looked to the early church for inspiration and
guidance.? In many ways he attempted to recapture the devotedness and
holy lifestyle of the first Christians and often used the writings of the
early church in order to inform his own thinking on the holy life.3 I thus
suggest that a careful look at early Christian experience and texts is not
only in the spirit of John Wesley’s own thought, but also instructive for
contemporary Wesleyanism’s struggle to unite theory and practice. In the
main part of my paper, therefore, I examine, first, how the early church
dealt with the issue of relating doctrine and practice. I then offer a brief
reflection on how these insights might be useful for the relation between
theological doctrine and holy living in the current Wesleyan situation.

Particularly useful for a reflection on the relation between doctrine
and practice are early catechetical lectures which attempt to struggle with
precisely this question in a very concrete situation, namely that of inviting
and admitting people into the community of Christian fellowship. I will
focus on texts that provide convenient parallels across the geographical

2In his introduction to a selection of early Christian works, Wesley explains
that “the authors of the following collection were contemporaries of the holy Apos-
tles. . . . We cannot therefore doubt but what they deliver to us is the pure doctrine
of the Gospel; what Christ and his Apostles taught, and what these holy men had
themselves received from their own mouths. . . . Such men . . . must have been
carefully instructed in the mystery of the Gospel, and have had a most comprehen-
sive and perfect knowledge of the faith as it is in Jesus.” He continues: “Such rea-
son have we to look on the writings of these holy men, as containing the pure,
uncorrupted doctrine of Christ. But, to advance higher yet, they were not only thus
qualified by these ordinary means to deliver the Gospel to us, but were likewise
endued with the extraordinary assistance of the Holy Spirit” (vol. 14:224). It is true
that Wesley’s admiration for the early Church usually stops at the end of the third
century, namely when the “empire became Christian” because of “a general corrup-
tion both of faith and morals infecting the Christian Church,” but he does cite
Chrysostom, Jerome, Ambrose, and Cyril not infrequently and certainly admired
their work. See his “A Letter to the Reverend Dr. Conyers Middleton” (vol. 10:1-
79) or “A Roman Catechism with a Reply Thereto” (vol. 10:86-128).

3See, for example, his use of the Macarian homilies. For an excellent treat-
ment of Wesley’s reliance on early Christian writings, in particular the Eastern
tradition, consult: Randy L. Maddox, Responsible Grace: John Wesley's Practical
Theology (Nashville: Kingswood, 1994).
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spectrum of Christian experience, East and West: St. Cyril of Jerusalem’s
Catechetical Lectures,* St. Ambrose of Milan’s lectures on the mysteries,>
St. John Chrysostom’s Baptismal Instructions,® and St. Gregory of
Nyssa’s Great Catechism.” Although from four very different locations of
the Christian experience, they are composed at almost the same time (all
about 350-400)8 and three of them were delivered within the same con-
text, namely as lectures to prospective church members.® Apart from the
fact that they represent a very authentic experience of the early church
(since they are extremely similar in form and content although from such
divergent locations), they come at a time where the church can express
itself more freely because no longer tormented by persecutions and gen-
eral suspicion and having grown strong enough to find its own identity
without debilitating external pressure.!® These texts thus may be said to

4St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Works, in The Fathers of the Church, vols. 61-62,
trans. by Leo P. McCauley and Anthony A. Stephenson (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1969).

5St. Ambrose, The Mysteries and The Sacraments, in The Fathers of the
Church, vol. 44, trans. by Roy J. Deferrari (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic Uni-
versity of America Press, 1963). St. Ambrose also often refers to the practices in
Rome and shows that what is traditional in Milan is very similar or identical to
the practice of Rome. See, for example, The Sacraments I11, 291.

6St. John Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, in Ancient Christian Writers,
vol. 31, trans. by Paul W. Harkins (London: The Newman Press, 1963). St.
Chrysostom later became bishop of Constantinople. Thus, although these lectures
probably stem from his time as priest in Antioch, they may be said to represent
both Antioch and Constantinople to some extent.

7St. Gregory of Nyssa, Great Catechism, in Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, Second Series, vol. 5, trans. by William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994). St. Gregory was profoundly influ-
enced by St. Origen and thus may be said to represent the Alexandrian tradition,
thus giving us a representative from each major center of early Christendom.

8Thus these texts are from the time before the canon of the Christian Scrip-
tures was firmly established. Cyril of Jerusalem, in fact, provides in his lectures a
list of NT books that does not yet include Revelation.

9This is not the case for St. Gregory’s Great Catechism, which is more of an
apologetic work. I will focus mainly on the other three texts and use him to sup-
plement the exposition when appropriate.

100f course there was still pressure, in particular through the many compet-
ing heretical groups, that made it not always very clear who was orthodox and who
a heretic, but the external pressure of persecution had subsided. In fact, St. Cyril
points at times to the importance of learning doctrine precisely in order to combat
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present a relatively mature statement of the early church, self-consciously
formulated as an introduction to its new members, but also a relatively
early one, before major splits between East and West and its escalating
differences of opinion and expression.

At the same time, these lectures provide a particularly helpful locus
for our discussion because they deal with precisely this question: how
might one reconcile theory and practice? What is one to tell catechumen, to
ones who wish to enter the faith? Does one instruct them in theology or
teach them certain practices? How does one guide them to live the holy life
expected of every Christian? There are three fundamental questions that [
want to ask of these texts: First, what do they have to say regarding theory
and practice and what exactly does one teach to the prospective Christian?
Second, where does such theology and practice take place? Finally, how
might one lead this life of holiness, the life that puts theory into practice?

I. What: The Relation Between Doctrine and Practice

All of the lectures are addressed either to the ones “to be enlight-
ened” or to the ones just “enlightened,” that is, to catechumen who had
desired membership in the Christian community and had consented to go
through the rigorous time of preparation necessary for such admission.
All (with the exception of St. Gregory’s Catechism) were delivered dur-
ing lent and Easter week.!! Lent indeed was the time at which catechu-
men were usually admitted into the fold, the ceremony proper taking
place on Pascha night.!2 “Catechumen” are the ones who “learn,” into

heresies:“I realize that I am talking at length and that much time has already
elapsed; but what is to be put above salvation? Are you unwilling to take the trou-
ble to receive provision for the way against the heretics? Are you unwilling to
learn the turnings of the road, to avoid falling down the precipice through igno-
rance? If your teachers count it no little gain for you to learn these things, ought
not you, the learner, gladly receive the multitude of the things that are told you?”
St. Cyril, Catechesis IV, 129.

Ulnstructions regarding the creed and Christian doctrine where usually
delivered during lent while “mystagogical” lectures followed during Easter week.
From St. Chrysostom and St. Cyril we have records of both lenten and mystagog-
ical lectures, while those of St. Ambrose on the mysteries are delivered directly
after Easter.

12Baptism, chrismation [anointing with the holy “chrism™: a mixture of
olive oil and unguent] and admission to the Eucharist usually took place on
Pascha night (East) or Easter morning (West). All the lectures make frequent ref-
erences to Pascha/Easter and the specific ceremony for which they are preparing.
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whose ears something is shouted.!? This was a time of learning and
preparation and the most obvious part of the lectures is indeed this strong
combination of theory and practice.!4 The lectures are decidedly theologi-
cal lectures, but they are such as an introduction to church practice, a
“recognition of what you have received,” as St. Ambrose points out.!3
One is unthinkable without the other. St. Cyril exhorts his listeners: “With
Hope invincible for your sandals and with Faith the guest of your heart,
you may pass through the enemy’s lines and enter into the house of the
Lord. Prepare your heart for the reception of the teaching and the fellow-
ship in the holy Mysteries. Pray more frequently, that God may count you
worthy of the heavenly and eternal Mysteries.”1¢ The “teaching” which
they must receive finds its meaning and validation in practice; it is an
invitation to “enter” and “fellowship.”

Apart from the fact that these learners would not have been admitted
into the church without having gone to the lectures and passing their rig-
orous tests,!7 the lectures provide a thorough and specific commentary on
church practice, on what it means to live within the church. They presume
that detailed and careful theological instruction is absolutely essential for
the practice of living as a Christian.!® To forget sound doctrine is tanta-

13St. Cyril refers to this meaning of the word “catechumen,” when he
emphasizes: “You used to be called catechumen, when the truth was being dinned
into you from without: hearing about the Christian hope without understanding it;
hearing about the Mysteries without having a spiritual perception of them; hear-
ing the Scriptures but not sounding their depths. No longer in your ears now but
in your heart is that ringing; for the indwelling Spirit henceforth makes your soul
the house of God. When you hear the texts from the Scriptures concerning the
Mysteries, then you will have a spiritual perception of things once beyond your
ken.” St. Cyril, Procatecchesis, 75.

148t Cyril presents Christ as the teacher “who is worthy of credence”
because “he had first put his teaching into practice.” St. Cyril, Catechesis III, 113.

15St. Ambrose, The Sacraments IV, 299.

16St. Cyril, Procatechesis, 83.

I7The catechumen were asked a list of question about doctrine and faith
which they had to answer correctly and in the affirmative. St. Chrysostom refers
to this questioning and compares it to a contract. St. Chrysostom, Eleventh
Instruction, 166.

18St. Ambrose reiterates over and over: “Take note.” “But understand!”
“That you may know.” “Accept the reason!” “Have you learned this, then?” St.
Ambrose, The Sacraments IV & V, 304, 305, 310. St. Cyril reminds them: “Be
faithful in your attendance of the catechizing . . . study what you are told and
guard it forever.” “Be constant in attending the catechesis and be mindful of their
teachings. For they are delivered not merely that you may listen to them, but that
you may seal by faith what you have heard.” St. Cyril Procatechesis, 78, 94.
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mount to choosing evil.!® St. Cyril in particular urges his listeners repeat-
edly to recognize the great importance of the instruction:

Let me compare the catechizing to a building. Unless we
methodically bind and joint the whole structure together, we
shall have leaks and dry rot, and all our previous exertions
will be wasted. No: stone must be laid upon stone in regular
sequence, and corner follow corner, jutting edges must be
planed away: and so the perfect structure rises. I bring you as
it were the stones of knowledge; you must be instructed in the
doctrine of the living God, of the Judgment, of Christ, of the
Resurrection. Many things have to be said in order, which are
now being touched upon at random but will then be brought
together into a harmonious system. Unless you achieve this
unity of design, holding the beginning and the sequel in your
mind together, the builder may do his best, but your house will
be a ruin.20

This “unity of design” and careful building St. Chrysostom and St.
Gregory of Nyssa compare to the indivisible relation between soul and
body.2! As the body needs to experience salvation, the soul needs to under-
stand or learn it. Both are equally necessary. As soul and body are not two
separate and disconnected entities, neither are theology and practice.

The same balance between theory and practice is reflected in the
content of the lectures. On the one hand, they are almost all centered
around the creed, developing a careful theology of the Trinity and the
meaning of the incarnation to their listeners, requiring vigilant attention in
order to follow their at times quite subtle theoretical distinctions and
arguments.22 On the other hand, these are the topics deemed essential for

19St. Cyril, Catechesis XV, 59.

208t. Cyril, Procatechesis, 79.

21For example, St. Chrysostom, Eleventh Instruction, 164. St. Gregory,
Great Catechism, 504.

228t. Cyril prefaces a listing of important doctrines with the following words:
“Before delivering to you the Creed, I think it well at this time to present a short
compendium of the necessary doctrines, that the multitude of things to be said, and
the intervening periods of the entire season of holy Lent may not cause forgetful-
ness in the minds of the more simple among you, but that scattering seeds of doc-
trines now in summary fashion, we may not forget the same when they are more
widely tilled later.” He then goes on to summarize the doctrines of God, of creation,
of the Trinity, of Christ and the incarnation, of the virgin birth, of cross, burial, res-
urrection and ascension, of judgment, of the Holy Spirit, of the soul and body, of
the general resurrection, and of the Scriptures. St. Cyril, Catechesis 1V, 120.
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participation in the experience and practice of the Christian life. It is clear
that the catechumen have gone through several stages of instructions and
have already heard much in the past year or two.23 Now they have arrived
at what is most important and at the heart of the Christian faith, the state-
ment of what they believe (the creed). This they will have to memorize
and reiterate with their hearts before being admitted.?* Required was an
understanding of the mysteries, the essential practices of the church
which have so far remained hidden from them.25 The theology they learn
is an introduction to the practice in which they will participate. Theologi-
cal doctrine is extremely important in these instructions. The listeners
receive a careful presentation of the doctrines regarding God, creation,
sin, Christ and his divine and human nature, the incarnation, the virgin
birth, the events of Christ’s crucifixion, burial, resurrection and ascension,
the final judgment, the nature, person and works of the Holy Spirit, the
Trinitarian relations, the hope for resurrection, and the meaning of faith.26
Various doctrinal positions are first summarized, then explained, later

23The time of the catechumenate lasted about two or three years. (See note
20 to St. Chrysostom’s Ninth Instruction, 290.) St. Cyril repeatedly refers to the
“proper” time for learning certain things. St. Cyril, Catechesis XVI, 93.

248t. Cyril explains the importance of memorizing the creed: “In learning
and professing the faith, embrace and guard that only which is now delivered to
you by the Church, and confirmed by all the Scriptures. For since not everyone
has both the education and the leisure required to read and know the Scriptures,
to prevent the soul from perishing from ignorance, we sum up the whole doctrine
of the faith in a few lines. This summary I wish you to commit to memory, word
for word, and to repeat among yourselves with all zeal, not writing it on paper,
but engraving it by memory on the heart . . . listen and memorize the creed as I
recite it.” St. Cyril, Catechesis V, 146.

25Al1 lecturers mention the fact that their listeners are now learning some-
thing which had previously been kept secret from them and at times even exhort
them not to speak to anyone else about what they are learning. See: St. Cyril, Cat-
echesis V, 146; St. Ambrose, The Mysteries, 5; The Sacraments III, 293; St.
Chrysostom, Eleventh Instruction, 166.

26St. Cyril’s lectures especially are organized around these themes, but St.
Chrysostom’s deal with similar subjects. St. Theodore of Mopsuestia, whom I
was not able to consider in this paper, organizes his catechetical lectures around
the creed in a very similar fashion. St. Ambrose explains especially the doctrine
of the Trinity repeatedly in his post-Easter lectures (which assume, of course, that
sufficient instruction in faith and doctrine has already taken place). For example:
The Sacraments I, 275. St. Gregory’s Catechism is mostly a defense of these vari-
ous doctrines, although it is not directly addressed to catechumen.
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repeated and their various strengths (and the faults of heretics)?7 pointed
out. In case the learners wonder why they are given lectures on such diffi-
cult subjects, St. Cyril explains:

But someone will say: if the Divine Nature is incomprehensi-
ble, then why do you discourse about these things? Well then,
because I cannot drink up the whole stream, am I not even to
take in proportion to my need? Or because I cannot take in all
the sunlight owing to the constitution of my eyes, am I not
even to gaze upon what is sufficient for my wants? On enter-
ing a vast orchard, because I cannot eat all the fruit therein,
would you have me go away completely hungry?28

St. Cyril is very aware of the brevity and incompleteness of his dis-
course, but often shortens it so as not to weary his listeners too much. He
always reminds them, however, that a much more thorough instruction on
doctrine would be desirable.2?

For all lecturers, Scripture plays an important role to the extent that
almost every second sentence is a quote from the Scriptures.30 The
Hebrew Scriptures are interpreted in various ways: literally, typologically,
allegorically, morally, but always in light of the incarnation and the Trini-
tarian experience of the church. St. Ambrose, for example, often uses sto-
ries from the Scriptures and then exhorts his listeners: “Let the reading. .
.which we have just gone over teach you.”3! St. Cyril emphasizes that his
teaching is not merely human reasoning, but is based on the Holy Scrip-
tures.32 Their theology is grounded in the documents that are read in the
liturgy of the church and which have grown out of and been validated by
its cumulative experience.

Yet these apparently very theoretical subjects are not only seen as
important grounding and introduction to participation in church practice,

27See quotation referred to in footnote 6. St. Ambrose also emphasizes the
relation between what they have confessed about the Trinitarian relations and
their understanding of it for refuting heresies (7The Mysteries, 15).

288t. Cyril, Catechesis VI, 150. St. Chrysostom also points to the limitations
of human reason (Eleventh Instruction, 164).

29E.g., St. Cyril, Catechesis, XVII, 108, 117.

308t. Cyril not only constantly quotes from the Scriptures, but also points to
its importance in several places. See, for example, Catechesis V, 146.

318t. Ambrose, The Mysteries, 10.

328t. Cyril, Catechesis XVII, 96.
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but they are also understood as supporting and making possible a holy
life. In fact, exhortations to virtuous living permeate the lectures.33 For St.
Chrysostom they are so important that he devotes several lectures to the
topic of right conduct, which includes such things as not swearing, not
going to the athletic games, not using make-up, and guarding one’s
tongue.34 He repeatedly encourages his listeners: “Let us remember all
these things and observe them through all our lives—the covenant with
Christ, the renunciation of Satan, the confidence which the Master now
grants to us; let us guard them unsullied and pure, so that with abundant
glory we may meet the King of heaven and be judged worthy to be
snatched up in the clouds and be found deserving of the kingdom of
heaven,” or: “For I do not speak only that you may hear, but that you may
remember what I said and give me proof of it by your deeds.”35 St. Cyril
similarly emphasizes: “We have sown, we may say, a few seeds; may you
receive them like rich soil, and increase and bring forth fruit.”3¢ The theo-
logical instruction they are given assumes that the listeners will put it into
practice in their daily lives and that it will thus bear abundant fruit.
Furthermore, these exhortations are not directed merely to neo-
phytes. Rather the lecturers always address also the community of long-
time Christians who have joined the catechumen.3? After a while it
became practice that the whole church would participate in this time of
preparation, fast during lent, repent, and prepare for the joyous resurrec-

338t. Cyril, for example, says: “If these words describe your conduct, you
will reign with Him; if not, you will be condemned. Therefore begin now to act
thus; preserve the faith; avoid being shut out like the foolish virgins.” St. Cyril,
Catechesis XV, 71. See also: Catechesis XVIII, 132. St. Ambrose closes his last
lecture on the sacraments by saying: “We have taught according to our capacity,
perhaps, what we have not learned; as we have been able, we have set it forth. Let
your sanctity, informed by sacerdotal instructions, labor to maintain what it has
received, that your prayer may be acceptable to God, and your oblation be as a
pure victim, and that He may always recognize His sign in you, that you your-
selves also may be able to come to the grace and the rewards of virtues, through
our Lord Jesus Christ” (The Sacraments VI, 328).

34See his Baptismal Lectures V-VIII, which are almost entirely devoted to
topics of right conduct and virtuous living.

358t. Chrysostom, Eleventh Instruction, 172; Twelfth Instruction, 173.

36St. Cyril, Catechesis XVIII, 130.

37St. Chrysostom especially refers repeatedly to other Christians who have
joined them for listening to these lectures. Third Instruction, 62; Fourth Instruc-
tion, 75; Eighth Instruction, 126. Also: St. Cyril, Catechesis VI, 160.
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tion of Easter. The theology of the church helped every member not only
to understand what one was doing but also to generate renewed enthusi-
asm and devotion through its compelling message of salvation and holi-
ness.38 For every member of the Christian community, then, the relation
between doctrine and practice continues to be important. Doctrine is
absolutely essential for holy living and a repeated vigilant attention to
thorough theological instruction and careful explication must be part of
any Christian’s growth in holiness. Such doctrine, however, is both
grounded in Scripture and inseparably connected to the real life of the
Christian community. Devoted Christians seek to understand their beliefs
and exhibit them in holy living. Theology and practice cannot be divorced
from each other, but a holy life is precisely characterized by the “practice
of doctrine:” the visible living of the theological meaning of the Christian
faith.

II. Where: The Locus of Doctrine and Practice

We have seen the need for theoretical instruction, defined by a rich
theological discourse. We must not forget, however, that these lectures
served not for personal edification but always as entry into the church.
The answer to the question “where?” is always: “in the church.”39 Right
doctrine and practice fuse together only within the community of the one
Holy Catholic Church, as St. Cyril explains:

The Church is called Catholic because it is spread throughout
the world, from end to end of the earth; also because it teaches
universally and completely all the doctrines which man should
know concerning things visible and invisible, heavenly and
earthly; and because it subjects to right worship all mankind,
rulers and ruled, lettered and unlettered; further because it
treats and heals universally every sort of sin committed by
soul and body, and it possesses in itself every conceivable
virtue, whether in deeds, words or in spiritual gifts of every
kind.40

Three aspects of the church are emphasized in this passage: com-
plete doctrine, right worship, and healing of sin. It is the church that

38St. Ambrose, The Sacraments I,277.

398t. Ambrose reminds his listeners: “Consider where you promised, or to
whom you promised.” The Sacraments I, 271.

408t. Cyril, Catechesis XVIII, 132. Emphasis mine.
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teaches and is the right locus of theology and doctrine. Theology cannot
become an isolated or purely intellectual exercise. Theology is grounded
within the experience of the church and is taught “fully and completely”
only by the church.4! “Right worship” happens within the context of the
ecclesial community. Worship is not our personal emotive appropriation
of what is performed for us as passive observers, but worship connotes
the experience of the entire community as it comes together to offer itself
up to God in the “right way.” And finally, it is within and out of the
church that the Christian life is practiced. Sin of both “soul and body” is
treated within the church and the fellowship enables the development of
virtue and sanctity that characterize the holy life.

Although each Christian had to make a decision to join the church,
had to renounce Satan and undergo baptism, thus beginning the journey
as an “individual,”#2 he or she came in order to become part of the com-
munity. Even “faith” was not really an isolated individual experience but
rather a personal assent to the faith of the church, saying “credo” [I
believe] in fellowship with all others who say so whenever they meet in
worship.43 In this sense, it becomes even more significant that increas-
ingly the whole church joined in these lectures and heard again and again
the theory of which it was to display the practice in its leifourgia or “com-
mon work.”#4 Furthermore, every candidate for church entry had a spon-
sor, someone who was responsible for his or her continued growth in faith
and holiness.#> If the neophyte failed, the sponsor was equally responsi-
ble. The new members were also encouraged to be an example to the

410bviously, “church” does not refer here to an alienated hierarchy that
arbitrarily imposes doctrine on an uninformed or illiterate “laity.” We have just
seen the strong emphasis placed on teaching theological doctrine to a// members
of the church, in particular the newest and youngest.

420f course, frequently whole households were baptized.

43Re-iteration and re-affirmation of the creed was part of the daily/weekly
liturgy. St. Chrysostom emphasizes the importance of the neophytes joining into
the daily worship of the church for both morning and evening prayers. Eighth
Instruction, 126.

44“Liturgy” literally means the common work of the people and was under-
stood as such. Space does not suffice to emphasize the importance of the liturgy
of the church.

45See especially: St. Chrysostom, Second Instruction, 48-49.
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older members in their newfound zeal and enthusiasm.#6 Thus, the mem-
bers of the community were to exhort each other in theory and practice.

Indeed, the practice to which the catechetical lectures were the intro-
duction was the practice of the church, its daily liturgy and its “myster-
ies.” They were lectures to help the “soul” understand what the “body”
would experience soon (or had just experienced). The theology that was
taught in these lectures was not an isolated intellectual exercise, but an
explanation of exactly what is going on in the practice of the church and
what it means.4’ In that sense, theory was only a running commentary on
the actual practice of the community. Theology, then, was not adaptation
of the church to the “world,” a way to make its faith “relevant” or to give
it credence in a society with changing values, but rather a way of convert-
ing the “world” to understand and experience the reality of the church and
its mysteries. Holiness was a radical departure from one’s former life to
one within the Christian community and shaped by its values and stan-
dards.#8 St. Chrysostom, who emphasizes this need to live a life of holi-
ness the most strongly, repeatedly urges his listeners: “Let us be careful,
then, to pursue that holiness, searching our minds each hour that passes,
and letting our souls receive no stain or blemish from wicked thoughts.”49
Holiness, then, is always a communal and ecclesial exercise. Not only can
holiness not be acquired on one’s own in isolation from the community,
but it also cannot happen outside of the ecclesial context. The church is
the locus of doctrine, worship, and healing. How, then, is such holiness
concretely acquired and pursued?

ITII. How: The Living of Doctrine and Practice

Entry into the church, into the Christian community, was always,
East and West, Milan, Rome, Jerusalem, Antioch, or Alexandria, through
baptism. The catechetical lectures are baptismal lectures, addressed to the

46St. Chrysostom emphasizes this repeatedly. For example: “May you
henceforth keep watch over this cleanness of soul, getting rid of every stain, and
may we be able to share in your confidence through your prayers. And pray you
can for your teachers in the future, for soon you are going to shine forth for us
with a brilliance more radiant than the very stars” (Tenth Instruction, 160). See
also: Sixth Instruction, 101; Eleventh Instruction, 170-171.

47St. Ambrose, The Mysteries, 5.

48St. Cyril says: “Instructed in his holy Catholic Church and conducting
ourselves rightly, we shall gain the kingdom of heaven and inherit life everlast-
ing.” Catechesis XVIII, 135.

49St. Chrysostom, Seventh Instruction, 118.
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ones to be baptized or just recently baptized. They are centered around
the meaning of baptism, chrismation, and Eucharist, the core mysteries of
the church.50 The answer to the question “how,” therefore, is profoundly
sacramental. St. John Chrysostom emphasizes the attitude one ought to
have in approaching these mysteries of the church, an attitude that has
been fostered by the instructions they have received:

One who is about to approach those sacred rites and awesome
mysteries ought to be alert and wide-awake, cleansed of every
earthly care, abundantly filled with temperance and zeal. He
should banish from his mind every thought which is foreign to
the mysteries and should make his house clean and ready in
every respect, just as if he were about to receive the emperor
under his roof. That is the way to prepare your mind, such are
the thoughts you should think, such should be the purpose of
your will.5!

All instruction leads toward and culminates in the experience of
regeneration and reception into the church.

It is baptism that washes off the old life and transforms it into the
new.52 Through baptism, the catechumen dies to the world and rises in
Christ. Sin is washed off and a life of holiness begins.>3 Baptism is a con-

50These were the traditional rites of induction and all writers presume them,
although at times the order differs and chrismation is not always performed in an
identical fashion. The early church referred to these practices as “mysteries.”
Only later did the Western church adopt the term “sacraments.”

518t. Chrysostom, Ninth Instruction, 134. St. Cyril exhorts his listeners sim-
ilarly: “He [the Holy Spirit] tests the soul; He does not cast pearls before swine. If
you pretend, men will indeed baptize you, but the Spirit will not baptize you; but
if you approach with faith, men will minister to you visibly, but the Holy Spirit
will bestow on you what is not visible. For you are coming to an important trial,
to an important levy in the space of a single hour; if you lose this hour, the ill is
irremediable” (Catechesis XVII, 118).

520n the meaning of baptism in general, see: St. Cyril, Catechsis III, 108-
18; St. Ambrose, The Sacraments I-1II, 269-297. St. Chrysostom, Second Instruc-
tion, 43-55; St. Gregory, Great Catechism, 501-504.

53St. Ambrose, The Mysteries, 9. Later he puts it negatively: “unless he [the
catechumen] be baptized ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit,” he cannot receive remission of sins nor drink in the benefit of spiri-
tual grace.” The Mysteries, 12. St. Gregory also emphasizes the need for baptism
as a means toward holiness: “Now, the work properly belonging to the Divine
energy is the salvation of those who need it; and this salvation proves effectual by
means of the cleansing in the water; and he that has been so cleansed will partici-
pate in Purity; and true Purity is Deity” (Great Catechism, 504).
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tract and commitment as serious and as life-changing as a marriage.>* It is
a “passage from sin to life, from fault to grace, from defilement to sancti-
fication—he who passes through this font does not die but rises.”>> As the
ones to be baptized were stripped off all clothes, they were to leave
behind their old lives.5¢ As they renounced Satan “and all his pomp” and
then turned to face East, their lives made a radical turn toward Christ.5”
As they entered the sanctuary of the church, they became part of the com-
munity. As they were anointed with the holy chrism (oil and unguent),
they became both warrior for and bride of Christ by the descent of the
Holy Spirit.>® As they wore new and shining clothes, they put on a new
lifestyle and only perseverance in holiness and virtue could “preserve the
luster of their baptismal garments”:

You have put off the old garment; you have put on the new,
which is so bright that it vies in brilliance with the rays of the
sun. See to it that you keep the garment in this same shining
beauty. For as long as that wicked demon, the enemy of our
salvation, sees this spiritual robe of ours all shining, he will
not dare to stand near, because he is so afraid of its brightness.
For the luster it sends forth blinds his eyes. Therefore, I exhort
you: show yourselves good fighters from the very outset;
make yours a brilliant luster by making the beauty of this gar-
ment more shining and brilliant in every way.>?

Baptism, then, is absolutely essential to the Christian experience.
Without baptism, there is no church membership. Although baptism con-
noted the act of cleansing and purification, the physical aspect was impor-

54St. Chrysostom, Eleventh Instruction, 168.

55S8t. Ambrose, The Sacraments I, 273.

56St. Chrysostom repeatedly emphasizes this radical change that comes
with the “new creation.” Fourth Instruction, 71-72.

578t. Chrysostom, Second Instruction, 50-51.

58 St. Chrysostom, Eleventh Instruction, 169. For St. Cyril on chrismation
and the meaning of the white garments see: Mystagogical Lecture IV, 184.

59 St. Chrysostom, Fourth Instruction, 74-75. He emphasizes earlier: “Now
the robe you wear and your gleaming garments attract the eyes of all; if you
should will to do so, by keeping your royal robe shining even more brightly than
it now does, by your godly conduct and your strict discipline, you will always be
able to draw all who behold you to show the same zeal and praise for the Master.”
St. Chrysostom, Fourth Instruction, 73. Exhortations of this kind permeate his
lectures.
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tant. Baptism washes both soul and body, both interior and exterior. It
means a spiritual and physical identification with Christ and the concrete
Christian community which one joins through this act. As the symbolic
significance of the rite of marriage is expressed precisely in its physical
performance of the wedding ceremony, a holy life requires the bodily
ecclesial act of commitment and entry into communion.

This journey of entry was consummated and reached its apex in the
catechumen’s first participation in the mystery of the Eucharist. 1f bap-
tism was the introduction to the new life, the cleansing required for salva-
tion, the moment of being justified, then participation in the Eucharist
made continued holy living possible. It is the “food of immortality,” the
antidote against Satan and all dangers of the world.®® The catechetical
instruction is meant “to prepare your souls for the reception of the heav-
enly gifts.”6! St. Ambrose explicates this connection between Eucharist
and holy living as follows: “Christ then feeds His Church on these sacra-
ments, by which the substance of the soul is made strong.”’62 The goal of
the Christian life, of course, is the transformation of this “substance of the
soul” into a likeness of Christ. St. Ambrose emphasizes this in a later lec-
ture: “Because our same Lord Jesus Christ is a sharer of both divinity and
body, and you who receive the flesh [the Eucharistic bread] participate in
that nourishment of His divine substance.”63

One becomes part of the body of Christ, of the church, by partaking
of his body in the mystery of the Eucharist.%4 Only continued participa-
tion in both aspects of this body can maintain a holy life. As St. Cyril con-
cludes his Mystagogical Lectures: “Preserve this traditional teaching
untarnished; keep yourselves unsullied by sin. Never cut yourselves off
from the fellowship [communion], never through the pollution of sin
deprive yourselves of these sacred, spiritual mysteries.”®5 The holy life is
not something conducted in isolation by one’s own powers or based on a
merely personal faith, but always lived as part of a body onto which one

60St. Chrysostom, Third Instruction, 60-61.

61St. Cyril, Catechesis XVIII, 137.

62The Mysteries, 26.

63The Sacraments VI, 320. See also: St. Gregory, Great Catechism, 505-06.

64St. Cyril devotes one lecture to explaining the meaning of the elements of
the Eucharist and one to the meaning of the various parts of the Eucharistic
liturgy (Mystagogical Lectures IV and V).

605St. Cyril, Mystagogical Lecture V, 203.
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has been grafted and from which one separates only at one’s peril, dying
from the lack of nourishment provided by connection to the other
branches and the vine himself. The lectures almost always conclude with
emphasizing this extreme importance of the Eucharist as the highest of
mysteries and the core and apex of every Christian experience. Knowl-
edge culminates not in theory but in Eucharistic communion.%¢ Church
participation (participation in the ecclesial body of Christ) means partici-
pation in this mystery (the Eucharistic body of Christ). All church prac-
tice flows from this essential core.®’

IV. Conclusion: John Wesley on Doctrine and Practice

How, then, do we measure Wesleyan theology and practice by this
standard? What might be the import of our investigation of the early
church for contemporary Wesleyanism? We will briefly examine the same
questions that we have asked of the early texts: What is the relation
between theory and practice? Where do doctrine and practice come
together? How is such holy “doctrinal” living accomplished?¢3

First, the connection between theory and practice was central to
Wesley’s teaching and preaching. Not only did he hover continually at the
borderline between “rationalism” and “enthusiasm,” purely intellectual
discourse and merely emotive experience, but he always combined rigor-
ous education with diligent practice.®® This is visible not only in his per-

66St. Ambrose identifies full knowledge with reception of the sacraments
(The Sacraments VI, 320).

67Farly liturgies in fact were always centered around the Eucharist and
regarded it as the core of worship. Unfortunately, we have not had the time or
space in this paper to develop the integration of theology and practice within the
liturgy.

68These “suggestions” are only tentative in nature and are obviously in need
of much fuller verification.

69See Rack’s excellent treatment of this matter in his Reasonable Enthusiast
(Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism
[Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992]). For Wesley’s own treatment of the relation-
ship between reason and faith, see his sermons “The Imperfection of Human
Knowledge” (6:337-350) and “The Case of Reason Impartially Considered”
(6:350-360), in which he censures both an excessively positive elevation and an
excessively negative rejection of reason. See also his several long treatises “An
Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion” and “Further Appeal” which
attempt to set forth the main aspects of his teaching in a “reasonable” manner
(8:3-247).
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sonal life that is characterized by such strenuous “methodism” in word
and practice, but also by the organization of his movement. Wesley
always considered instruction as essential as practice, practice as
grounded in instruction, experience as validating theory, and theory as
enlightening and guiding experience.’? A life of holiness was character-
ized for Wesley both by study and by practice. His plethora of sermons
indicates a similar attention to both learning and experience. His works
exhibit an equal measure of theological treatises and experiential docu-
mentation.

Even Wesley’s summary treatise of the “Plain Account” is not any-
where near as “plain” as the title indicates, but a careful balance of ser-
mon, Scriptural quotations, hymns, interviews, minutes of meetings,
questions and answers, and depictions of eyewitness experience. The
boundary lines between what constitutes “theology” and what “practice”
in Wesley’s work are very difficult to draw.”! It is consistent with both the
early church and Wesley to strive for such combination in our contempo-
rary situation. Theological investigation and church life cannot be
divorced from each other nor should they be regarded as enemies engaged
in mortal combat. A thriving Christian community, especially one dedi-
cated to holy living, is in dire need of both deep doctrinal instruction and
constant commitment to concrete and virtuous living. Not only are both
aspects necessary but they must be integrally related, so that practice is
grounded in and guided by doctrine and theology is expressed and articu-
lated in holy living.

Second, Wesley’s movement recognized the need for community.
The answer to “where” was indeed a communal one. Not only did John

70He warns, for example: “To imagine that none can teach you, but those
who are themselves saved from sin, is a very great and dangerous mistake.” John
Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection (Kansas City: Beacon Hill,
1966), 96.

7IFor an interesting example of Wesley’s ambivalent relationship to theol-
ogy, see his sermon “On the Trinity” where he insists on the importance of
believing (and to some extent understanding) the “fact” of this doctrine, while he
refrains from explicating the “manner” in which Father, Son, and Spirit are
related. “On the Trinity,” 6:199-206. One should point out in this context that
Wesley tended to avoid the term “doctrine” since he associated it mostly with the
“doctrines” of the “papists,” which he rejected as contrary to Scripture. The lack
of the term “doctrine,” however, does not indicate an absence of theological
thinking in Wesley.
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Wesley refuse to the end of his life to leave the Anglican Church, but
attendance at his meetings was never seen as a replacement for participa-
tion in the life of the church.”2 Wesley sought to reform, not to rival the
established church. He insists that his preaching (and even ordaining min-
isters) “in nowise interfere with my remaining in the Church of England;
from which I have no more desire to separate than I had fifty years ago. |
still attend all the ordinances of the Church, at all opportunities. And I
constantly and earnestly desire all that are connected with me so to do.””3
He writes many letters on this subject and especially near the end of his
life repeatedly justifies why the Methodist movement must stay within
the church.

Wesley rejects any notion that would suggest that Methodism could
become a separate group, repeatedly enjoins upon his followers to attend
the local Anglican congregation, and considers “sinful” the desire to criti-
cize the established church, its teaching, or the local priest.”# Even within
his growing movement he emphasized the need for community, particu-
larly evident in the structure of societies and class meetings that were to
keep all members accountable to each other and to the body. Unfortu-
nately, he was not able to keep his movement from drifting further and fur-

72See his sermons “Of the Church,” “On Schism” (vol. 6:392-410), and
“On Attending the Church Services” (vol. 7:174-185), and his many letters on
that topic: “Reasons against a Separation from the Church of England” (vol.
13:225-231), “Of attending the Church” (vol. 13:246-247), “Of Separation from
the Church” (vol. 13:255-257), “Thoughts on Separation from the Church” (vol.
13:263-264), and “Farther Thoughts on Separation from the Church” (vol.
13:272-274). Quite a few of the personal letters in this volume also deal with the
topic. His “Reasons against a Separation from the Church of England” gives
twelve reasons for not separating from the established Church. One should admit,
however, that most of these reasons are pragmatic rather than theological.

73“On the Church,” 13:253. In another tract he emphasizes the same point
again: “I never had any design of separating from the Church: I have no such
design now. I do not believe the Methodists in general design it, when I am no
more seen. | do, and will do, all that is in my power to prevent such an event.
Nevertheless, in spite of all that I can do, many of them will separate from it:
Although I am apt to think not one half, perhaps not a third, of them. These will
be so bold and injudicious as to form a separate party; which, consequently, will
dwindle away into a dry, dull, separate party. In flat opposition to these, I declare
once more, that I live and die a member of the Church of England; and that none
who regard my judgment or advice will ever separate from it” (vol. 13:273-274).

74«Of Attending the Church,” 13:247.
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ther away from the rest of the church. Contemporary Wesleyanism is espe-
cially in need of recovering this aspect of Wesley’s commitment. Authentic
Wesleyan practice must be grounded in the experience of the church. A
holy life cannot be lived along the paradigms of our extremely individual-
istic society, but can flourish only within the context of ecclesial fellow-
ship. A personal spirituality separated from the experience of the church is
therefore deeply un-Wesleyan (and, as we have seen, “un-Christian”).

Finally, Wesley did indeed emphasize the importance of the
Eucharist and urge his followers to frequent participation therein.”> He
points out that “as our bodies are strengthened by the bread and the wine,
so are our souls by these tokens of the body and the blood of Christ. This
is the food of our souls. This gives strength to perform our duty, and leads
us on to perfection. If, therefore, we have any regard for the plain com-
mand of Christ, if we desire the pardon of our sins, if we wish for strength
to believe, to love and obey God, then we should neglect no opportunity
of receiving the Lord’s Supper.”7¢ Wesley himself practiced what he
referred to as “constant communion” (as opposed to only “frequent”) and
could be found at the Eucharistic table daily (or even twice a day). His
above injunctions not to separate from the church are often conjoined
with an exhortation not to neglect to participate in the Eucharist available
in the local Anglican community.”” Wesley also emphasized the need for
(infant) baptism and began ordaining ministers for the express purpose of
administering the sacraments in places (such as America or Scotland)
where nobody was available to do so.”8

75See, for example, the clarification he gives of Christian perfection in his
Plain Account, 36, and especially his sermon “The Duty of Constant Commun-
ion” (vol. 7:147-56). He also published a collection of “Hymns on the Lord’s
Supper” (vol. 14:332).

76“The Duty of Constant Communion,” 7:148.

77In his “Reasons Against a Separation from the Church of England,” for
example, he rejects the idea that “at the church we are fed with chaff” by insisting
that “the Lord’s Supper is not chaff, but pure and wholesome for all who receive
it with upright hearts” (vol. 13:230). Several letters enjoin upon the reader the
need for attending Eucharist at the local Anglican church, for example, the “Let-
ter to a Friend” (vol. 13:216-218).

78See, for example, his letter to the “Brethren in North America” in which
he insists that his unorthodox ordination of preachers for America was due to the
lack of ministers who could “baptize or administer the Lord’s Supper” (vol.
13:252). See also his explanation of this in “Of Separation from the Church” and
the postscript which considers the case of Scotland (13:256-257).
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In many ways, Wesley’s language of regeneration and justification
on the one hand and sanctification and growth in holiness on the other
reflect and to some extent even seem grounded in that of the early church.
One of the holiness hymns, for example, desires:

The sanctifying Spirit pour,
To quench my thirst and wash me clean,
Now, Saviour, let the gracious shower
Descend, and make me pure from sin.
Purge me from every sinful blot:
My idols all be cast aside:
Cleanse me from every evil thought,
From all the filth of self and pride.
The hatred of the carnal mind
Out of my flesh at once remove:
Give me a tender heart, resign’d
And pure, and full of faith and love.”®

Like the early Fathers, Wesley emphasizes the need for freedom from
sin, for the washing, cleansing, and purifying activity of the Holy Spirit. He
does not approve of pride or gambling any more than St. Chrysostom does.
Yet, as we have seen, in the Fathers such language of washing, cleansing,
and purging always refers to baptism. It does not in Wesley. Rather it is
translated into a more personal, spiritual experience of the believer. It is
here that I find Wesley’s connection to the theology of the (early) church
generally much more tenuous than others have tried to argue.®0 It seems
that Wesley transposes what “baptism” meant for the early church into the
experience of “justification,” and the sanctifying effects of Eucharistic par-
ticipation into the experience of “entire sanctification.”8! This threatens to

" Plain Account, 39.

80For example, Randy Maddox in his study titled Responsible Grace.

81This is corroborated by the fact that Wesley repeatedly emphasizes as the
primary question: “Is thy heart right?” and sets aside questions of worship, bap-
tism, and the Eucharist as the final (because most controversial) ones. See, for
example, his sermon on the “Catholic Spirit” (vol. 5:497) and his letter to the
Rev. Mr. Clarke (vol. 13:210). He also often softens his endorsement of the
Lord’s Supper as administered in the Anglican services, depending on the conduct
or theological coherence of the administering minister.
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turn “heart holiness” into an entirely individual experience, isolated from
the body of the rest of the Christian community.82

Although Wesley is right to stress holiness or even “perfection” as
an essential requirement of the Christian life, it is not something
“received merely by faith,” as he claims.83 Rather, it is lived in the com-
munity of the church, nourished by its life, liturgy, and mysteries. Despite
his personal regard for the Eucharist, Wesley seldom emphasizes its
importance in connection with the pursuit of holiness nor does he seem to
recognize its value for preservation on the path toward sanctity.8* He
hardly ever mentions baptism.85 Although that seems understandable

82This is particularly obvious in Wesley’s rejection of Catholicism. See
especially his treatises on that subject. With the exception of the “Letter to a
Roman Catholic” (vol. 10:80-85), most of his writings display a profound disre-
gard for (and disapproval of) physical expressions of faith, sacraments, the need
for liturgy, sacred space, beauty and ceremony in worship. See: “A Roman Cate-
chism, faithfully drawn out of the allowed writings of the Church of Rome: With
a Reply thereto,” “A Short Method of converting all of the Roman Catholics in
the kingdom of Ireland,” “The Advantage of the Members of the Church of Eng-
land over those of the Church of Rome,” “Popery Calmly Considered,” and his
letters to the “Public Advertiser” which were “occasioned by the late Act passed
in favour of Popery,” and a couple of shorter pieces on the same subject (vol.
10:86-176). Especially instructive are the passages on sacraments in the “Roman
Catechism” and “Popery Calmly Considered.”

83Plain Account, 50. In his “Thoughts upon Methodism” he summarizes the
“fundamental doctrine” of Methodism as follows: “(1.) That religion is an inward
principle; that it is no other than the mind that was in Christ; or in other words,
the renewal of the soul after the image of God, in righteousness and true holiness.
(2.) That this can never be wrought in us, but by the power of the Holy Ghost. (3.)
That we receive this, and every other blessing, merely for the sake of Christ: And,
(4.) That whosoever hath the mind that was in Christ, the same is our brother, and
sister, and mother.” The four central tenets, thus, are all concerned with internal
and personal experience that is wrought privately by God. There are no references
to either Church or sacraments in the whole summary treatise, although it does
deal with the organization of the societies.

84See his sermon “The Means of Grace” (vol. 5:185-201) and the sections
on the sacraments in the treatises on Roman Catholicism mentioned above. In his
summation of his views in the Plain Account neither baptism nor Eucharist are
mentioned at all. Plain Account, 114-116.

85He did write “A Treatise on Baptism” (vol. 10:188-200) which, however,
is mostly concerned with defending infant baptism and proving that full immer-
sion is not necessary. It says very little concerning the theology of baptism and he
does not relate his emphasis on holiness to it in any way.
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since probably all his listeners had been baptized, it would have been
much more appropriate and theologically coherent to remind them of the
value and meaning of their baptism instead of positing a different and iso-
lated experience of “justification” or “entire sanctification.”8¢ The public
and bodily rite of baptism therefore becomes transmuted into an entirely
interior and purely emotive experience of “circumcision of the heart.”87
Obviously this emphasis on interiority and individuality has been carried
to an extreme in contemporary practice where membership in the church
often has become entirely disconnected from baptism and where
Eucharist is only seldom practiced. Maybe we are at a point where the
combination of theology and practice in the bodily liturgical actions of
baptism and Eucharist can be recovered anew.

Certainly, as our inquiry into the instruction of the early church has
highlighted, “justification” and “entire sanctification” cannot be merely
personal experiences, wrought by the Spirit on an individual’s heart
regardless of one’s connection to the body of Christ, but rather belong
within the archetypal theological practices of the church, baptism and
Eucharist. In these, body and soul, theory and practice are indivisibly
united. When the individual believer becomes disconnected from the fel-
lowship of the body of Christ and when faith becomes an experience of
the soul disconnected from concrete and bodily ecclesial practices of bap-
tism and Eucharist, theology and practice are not only severed from each
other, but have lost their essential meaning and integrity.

86In the discussion following this paper’s presentation at the WTS 2004 con-
ference, it was suggested that Wesley did not do so because the practices had
become meaningless to many participants and that his recovery of the experience
had to take a different form in order to be received. I am grateful to Randy Mad-
dox in particular for his helpful comments on this point. Since, however, the prac-
tices of baptism and Eucharist have fallen into serious disuse since Wesley’s time,
especially in contemporary experience, maybe it is time for a substantial recovery.

87Plain Account, 12-14. See also his sermons: “Salvation by Faith” (vol.
5:7-16), “Justification by Faith” (vol. 5:53-64), “The Righteousness of Faith”
(vol. 5:65-75), “The Law established through Faith” (vol. 5:447-466), and “On
Faith” (vol. 7:195-201; 326-334).



LUTHER AND WESLEY ON UNION AND
IMPARTATION IN LIGHT OF RECENT
FINNISH LUTHER RESEARCH

by
John Drury

Nearly three centuries ago, a theological dialogue commenced
between Lutheran Pietists and John Wesley, leader of the people called
Methodists. It was ultimately divisive, as the two groups could not see
eye-to-eye on matters of sin and salvation. Only recently has this
Lutheran-Wesleyan dialogue begun to reopen.

Although Wesleyan appreciation for Luther is not found wanting, the
“textbook™ distinctions between Wesley and Luther are based on a strict
forensic account of Luther’s doctrine of justification. Recent Finnish
research has called into question such an interpretation by identifying the
role of theosis in Luther. If the Finns are right, this would radically shape
the extent to which Christ’s righteousness really becomes ours. Such a
reinterpretation of Luther would require a fresh dialogue between his the-
ology and Wesley’s.

The following unfolds the meaning and significance of the Finnish
paradigm of Luther interpretation. It is not designed to describe Wesley’s
understanding of Luther, for it too was shaped by the traditional account
via later interpretations. Rather, my attention is directed to contemporary
Wesleyan theologians and their understanding of Luther for constructive
dialogue. In other words, the focus is not so much Luther and Wesley, but
Luther for Wesleyans. Hence, the bulk of attention is on Luther and not
Wesley.
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Luther: An Introduction to the Issue

Martin Luther insisted that Christians have no righteousness of their
own but rather rely on the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. As Luther
puts it, Christians “are sinners in fact but righteous in hope.”! Luther’s
theology destroys any false confidence in one’s own righteous works. But
is this all Luther had to say on the matter? Although Christ’s righteous-
ness originates extra nos, must it remain extra nos? Are Christians only
declared righteous, or do we really become righteous? Is Christ’s right-
eousness really ours? If a negative response is given to these questions,
one is hardpressed to explain Luther texts containing language of union,
sharing, and impartation. The Freedom of a Christian (1520) is one such
text. Luther graphically describes the connection between Christ and
Christians in terms of a bridal exchange. If this connection has any onto-
logical weight, one is obliged to reinterpret what Luther means by the
imputation of Christ’s righteousness.

One such reinterpretation of Luther has been worked out by Tuomo
Mannermaa and the so-called “Finnish School.” These scholars assert that
the motif of theosis or divinization, rather than imputation as traditionally
understood, captures the heart of Luther’s doctrine of justification. The
purpose of this essay, then, is to assess the usefulness of the Finnish
School’s paradigm for interpreting Luther texts. After a brief summary of
this new interpretation, I will test it against a general collection of pas-
sages from Luther. I will then apply its apparatus to The Freedom of a
Christian in particular. I contend that the Finnish interpretation is a help-
ful corrective, for it allows Luther to speak for our actual possession of
Christ’s righteousness.

The Finnish Interpretation Summarized

The new research on Martin Luther began in the 1970s as an effort
to enhance Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue.? Theosis, a common motif in the

IMartin Luther, Luther’s Works, American Edition (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1974), 25: 258.

2Tuomo Mannermaa, “Why Is Luther So Fascinating?” in C. Braaten and R.
Jenson, eds., Union With Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 1; hereafter cited in-text. This article is an
excellent outline of the goals and substance of the new Finnish interpretation. My
summary is based on it as well as on Mannermaa’s article “Theosis as a Subject
of Finnish Luther Research,” Pro Ecclesia, 4 (1995), 37-48.
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Orthodox tradition, was also found to be prevalent in Luther. Tuomo
Mannermaa wanted to understand this idea in Luther’s theology as a
whole. This side of Luther, however, had been suppressed by years of
Luther research. The first step of the new program, therefore, was to cut
away the philosophical brush that caused this deficiency. Modern Luther
research previously had proceeded with Kantian philosophical lenses,
“which made it impossible to view Luther’s doctrine of justification as a
doctrine of real participation or divinization” (Mannermaa 3). At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Hermann Lotze criticized classical
ontology of being-in-itself and replaced it with being-as-relationship. The
result is an epistemology according to which one cannot be known by
entering into another, but only by the other’s affects (Mannermaa 5).
Albrecht Ritschl carried over these philosophical assumptions in his read-
ing of Luther, so that God only causally affects humans from the outside
(Mannermaa 8).

This transcendental reading of Luther may be contrasted with the
realism of actual Luther texts. Luther perpetuates a classical epistemology
of substantive union of the knower and the known (Mannermaa 6). In
Luther’s view, the divine being can have real contact and communion
with another being. In justification by faith, God’s activity is not limited
to affecting humans at a distance by declaring them righteous. Rather,
God can and does give himself, entering into a “community of being”
(Mannermaa 11).

Such a fresh ontological assumption implies a radical reinterpreta-
tion of Luther’s doctrine of justification. The imputation of Christ’s right-
eousness is not merely a forensic matter, but a real participation in the life
of God in Christ. This reinterpretation is able to make sense of Luther’s
stress on theosis or divinization: Christians are actually changed by the
righteousness of Christ. This change is possible only on the basis of a real
connection between Christ and Christians. If the Finnish School is right,
then the gift of justification is not just a new status before God. The gift is
also the giver himself, Christ. It is Christ who comes to us in faith. Christ
is truly present in the Christian. His alien righteousness actually invades
and makes its home in us.

The Finnish Interpretation Tested

The philosophical brush-clearing performed by the Finnish School is
greatly appreciated. It would be anachronistic to assume Luther followed



LUTHER AND WESLEY ON UNION AND IMPARTATION

the tenets of Kantian transcendental philosophy. Nevertheless, just
because Luther could have a theology of participation does not mean he
did. The only way to verify the material thesis of the Finnish School is to
test it against some of Luther’s own writings.

A favorite text of the Finnish School is Luther’s commentary on
Galatians 2:16. They lift out a phrase that is roughly translated: “Christ
comes to us in faith.” James Kittelson has pointed out the interpretive
troubles posed by this text. This exact Latin construction is not actually
found in the original. Furthermore, Kittelson claims that the Finnish
translation is cumbersome.3 His arguments sufficiently weaken the claims
made on the basis of this particular phrase. However, Christ’s presence is
implied in many other phrases throughout Luther’s commentary on Gala-
tians. The precise nature of human participation in the divine life is
unclear, yet the real coming of Christ to the Christian is definite. Luther
says, “Christ comes spiritually as we gradually acknowledge and under-
stand more and more what has been granted to us by Him.”* The Chris-
tian actually has Christ, for “I have another righteousness and life above
this life, which is Christ the Son of God.”> Luther’s understanding of
imputation includes the gift of Christ himself: “[I]t is necessary that we
should have imputation of righteousness, which we obtain through Christ
and for Christ’s sake, who is given unto us and received of us by faith.”¢
It seems clear that Christ comes to us in faith.

The Finnish interpretation of Luther seems to work with reference to
its own favorite text, but can it stand in the face of Luther’s strong state-
ments regarding the imputation of Christ’s alien righteousness? Two key
Luther works on imputation are his Commentary on Romans and Tiwo
Kinds of Righteousness. It will be to its credit if the Finnish school can
make sense of these texts without explaining them away. In Romans
Luther asserts, “The saints are always sinners in their own sight, and
therefore always justified outwardly.”” To God “they are at the same time

3James M. Kittelson, “To the Finland Station: A Review Essay,” Dialog 8
(1999): 235-237.

4LW, 26: 351.

SMartin Luther, “Galatians,” in Martin Luther: Selections from His Writings
(Ed. John Dillenberger; Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1958), 106.

6M. Luther, “Galatians,” 133.

TLW, 25: 257.
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both righteous and unrighteous.” This famous definition of the Christian
as simul iustus et peccator seems to strike a deadly blow against the
Finnish School. But what is Luther really saying? What is the thrust of his
argument? Luther is targeting hypocrites, those who “are righteous in
their own sight.” He precludes false assurance by locating the source of
righteousness outside the Christian. Yet this imputation of righteousness
is more than a declaration. It becomes our righteousness: “For His impu-
tation is not ours by reason of anything in us or in our power. Thus our
righteousness is not something in us or in our own power.”!0 Luther’s
emphasis is on the external point of origin of our righteousness, not its
final residence.

In Two Kinds of Righteousness, Luther points to the basis of our
righteousness in the alien righteousness of Christ. “The second kind of
righteousness is our proper righteousness, not because we alone work it,
but because we work with that first and alien righteousness.”!! “This
righteousness is the product of the righteousness of the first type, actually
its fruit and consequence.”!? It is not controversial to interpret Luther’s
second kind of righteousness as ours. For the Finnish School to be right,
the first kind of righteousness must also become ours. How could this be?
It is only possible if Christ is truly present in the imputation of this alien
righteousness. Luther’s own words support this interpretation: “Through
faith in Christ, therefore, Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteous-
ness and all that he has becomes ours; rather, he himself becomes ours.”!3
So, although we are not the source of either one, both kinds of righteous-
ness really become ours.

The Finnish interpretation is not only able to make sense of these
well known texts, but it brings to the foreground lesser-known Luther
passages. For instance, Luther’s sermon on Ephesians 3:13-21 sounds for-
eign to his traditional interpreters. It is an anomaly the old paradigm
would be hard pressed to explain. It is a sermon of encouragement, and
his message of assurance is founded on the indwelling presence of God in

8LW, 25: 258.

LW, 24: 257.

107w, 25: 257, italics added.

UMartin Luther, “Two Kinds of Righteousness,” in Martin Luther (Ed.
John Dillenberger), 88.

12M. Luther, “Two Kinds,” 89.

I3M. Luther, “Two Kinds,” 87.
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the believer. He is expounding Ephesians 3:17, “That Christ may dwell in
your hearts through faith.” Luther speaks of “the complete Godhead, who
gives himself to us.”!4 The entire Trinity is involved in this indwelling:
“The Holy Spirit brings Christ into the heart.”!> The believer is said to
actually possess God: “The heart . . . possesses by faith abundance of
riches and pleasures—God himself with all his blessings.”!¢ This
indwelling is not just a particle or emanation of God, but rather “God
himself and all his blessings dwelling in us in fullness and being effective
to make us wholly divine—not so that we possess merely something of
God, but all his fullness.”!7 Luther qualifies such strong language with a
reminder that, because of the flesh, full perfection cannot “be attained in
this life.”18 Nevertheless, the sermon is replete with the theosis motif.

The Finnish School is able to make sense of many other Luther
texts. For instance, in his exposition of the Sermon on the Mount, Luther
speaks of Christ, “who is ours through faith and who lives and works in
us.”19 Carolyn Schneider substantiates the claims of the Finnish School
by comparing Luther and Athanasius as they comment on John 1:1-5, 9-
14, Philippians 2:5-11, Romans 13:14, and Galatians 2:19-20. Schneider
couples these textual studies with analyses of their respective ontological
assumptions. She concludes “that Luther does indeed, like Athanasius,
speak of salvation occurring in the depth of one’s being, and that this sal-
vation happens by faith, which is a participation in the being of Christ.”20
The result is a real connection between Christ and Christians.

The praise due to the Finnish School, however, needs to be tempered
by some caution with regard to its scope. Its substantive claims have
proved helpful in reading Luther texts, but whether theosis captures the
whole of Luther’s theology is a claim far more difficult to defend. Dennis
Bielfeldt voices reservation pertaining “to the sheer size of the Luther

14Martin Luther, The Complete Sermons of Martin Luther (Ed. John
Nicholas Lenker; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 8: 269.

ISM. Luther, Complete Sermons, 8: 276.

16M. Luther, Complete Sermons, 8: 276.

I"M. Luther, Complete Sermons, 8: 279-280.

18M. Luther, Complete Sermons, 8: 280.

19 LWw, 21:205.

20Carolyn Schneider, The Connection Between Christ and Christians in
Athanasius and Luther. Unpublished Ph.D. Diss., Princeton Theological Semi-
nary, 1999, 27.
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corpus, and the difficult task of synthesizing into a systematic position
key passages sprinkled through these texts.”2! Scott Hendrix also offers a
cautious endorsement:

As long as the term theosis or divinization is not taken to
mean that the baptized believer is unencumbered by sin or that
no forensic language whatsoever is appropriate, then Finnish
scholarship has performed a service by calling attention to the
new reality in Christ which constitutes the heart of Luther’s
spirituality.22

Keeping these reservations in mind, the Finnish School earns a posi-
tive appraisal. It has passed the test of being a helpful paradigm for under-
standing Luther texts. Let us now return to our initial text—equipped with
the Finnish School’s interpretive tools—to see what sense we can make of
1t.

The Finnish Interpretation Applied

As noted above, The Freedom of a Christian contains references to
union and impartation, anomalies in more traditional readings of Luther.
One might explain such references away as mere “mystical hangovers”
from Luther’s medieval education. It is true that this is the “early Luther”
of 1520. However, one could also execute a more charitable interpretation
by taking his words at face value. The Finnish School helps such a read-
ing by carving conceptual space in which such passages can be under-
stood as typical rather than exceptional of Luther’s theology. The striking
image employed by Luther is that of faith “uniting the soul with Christ as
a bride is united with her bridegroom.”?3 “By the wedding ring of faith he
shares in the sins, death, and pains of hell which are his bride’s.”?4 Here
Luther is utilizing the tradition of bridal mysticism he would have picked
up from Johann von Staupitz.25 In his treatise on predestination, Staupitz

21Dennis Bielfeldt, “Response to Sammelit Juntunen,” in Union With
Christ, 166.

22Scott Hendrix, “Martin Luther’s Reformation of Spirituality,” Lutheran
Quarterly, 13:3 (1999), 258.

23Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” in Martin Luther (Ed. John
Dillenberger), 60.

24M. Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” 61.

25Heiko Oberman, Forerunners of the Reformation: The Shape of Late
Medieval Thought Illustrated by Key Documents (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1966), 121; see also S. Hendrix, “Martin Luther’s Reformation of Spiri-
tuality,” 257.

64—
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says, “Christ says, ‘The Christian is My possession, the Christian is My
concern, the Christian is I’; so the spouse responds, ‘Christ is my posses-
sion, Christ is my concern, Christ is I.” 26 Although Luther attacks mysti-
cism for constructing a ladder to God apart from Christ, he does not cast
it out entirely from his theology. He affirms a real mutual exchange
between Christ and the Christian.

The philosophical research of the Finnish School helps us to avoid
the pitfall of disregarding these mystical references as mere metaphors.
Of course, bridal language is metaphorical, but it also signifies a reality.
Luther thought the benefits of faith come because Christ himself comes to
the believer. There is a real union or theosis of distinct beings. Bengt
Hoffman supports such a reading of this passage:

From Luther’s remarks on the participation in God we draw
the conclusion that one does not do justice to his view of shar-
ing in the divine life by concentration on the “for you” of
redemption or by a reduction of redemption to the ethical. On
Luther’s view the freedom engendered by the gospel was not
simply a declaration of grace, but an experience of joy and
inner change.?’

Christ not only participates in our life by the incarnation, but we also
participate in his by impartation. Christ’s birthright honors him with
priesthood and kingship.28 Luther believes Christ then imparts (impartit)
these offices to the believer:

Now just as Christ by his birthright obtained these two prerog-
atives, so he imparts them and shares them with everyone who
believes in him according to the law of the above mentioned
marriage, according to which the wife owns whatever belongs
to the husband.2?

26Johann von Staupitz, “Eternal Predestination and its Execution in Time,”
in H. Oberman, Forerunners of the Reformation, 187.

27Bengt Hoffman, Luther and the Mystics (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1976),
173.

28M. Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” 62.

29M. Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” 63; “Quemadmodum autem
Christus primogenitura sua has duas dignitates obtinuit, ita impartit et comunes
easdem facit cuilibet suo fideli matrimonii praedicti iure, quo sponsae sunt quae-
cunque sponsi sunt,” D. Martin Luthers Werke (Weimar: Herman Bohlaus Nach-
folger, 1897), Band 7, pg. 56; see also M. Luther, Studienausgabe (Verlagsanstalt:
Evangelische, 1979), Band 7, pg. 280.
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Such language of impartation is not an exception to the rule of imputa-
tion. Rather, Luther speaks of impartation quite often. He declares that, if
more people prayed, “the Gospel would make greater progress and impart
to us greater power.”30 Christians are given “heavenly power imparted
through the Holy Spirit” to oppose the devil.3! The Holy Spirit “imparts
warmth and courage through faith in Christ.”’32 The holy life of Christians
is made possible by “the Holy Spirit, who imparts, does, and effects
this.”33

Although Luther seems quite comfortable speaking in terms of
impartation, he never uses it with reference to the righteousness of Christ.
Why is this the case? If Christ’s benefits, offices, and strength are
imparted, why is his righteousness not also imparted to us? Heiko Ober-
man explains why Luther favored imputed righteousness over imparted
righteousness. In the Scholastic tradition, a distinction was made between
the lustitia Christi and the lustitia Dei. The righteousness of Christ (fusti-
tia Christi) was said to be imparted to the Christian now as an aid in sat-
isfying the righteousness of God (lustitia Dei) at the final judgment.
Luther’s breakthrough was to say that God’s righteousness is satisfied the
moment Christ’s righteousness is received.3 He employed the categorical
term “imputation” in contrast with Scholastic “impartation.” Neverthe-
less, imputed righteousness entails a real change in the believer. As Ober-
man puts it, “The righteousness granted is not one’s property but one’s
possession. . . . The contrast between the two terms plays its part espe-
cially in marriage law, and hence in that whole mystical tradition in which
marriage provides the symbol for the exchange of goods between Christ
and the faithful.”35

So although Luther did not speak of imparted righteousness, he did
believe that Christ’s righteousness really became our possession. The
Freedom of a Christian exhibits that, in Luther’s mind, we are not only
united with Christ and imparted with benefits, but imputation effectively
communicates Christ’s righteousness to us. Christ, including his right-

30Complete Sermons, 270.

31Complete Sermons, 275.

32Complete Sermons, 276.

33LW, 41: 146.

34H. Oberman, Dawn of the Reformation, 122.
35H. Oberman, Dawn of the Reformation, 121.
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eousness, is really ours. The Finnish School has helped such a reading of
this text by shedding light on the ontological possibility of union in
Luther’s theology. Is Christ’s righteousness really ours? Although it does
not rest on any works we perform, it does become ours. Tuomo Manner-
maa and the new Finnish School of Luther interpretation have made this
affirmative answer possible by critiquing the anachronistic philosophical
presuppositions in modern Luther research, as well as by pointing to the
systematic motif of theosis that lies at the root of Luther’s theology. This
interpretation is verified by numerous Luther texts, as long as we do not
go so far that Luther’s other emphases are not allowed to speak.3¢ It is a
helpful interpretive paradigm for reading The Freedom of a Christian. It
makes coherent sense out of the themes of union, impartation, and posses-
sion found there. The Finnish School has given students of Luther a truly
useful way of reading Luther texts. I anxiously await further translations
and developments in this school of research.

A Wesleyan Reflection

What relevance might the new Finnish interpretation of Luther have
for Wesleyan theology? What is a Wesleyan to do? I suggest that we can
now better see if the traditionally held doctrinal differences between John
Wesley and Martin Luther are overdrawn. I do not wish to rehearse their
respective places in the history of doctrine.37 I also do not wish to offer a
revised account of Wesley’s soteriology. Rather, I simply aim to get the
ball rolling on a re-thinking of Wesley’s relationship to Luther in light of
Finnish research. In order to do this, I will quote at length Wesley’s locus
classicus critique of Luther’s doctrine of justification. Although Luther is

36For instance, it is inappropriate to now use the Finnish interpretation to
explain away forensic language, just as the earlier interpreters had suppressed
participation language. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the Finnish School’s
emphasis on the present tense must be careful not to ignore either the past tense
of Christ’s distinct “once for all” death and resurrection or the future hope
assumed by Luther’s constant use of “promise.” Finally, despite its sparse and
critical function in his theology as a whole, Luther’s theology of the cross would
seem to work against the entire flow of the Finnish interpretation. Until Finnish
research can make sense of these and other motifs, it is better to use it as a heuris-
tic device rather than a systematic master-interpretation of Luther’s theology.

37For an excellent comparison of Wesley with Luther, Calvin and Trent, see
Ralph del Colle, “John Welsey’s Doctrine of Grace in Light of the Christian Tra-
dition,” International Journal of Systematic Theology, 4:2 (2002), 172-189.
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not mentioned by name, Wesley directly attacks the “legal fiction” idea
associated with him. In his sermon “Justification by Faith,” Wesley states:

Least of all does justification imply, that God is deceived in
those whom he justifies; that he thinks them to be what, in
fact, they are not; that he accounts them to be otherwise than
they are. It does by no means imply, that God judges concern-
ing us contrary to the real nature of things; that he esteems us
better than we really are, or believes us righteous when we are
unrighteous. Surely no. The judgment of the all-wise God is
always according to truth. Neither can it ever consist with his
unerring wisdom, to think that I am innocent, to judge that I
am righteous or holy, because another is so. He can no more,
in this manner, confound me with Christ, than with David or
Abraham. Let any man to whom God hath given understand-
ing, weigh this without prejudice; and he cannot but perceive,
that such a notion of justification is neither reconcilable to rea-
son nor Scripture (I1.5).38

It is crucial for Wesley that God is not duped by the justification of sin-
ners. Such an accusation goes to the heart of a traditional understanding
of Luther’s concept of imputation. Yet, if Finnish research has success-
fully cleared space for themes of union and impartation to play their
proper role in Luther, then Wesley’s critique does not apply wholesale to
Luther. For Luther, justification is not some vast plan to trick God into
forgiving us. Justification is the union of Christ and the Christian,
whereby the Christian really possesses the righteousness of Christ.

The above insights do not smooth over the real, substantive dif-
ferences between Luther and Wesley. Nonetheless, they may very well
open new avenues for dialogue and even constructive doctrinal theology.
I commend Wesleyans to the re-reading Luther’s works, now taking into
account new interpretative schools. If we do so, we may witness a more
productive dialogue with Lutherans, a dialogue more constructive than
the one that took place between Wesley and Lutheran Pietists nearly three
centuries ago.3?

38 ohn Wesleys Sermons (Eds. Albert C. Outler and Richard P. Heitzenrater;
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), 115; italics original.

391 would like to thank Donald Dayton and Tim Salo for providing me with
a more subtle understanding of Pietism and its appropriation of Luther, as well as
suggesting that Pietism in Finland may account for the Helsinki school’s reading
of Luther. I would also like to thank Scott Hendrix and Bruce McCormack for
their critical feedback on an earlier draft of this paper.



“ON EARTH AS (IF) IT IS IN HEAVEN”:
PRACTICING A LITURGICAL ESCHATOLOGY

by

Dean G. Blevins

Wesleyans regularly incorporate into their worship and personal
prayer the petition Jesus taught the disciples, saying “Thy kingdom come,
Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” How does such an expres-
sion translate into the lives of those praying? Obviously there are “politi-
cal” and material connotations to such a petition.! The petitions of seeing
heaven on earth resound throughout the rest of the prayer, inviting the
praying community to take seriously its eschatological implications.? This
specific phrase lends an invitation to attempt to understand what is meant
by the presence of the kingdom on earth. It also implies that such under-
standing will invariably include our participation as well.3 Historian Jef-
frey Burton Russell notes:

IKenneth Leech, True Prayer: An Invitation to Christian Spirituality (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980), 68-93; William H. Willimon and Stanley
Hauerwas, Lord Teach Us: The Lords Prayer & the Christian Life (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1996), 50-60, 67-69.

2Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy People: A Liturgical Ecclesiology (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1999), 33-34; Urich Luz, Matthew 1-7: A Continental Commen-
tary, trans. Wihelm C. Linss (Minneapolis: Frotress Press, 1989), 378-390. Lath-
rop writes, “But in the midst of these petitions are also two strong indications that
the expected, longed-for Day has already dawned in the life of the community
itself” (33).

3 Luz, 387; “Thus our petition aims at the active behavior of the person. But
it is not a hidden imperative; instead, it lays the human action before God’s feet in
the shape of a petition.”
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The early Christians believed that the union of the community
in God would occur at the end of time, which they thought was
at hand. It also occurs right now. It is now because for God
every moment is now. It is also now for the reason that Christ
has come and brought the kingdom to earth. Heaven comes
down and transforms the earth rather than hovering above the
earth, waiting for the saved to arrive. Heaven is also now
because Christ’s saving action is eternal and extends to past,
present, and future. The just who lived before Christ, particu-
larly the faithful Jews, are saved by Christ equally with those
who live after him. The ecclesia is a community that exists
eternally with God, embracing all ages from the beginning to
the end of time. The kingdom as already come: heaven is now.
More fully, it is both now and also not yet. The kingdom has
come; the kingdom is here; the kingdom will come in fullness.
Christ has died; Christ has risen; Christ will come again.*

Russell’s liturgical invocation highlights a crucial theme emphasiz-
ing the worshiping context that shapes the early Christian experience. He
notes that by the second century there was a philosophical preoccupation
with metaphysics, resulting in a shift from the experience of heaven to a
concern about the idea of heaven.> For those seeking to practice a Wes-
leyan theology that embraces transformed lives and a transformed cre-
ation,® the early Christian emphasis on participating in a liturgical escha-
tology as a way of life provides a more faithful emphasis of experiencing
heaven. However, this emphasis should qualify just how far participants
can go with their theological assumptions of heaven on earth. One reason
for such qualification is to avoid repeating those idealized abstractions of
the early church. Another, equally serious reason would be to avoid more
violent actions when the church and/or others use such rhetoric to usher in
their understanding of “heaven below” through totalitarian oppression.

John Wesley’s emphasis on the complementary practices of devotion
and discipline reveal a form of “heaven below.”” But the belief that Chris-

4Jeffrey Burton Russell, 4 History of Heaven: The Singing Silence (Prince-
ton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), 41-42.

SRussell, 64.

6Theodore Runyon, The New Creation: John Wesley’s Theology Today
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998).

"Dean Blevins, “Practicing the New Creation: Wesley’s Eschatalogical
Community Formed by the Means of Grace,” Asbury Theological Journal, 57,
no. 2 & 58, no. 1 (Fall 2002/Spring 2003 issue), 81-105, cf 88-92.
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tians might live out the kingdom of God must also invite some sense of
the fullness (on earth “as” it is in heaven) and the limits (“as if” it is on
earth) of such eschatological practice. The following seeks to articulate
what it means for Wesleyans to live “as” and “as if” heaven was indeed in
their midst.

Practicing the Prayer: Wesley’s Heaven on Earth?

John Wesley was not deeply interested in eschatalogical categories,
including millennial speculation, although he did embrace a vision of the
new creation that was significant and offered commentary on end time
events.8 It may be a fair assumption, however, that Wesley did believe
that Methodism, like the church in general, was called to live toward an
alternative reality, or alternative kingdom. It must be conceded that Wes-
ley did not use such a term as liturgical eschatology, however. His liturgi-
cal world was also an eschatalogical one, shaped by the doxological
expectation of “heaven come down.” Such expectation undoubtedly
shaped Wesley’s understanding of holy character and liturgical commu-
nity—shaped through the practices of the means of grace.

One may begin exploring Wesley’s liturgical eschatology through
his treatise on the Lord’s Prayer as doing the will of God. Wesley writes:

10. When therefore we pray that the “will of God” may “be
done on earth as it is in heaven,” the meaning is that all the
inhabitants of the earth, even the whole race of mankind, may
do the will of their Father which is in heaven as willingly as
the holy angels; that these may do it continually, even as they,
without any interruption of their willing service. Yea, and that
they may do it perfectly; that “the God of peace, through the
blood of the everlasting covenant, may make them perfect in
every good work to do his will, and work in them all which is
well-pleasing in his sight.” In other words, we pray that we,
and all mankind, may do the whole will of God in all things;
and nothing else, not the least thing but what is the holy and
acceptable will of God. We pray that we may do the whole
will of God as he willeth, in the manner that pleases him; and

8David Ingersoll Naglee “Chapter 12: Paradise Improved: The New Cre-
ation,” in From Everlasting to Everlasting: John Wesley on Eternity and Time, 2
vols (New York: Peter Lang, 1991), 605-626; Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 382;
Runyan, 7-25.
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lastly, that we may do it because it is his will; that this may be
the sole reason and ground, the whole and only motive, of
whatsoever we think, or whatsoever we speak, or do.”

To achieve this vision, particularly in the harsh environs of eigh-
teenth-century England, Wesley provided a way of life through the vari-
ous Methodist practices, a way that both challenged the existing cultural
climate and created an alternative community as a type of “heaven
below” within Methodism.

Overcoming Obstacles via Practicing “Heaven”

Learning to live heaven below was challenging due to the cultural
distraction of Wesley’s day, particularly popular pastimes that modeled
behavior inconsistent with Christian living. Methodism challenged the
local popular pastimes of the lower class (drinking, hurling, wrestling,
bull-baiting, and cock-fighting as well as certain feasts, festivals, and
fairs).10 Wesley noted how the emergence of Methodism ended practices
often destructive either to local inhabitants or others in local communities
like Cornwall.ll He writes, “They who had been eminent for hurling,

9John Wesley, “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount: Discourse Sixth,”
in The Works of John Wesley Vol 1., Sermons 1, ed. Albert Outler (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1984), 584.

10Henry Abelove, The Evangelist of Desire: John Wesley and the
Methodists (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1990), 104-105; Douglas
Hay and Nicholas Rogers, Eighteenth-Century English Society: Shuttles and
Swords (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 170.

UDavid Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society, 1750-1850
(Stanford, CA.: Stanford University Press, 1984), 13-14; John Wesley, “A Short
History of People Called Methodists, Works, ed. Davies (Nashville: Abingdon,
1989), 9:438. Wesley writes, “Indeed I hardly know any part of the three king-
doms where there has been a more general change. Hurling, their favourite diver-
sion, at which limbs were usually broke, and very frequently lives lost, is now
hardly hear of: it seems in a few years it will be utterly forgotten. And that scan-
dal of humanity, so constantly practiced on all the coasts of Cornwall, the plun-
dering of vessels that struck upon the rocks, and often murdering those that
escaped out [of] the wreck, is now wellnigh at an end; and if it is not quite, the
gentlemen, not the poor tinners, are to be blamed. But it is not harmlessness, or
outward decency alone, which has within few years so increased, but the religion
of the heart, faith working by love, producing all inward as well as outward holi-
ness.” David Hempton notes that residents in Cornwall were remarkably resilient
to this transformation.
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fighting, drinking, and all manner of wickedness, continued eminent for
sobriety, piety, and all manner of goodness.”!12

The strong moralistic code of Methodism, better known as Method-
ist discipline, left little room for such activities.!3 Historian David Hemp-
ton notes that “serious Methodists could be recognized by their dress,
hairstyles and physical detachment from the world of revelry, sports and
dancing.!4 Historical accounts describing Methodist behavior were often
open to caricature by Wesley’s contemporaries, so much so that early
Methodist historians developed sophisticated apologies for the deri-
sions.15 However, it is fair to say that Wesley intended Methodists adopt
rather strict lifestyles often opposing the “popular cultural” characteristics
of many in the English social system. Wesley also provided new practices
alongside the restrictions, intended to guide and empower persons
through the creation of the Methodist class structure and Society chapel
meetings.!® Alternative gatherings included watch-night services, love
feasts, society and class meetings, and even Eucharist. Henry Rack notes,
“Methodist devotions and duties, by accident or design, tended to monop-
olize the scanty free time of the members. But this they seem to have wel-
comed, and even members who were not preachers spent much of their

12]bid.

B3John Lawson, “The People Called Methodists—Our Discipline,” in 4
History of the Methodist Church in Great Britain, vol. 1, eds. Rupert Davies and
Gordon Rupp (London: Epworth Press, 1965), 183-209.

l4Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society, 14.

I5Leslie Church, More About the Early Methodist People (London:
Epworth Press, 1949), 3, 184-221; Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British
Society,12-14; John Munsey Turner, Conflict and Reconciliation: Studies in
Methodism and Ecumenism in England: 1740-1982 (London: Epworth Press,
1985), 31; Robert Wearmouth, Methodism and the Common People of the Eigh-
teenth Century (London: The Epworth Press, 1945), 239-268. Turner notes,
“clandestine class meetings and private love feasts brought similar rumors as
those which plagued the early church. Wesley was thought to be a Jacobite or a
crypto-papist or bribed by the Spaniards to raise a peasant army—after all, some
of the itinerants received horses at about the same time as their Roman counter-
parts.” Leslie Church may be the most apologetic about Methodist practices,
emphasizing the “joy” of Methodist obedience (3), while Hempton notes that cau-
tion need be given to characterizing all of Methodism with strict codes.

16Wesley’s Journal, Works, eds. Ward and Heitzenrater, 18:268-269; 20:219,
273, ed. Cragg, 11:237.
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time this way.”!7 Methodist practices, usually described as means of
grace, created a new way of life. David Hempton, citing the work of Dr. J.
G. Rule, writes:

Cornish Methodists declared holy war on drink, hurling,
wrestling, bull-baiting, cock-fighting, and folk superstitions,
but replaced them with revivals, Love Feasts, watch-nights,
hymn singing, providential interventions and colourful local
versions of the cosmic drama between God and the devil.!8

In all, adherence to this new way of life was crucial. Acceptance into
the Methodist community rest as much on a disciplined life lived as the
religious experience of the participant.!® Methodists were given a new or
revitalized set of social practices to help shape the total life of the Meth-
odist people. 20 Nonconformists and Methodists used such practices into
the next century. Gilbert writes:

But in the place of the “worldly pleasure” which they excluded
from their communities, Evangelical Nonconformists provided
alternative recreational and communal activities. In many social
contexts, moreover, the recreational satisfactions available in
the chapel community did not have to compete with secular
alternatives, at least of the organized kind. In the new settle-
ments of the early industrial era, the cultural equivalents of the
wakes, fairs, or sports of pre-industrial society were often
monopolized by the new popular religious organizations.?!

Methodist scholars have often struggled when drawing the line
between restrictive discipline and devotional practices like the means of

I"Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of
Methodism, 2"d ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989, 1992), 430.

18Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society, 27; Rack, Reason-
able Enthusiast, 413.

19Lawson, 184. Lawson writes, To Wesley the acid test whether a member
of the Society was true or false was not his profession of spiritual experience, but
the circumstance whether he lived a sober and upright life, and went regularly to
Church, ‘The question is not concerning the heart but the life” (citing Wesley’s
Journal, March 10, 1747).

20Abelove, 106. As an example, historian Henry Abelove suggests that
Methodists rejected theater-going by “making a theater of their own among them-
selves.” Abelove may be close to the truth with this observation.

21Alan D. Gilbert, Religion and Society in Industrial England: Church,
Chapel and Social Change, 1740-1914 (London: Longman, 1976), 90-91.

74



PRACTICING A LITURGICAL ESCHATOLOGY

grace. The dichotomy between categories may be flawed, particularly if
Methodism is to be understood as a way of life.22 These practices pro-
vided as much influence for the lower class as Wesley’s written endeav-
ors. The practices of the means of grace replaced the older, destructive
habits, and ushered in a new version of “heaven below” for the Wesleyan
community.

The Means of Grace and Liturgical Eschatology

One approach to combining both discipline and devotional practice
emerges through the employment of the liturgical life. If one locates these
many practices under the various categories of John Wesley’s means of
grace, a new question arises concerning their common connection.2? What
held these varying practices together? The clue might be the primary litur-
gical practice within the means of grace, the Eucharist, and the doxological
character of this liturgical practice. Just as Eucharist occurs within a doxo-
logical framework of “heaven come down,” all of the means of grace
might well be attempts to practice heaven below, to live as if the eschaton
has/is/will occur. To establish this thesis, the means of grace must be
defined and situated within Wesley’s sacramental/liturgical framework.

Wesley’s most common definition of the means of grace reads, “By
‘means of grace’ I understand outward signs, words, or actions, ordained
of God, and appointed for this end—to be the ordinary channels whereby
he conveys to men, preventing, justifying or sanctifying grace.”?4 Wes-

22 awson, 185.

23Dean G. Blevins, John Wesley and the Means of Grace: An Approach to
Christian Religious Education, Ph.D. diss., Claremont School of Theology, May
1999 (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI, 1999), 175-226; Knight, The Presence of God in
the Christian Life, 4-5, 122. Along with Wesley’s categories of insti-
tuted/prudential and works of piety/mercy, Henry Knight introduces a larger cate-
gory “the General Means of Grace” that is indicative of Discipline as well as
Devotion. These categories might also fit under Prudential means, but Knight’s
description is helpful.

24John Wesley, “The Means of Grace,” ed. Albert Outler, The Works of John
Wesley, Bicentennial ed., 15 vols., gen. eds. Richard P. Heitzenrater and Frank
Baker (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975-1995), 1:381. Subsequent references to
the multi-volume, Bicentennial set, The Works of John Wesley, will be cited as
Works. Since this series is not complete, other citations are taken from editor
Thomas Jackson’s The Works of John Wesley, 3'd ed. (London: Wesleyan
Methodist Book Room, 1872; reprint, Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers,
1986).
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ley’s term (or the sometimes substituted term “ordinances’) emerged dur-
ing a controversy with Moravians over the Fetter Lane Society and culmi-
nates with Wesley’s instructions to ministers to utilize various practices
(and dispositions) for Godly living.25 Practicing the means of grace
became a standard for Wesley in Methodist polity and ministry. Wesley, in
“The Nature, Design and General Rules of the United Societies,” stressed
that Society members should evidence their desire for salvation in three
ways, by doing no harm and avoiding evil, by doing good, and by attend-
ing upon all the ordinances of God.26

The “Larger” Minutes of 1778 may be one of the most important
documents to demonstrate how Wesley incorporated the means of grace
as a part of the regular examination of all lay ministers.2” Wesley encour-
aged his ministers to view their “helpers” as pupils and to encourage them
in using all the means of grace.?8 In this document, Wesley revealed a
description of the means of grace that differs from the language of acts of
mercy and piety. He now used the language of instituted and prudential
means of grace. The instituted means (very similar to his understanding of
ordinances or acts of piety) include prayer (private, family, and public),
searching the Scriptures (by reading, meditating, and hearing), the Lord’s
Supper, fasting and Christian conference.2® The prudential means include
particular rules, arts of holy living, acts of ministry, and larger attitudes

25Blevins, John Wesley and the Means of Grace, 136-166; C. J. Podmore,
“The Fetter Lane Society,” Wesley Historical Society Proceedings 47, no. 1 (May
1990), 156-185. Wesley’s detailed argument for the means of grace at Fetter Lane
set the stage for his continued use of this term to emphasize an increasing number
of Christian practices. Wesley actually described the various practices in the
means of grace using different categories in sermons and other writings, particu-
larly in key documents of Methodist polity.

26Wesley, “General Rules of the United Societies,” Works, ed. Rupert
Davies, 9:69-73. The ordinances Wesley’s list includes are: the public worship of
God; the ministry of the Word, either read or expounded; the Supper of the Lord,;
family and private prayer (family prayer added in the 1744 revision), searching
the Scriptures; and fasting or abstinence (73).

2TWesley, “A Plain Account of Kingswood School,” in The Works of John
Wesley, ed. Jackson, 3'd ed. (London: Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1872.
Reprint, Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers,1986),13:299, “A Short History
of the People Called Methodist,” Works, ed. Jackson, 13:322-324.

28Wesley, “A Short History of the People Called Methodist,” Works, ed.
Jackson, 13:322.

21bid.
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toward daily living listed under the headings of watching, denying our-
selves, taking up our cross, and exercising the presence of God.30 Wes-
ley’s practice and advocacy of the Eucharist grace provides the central
sacramental emphasis of all of these practices.3! He lived a life anchored
in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and the worship that surrounded
this key practice. He regularly participated in the Eucharist and encour-
aged Methodist followers to do the same.3? The Eucharist also provides a
clue to the logic of seeing daily practice and the eschatological worship of
the assembly in the same continuum.33

Heaven “As” on Earth in Wesley’s Liturgical World

John Wesley often avoided advocating a particular “mode” of wor-
ship in his writing, allowing diversity of style much like that of varying
religious opinion.34 He, however, apparently uses “modes” of worship to
compare Presbyterian, Independent or Anabaptist liturgical practices.35 It
might be a fair assertion that, while Wesley would allow for some diver-
sity in worship practice (as he would in religious opinion), there were
some liturgical non-negotiables, much like there were basic doctrines that
could not be dismissed as opinion. Apparently, however, he did have a
high opinion of specific liturgical practices and expected persons to par-

30Ibid.

310le E. Borgen, John Wesley on the Sacraments (Zurich: Publishing House
of the United Methodist Church, 1972; reprint Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury
Press, 1985; John C. Bowmer, The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper in Early
Methodism (London: Dacre Press, 1951); Steve Harper, The Devotional Life in
the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Upper Room, 1983); Henry Hawthorn Knight,
The Presence of God in the Christian Life: John Wesley and the Means of Grace
(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1992); J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Eucharistic
Hymns of John and Charles Wesley (London: Epworth Press, 1948); Paul S.
Sanders, “The Sacraments in Early American Methodism,” Perspectives on
American Methodism: Interpretive Essays, eds. in Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E.
Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1993), 77- 92.
Sanders echoes an ongoing belief that Wesley’s revival was as much a sacramen-
tal revival as an evangelical revival (80).

32Wesley, “The Duty of Constant Communion,” Works, ed. Outler, 3:427-
439,

33Lathrop, Holy People, 40.

34Wesley, “Advice to the People Called Methodists,” Works, ed. Davies
9:126, 130; Wesley, “A Short History of People Called Methodists,” Works, ed.
Davies 9:502-503.

35Wesley, “Thoughts upon a Late Phenomenon,” Works, ed. Davies, 9: 536
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ticipate in worship, lest they be guilty of a practical as well as speculative
latitudinarianism.3¢ Wesley acknowledged that he was faithful to the
rubrics of the Book of Common Prayer and had a high opinion of its
Eucharistic liturgy.3” Wesley was not only the leader of a Methodist
movement, he was also an Anglican priest and made clear that Methodism
was not to be perceived as a nonconformist sect by diverging greatly from
the Church of England’s liturgy.38

Wesley’s appreciation of and participation in the Lord’s Supper can-
not be understood unless attention is given to the liturgical context (and
the disputes) that surrounded the Eucharist for three generations prior to
his day.3 These ongoing formulations framed the creation and revisions
of the Book of Common Prayer (BCP) and shaped Wesley’s own liturgical
sensibilities.#0 The structure of the BCP began to shape a particular world

36Wesley, “Catholic Spirit,” Works ed. Outler 2:81-95. Wesley writes, “But
the man of a truly catholic spirit, having weighed all things in the balance of the
sanctuary, has no doubt, no scruple at all concerning that particular mode of wor-
ship wherein he joins.... There he partakes of all the ordinances of God. There he
receives the Supper of the Lord. There he pours out his soul in public prayer, and
joins in public praise and thanksgiving. There he rejoices to hear the word of rec-
onciliation, the gospel of the grace of God. With these his nearest, his best
beloved brethren, on solemn occasions he seeks God by fasting. These particu-
larly he watches over in love, as they do over his soul, admonishing, exhorting,
comforting, reproving, and every way building up each other in the faith. These
he regards as his own household, and therefore according to the ability God has
given him naturally cares for them, and provides that they may have all the things
that are needful for life and godliness™ (93-94).

37The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and
Other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church (England, 1663; Ann Arbor, MI: UMI,
1986), microfilm.

38Bowmer, 99-100; Wesley, “Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Reli-
gion,” Works, ed. Cragg, 11:79.

39David Cressy and Lori Anne Ferrell, eds, Religion and Society in Early
Modern England: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 1996), 8-9; Dugmore, 48. For
instance, Puritans often celebrated Communion at a simple table in the midst of the
congregation. Archbishop William Laud created controversy in 1616 in Gloucester
by moving the altar from the center of the church to an area dominated by the
clergy and demanding all to bow to it. For Puritans, this was an act of idolatry.

40Cuming, 45-66; Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England. Book
2, Pt. 3. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961. Revised, Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1996), 187; Jasper, 19; Louis Weil, Sacraments and Liturgy:
The Outward Signs (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 3. Wesley’s personal sacra-
mental practices actually agreed more with the Anglican High Church, the Non-
jurors, than with the Nonconformists. Horton Davies notes that Wesley actually
preferred the first Prayer Book of Edward VI written by Bishop Thomas Cranmer.
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of praise to God and celebration of the Eucharist. Each successive change
in BCP included elements of conservatism and controversy.#! The con-
cepts that emerge from this process did influence Wesley’s practice,
including the creation of many Methodist hymns.42 The crafters of the
BCP sought to create a world for Anglicans through the practices defined
by the various rubrics (instructions) to the priests or ministers. The lan-
guage of the Prayer Book indicated a particular view of both the nature of
the Eucharistic community and the “real presence” of Christ.

Wesley’s Eucharistic theology was deeply intertwined with these
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth-century constructions and debates
over the sacrament and accompanying liturgy.#3 Contemporary concerns,
including the Evangelical revival, also influenced his actions. Wesley,
who fenced the table while in Georgia, later opened communion to all
willing to receive during the Methodist revival so that full participation in
the liturgy was expected of all.44 Wesley’s “liturgical” disposition affords
Wesleyans a framework for understanding the sacramental character of
Methodist practice. It must be conceded that Wesley did not use such a
term as liturgical eschatology; however, his liturgical world was also an
eschatalogical one, shaped by the doxological expectation of “heaven
come down.” Such expectation undoubtedly shaped Wesley’s understand-
ing of holy character and liturgical community . . . shaped through the
practices of the means of grace.

41G. J. Cuming, 4 History of Anglican Liturgy, 204 ed. (London: Macmillan
Publishers, 1982), 15, 30-44, 104; Edward P. Echlin, The Anglican Eucharist in
Ecumenical Perspective: Doctrine and Rite from Cranmer to Seabury (New York:
The Seabury Press, 1968), 47-63; John Harper, The Forms and Orders of Western
Liturgy from the Tenth to the Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1991), 166-167; Ronald C. D. Jasper, The Development of the Anglican Liturgy,
1662-1980 (London: SPCK, 1989), 1-7; Bard Thompson, Liturgies of the Western
Church (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1961; reprint, Cleveland: William Collins
Publishers, 1962), 236-243, 345-405.

42Bowmer, 211-15; James F. White, Introduction to John Wesleys Sunday
Service, (Nashville: Quarterly Review, 1984), 9-37. Even Wesley’s abridgement
of The Sunday Service for American Methodists was a conservative revision, pri-
marily to accommodate the special circumstances of the American social environ-
ment and to include extemporary prayer as well as John and Charles Wesley’s
hymns.

43Blevins, “Appendix: Anglican Eucharist in Historical Context,” John
Wesley and the Means of Grace, 409-429

44Bowmer, 103-122.
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The Eucharistic Community as Doxology

While the battle for the Prayer Book included a number of political
and social agendas, three theological issues seem to summarize the strug-
gle. They are determining the culture of the Eucharistic community (dox-
ology), remembering Christ’s sacrificial life in community (oblation), and
understanding the celebration of Christ’s dynamic presence via the Holy
Spirit at the table and in the world (epiclesis).#5 Doxology provides a ref-
erence for entering into the nature of the eschatological community.

Doxology, praise, and worship of God remain key themes describing
Wesley’s understanding not only of the focus of individual believers, but
understanding also the character or culture of the liturgical community
that received the Eucharist. Descriptive words were important in connec-
tion to the “speech act.”¢ While prayers often conveyed meaning, the
actions did likewise, suggesting a particular intent to the liturgy.4”

Doxology, for Wesley and others, emphasizes the corporate context
of worship as praise to God. The broader liturgical setting that surrounded
Holy Communion, generated a “world” for the participant, a culture
inhabited by the God of the Eucharist. The creation of this world included
ritual actions, the organization of space and ordering of time, as well as
some degree of involvement by the participants. The arrangement of fur-
niture, including the altar, and the order of the liturgy often determined

45Dean Blevins, “We are the Church: The Liturgical Construction of the
Self,” Doxology: A Journal of Worship. Vol. 18 (2001); Dean Blevins “A Wes-
leyan View of the Liturgical Construction of the Self,” Wesleyan Theological
Journal, 38, no. 2 (Fall 2003) 7-29; Clifford W. Dugmore, Eucharistic Doctrine
in England from Hooker to Waterland (London: SPCK, 1942); H. R. McAdoo
and Kenneth Stevenson, The Mystery of the Eucharist in the Anglican Tradition
(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 1997). Dugmore, McAdoo and Stevenson utilize
similar categories throughout their texts.

46Teresa Berger, Theology in Hymns? A Study of the Relationship of Doxol-
ogy and Theology According to a Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People
Called Methodist (1780), trans. Timothy E. Kimbrough (Nashville: Abingdon,
1995), 19, 163-165.

471Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London: A and C Black, 1945;
Reprint, New York: Seabury Press, 1982), 2, 13; Cressy and Farrell, 47-48; Cum-
ing, 90, 122-123; Echlin, 50-51, 84-88. The act of kneeling at an altar rail versus
receiving the elements in a pew suggested something not only about the authority
of the priest in relation to the congregation, but also suggested to communicants
whether the presence of Christ was explicitly in the host (an issue of transubstan-
tiation).
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who would and would not be a part of the “world” of the Eucharist.48 The
Lord’s Supper, in this interpretation, becomes a transformative event in
which eschatology, heaven, becomes realized in the midst of the worship-
ing people. The arrangement of the worship “space” (from placement of
the Supper, reception of the elements, and other actions) indicates some-
thing of the representation (even nature) of heaven on earth. Tension often
occurred in determining who was able to participate in this new commu-
nity.4® How persons were included or excluded (including rulers, enemies
and even the dead) and how they were treated in the service indicated
how they were or would be received in heaven.>0 Doxology, in its fullest
expression, became the overall structure that defined our “eternal” rela-
tionship with God, best remembered in the sacrificial act of Jesus Christ
and practiced in worship.

Doxology As Eschatology

If doxology describes the communal context of the Eucharist, it
might also describe the social world engendered by the practices of the
means of grace. The way that the various actions and activities within wor-
ship were designed to assist persons in participating in the midst of a “real-
ized” eschatology (“as if” heaven had come down) in worship is similar to
how the larger practices within the means of grace might be interpreted as
extending this liturgical practice into the everyday lives of the Methodists.

Wesley was not deeply interested in eschatalogical categories,
including millennial speculation, although he offered commentary on
end-time events.5! It may be a fair assumption, however, that Wesley did
believe that Methodism, like the church in general, was called to live

48Dix, 598; John Harper, 156-165; Bard Thompson, 39-51, 98-101, 145-
146, 293. As the Gallican ceremonies were added to the Mass, the liturgy around
the Lord’s Supper became more ornate. The idea of participating in the sacrifice
(oblation) shifted away from the activity of the people toward a new understand-
ing of the activity of Christ in the elements, which was mediated by the bishop or
priest as the central “actors” of Eucharistic worship. Reactions by the Reformers
also included liturgical reform in a variety of expressions.

¥Dix, 36-37; Keith Watkins, The Great Thanksgiving: The Eucharistic
Norm of Christian Worship (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1995), 94-128.

S0Echlin, 35, 50-69.

51David Ingersoll Naglee “Chapter 12: Paradise Improved: The New Cre-
ation,” in From Everlasting to Everlasting: John Wesley on Eternity and Time, 2
vols. (New York: Peter Lang, 1991), 605-626; Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 382.
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toward an alternative reality, or alternative Kingdom. Wesley writes of the
church:

It is a body of men compacted together in order, first, to save
each his own soul, then assist each other in working out their
salvation, and afterwards, as far as in them lies, to save all
men from present and future misery, to overturn the kingdom
of Satan, and set up the Kingdom of Christ. And this ought to
be the continued care and endeavor of every member of his
church. Otherwise he is not worthy to be called a member
thereof, as he is not a living member of Christ.52

The most persistent vision of this “kingdom of Christ” was nurtured
in the eschatalogical elements of doxological liturgy, and lived out
through the various practices of the means of grace. This doxological
liturgy was extended, via the means of grace, to embrace the full range of
Methodist practices (devotion and discipline) so that the link between the
transformed assembly at worship and the daily life of Methodists were
held together as an expanded liturgy. The question remains concerning to
what degree had heaven indeed come down? Could faithful practice of
the means of grace (or the rubrics of the worshipping assembly) actually
provide heaven on earth?

“As If” Heaven on Earth: Limits to Liturgical Eschatology

To review, Wesley’s convictions and practice reveal that he consid-
ered the Eucharist the chief exemplar of the means of grace, bestowing a
sacramental quality to each practice. However, just as the Lord’s Supper
and its broader liturgical/worship context are interrelated (so as not to be
separated), the broader social context of Methodist discipline and devo-
tion informs and is formed by the means of grace. This broader commu-
nity practice provides a communal “liturgy” that is by analogy doxologi-
cal, and therefore eschatological in nature, at least eschatological in the
sense of living “as if” in the midst of the liturgical community. Admit-
tedly, these assertions are based as much on Methodist “practice” as on
Wesley’s written thought. As noted, Wesley acknowledges that one spe-
cific mode of worship does not condition this practice, but that there be an
overall worshipful participation “desiring only that the love of God and
his neighbour be the ruling principle in his heart, and show itself in his

52Wesley, “The Reformation of Manners,” Works, 2:302.
8
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life by an uniform practice of justice, mercy, and truth . . . this ‘the way’
(called ‘heresy,” by Dr. Maclaine and others) ‘according to which we wor-
ship the God of our fathers.” 7’53 While Wesley did not comment exten-
sively on the nature of the liturgical community, he did draw from an
ancient-future metaphor that, according to his sources, embodies not only
conduct but also worship in defining the Christian life.

Defining “As If” as Margin

When translating the petition of the Lord’s Prayer “on earth as it is
in heaven” into declarative practice (via the means of grace), there is
always a tentativeness to the assertion of living as if in heaven. Liturgical
eschatology, whether in the restrictive sense of the worship of the assem-
bly or in the broader sense of the practice of the people, retains some
sense of limitation.

Such a qualification is not without danger in light of earlier uses of
such a phrase in the fields of philosophy and psychology. For instance,
one need not follow German philosopher Hans Vaihinger, who asserts in
his philosophy of “Als-Ob” (as-if) that this tentativeness of language
serves primarily as a self-deception or “fiction” to cover humanity’s
inability to understand reality.>* Nor does this language reveal a type of
Freudian psychological pretense that serves as a defense in the face of
natural forces.55 In many cases, employing such a term will draw such
implicit responses.’® However, the tentativeness of living “as if”” heaven
has indeed come down resides in an acknowledgement of the limit of
eschatological practice.

The limits of liturgical eschatology might best be characterized by as
a gap or a “margin” between the most faithful practice and the final real-
ization of God’s Kingdom. Theologically theorists might (and do) posit a

53Wesley, “A Short History of the People Called Methodists,” Works, ed.
Davies, 9:502-503.

54Rolla Handy, “Vaihing and the ‘as-if,”” Free Inquiry, 15:3 (Summer
1995), 45, available on-line [Feb 3, 2003] Proquest Direct; Vaihinger, Hans, The
Philosophy of “As-1f,” trans C. K. Ogden (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1924).

55 Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion (New York: W.W. Norton,
1961), 15-33. See also Reubin Fine, The Development of Freud'’s Thought (North-
vale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1987), 197.

56 Barry Stampft, “Hans Haihinger’s Ghostly Presence in Contemporary
Literary Studies,” Criticism, 40, no. 3 (Summer 1998), 437-454.
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number of reasons for the “margin,” or, as Paul indicates, “seeing through
a glass darkly” (1 Cor. 13:12), whether the rationale rests in particular
temporal observations or other criteria.>” For instance, Jiirgen Moltmann,
one of the primary theologians concerned with eschatology’s implica-
tions, contends there is qualitative distinctive between past and future.58
Moltmann acknowledges that worship is essentially “the eschatological
celebration of Christ’s resurrection in the in-streaming power of the future
world.”>® He continues, “Every Sunday points beyond itself to the first
day of the new creation, on which the dead will be raised into the life of
the future world.”®0 This view is consistent with Moltmann’s own call for
“the redemption of the future from the power of history.”¢! However, the
“margin” occurs not in the positive affirmation of the in-breaking of the
Kingdom, but in the negative affirmation implicit as well, that one can
envision the end of the “old.”¢2

Moltmann admits that predictions of the passing of the old are diffi-
cult, but Christians can posit scenarios of what will pass away.63 If so,
then the presence of those anticipated “endings” remind worshipers that
the fullness of heaven below is yet to be realized and that the tension of
the struggle with the past/present and the hope of the present/future still
remains. If Christians do not seriously entertain the presence of “past
things,” the brokenness of the present world that needs to pass away, then
the hope of the future is truncated. Moltmann, for all of his appreciation
of the power of the future to break into the present, demands our attention
on the realities of the margin. If Christians ignore the limits of even their
most faithful practice (or at least ignore the fact that said practice has
failed to remove the brokenness from the world at large), then the very
hope of the future may become false hope. Heaven below, without the

57Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, ML:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1987), 648. Fee notes that “glass darkly” may refer less to a
distorted vision and more to an “indirect” vision (vis a vis a mirrored reflection)
that is consummated only later in direct sight.

58Jiirgen Moltmann, The Coming God: Christian Eschatology (Fortress
Press, 1996), 138-139.

59Moltmann, 138.

601bid.

61Moltmann, 45-46.

62Moltmann, 140-41.

63Moltmann, 140.

84
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acknowledgement of the margin, can be transformed into a false vision, a
false metaphysic of heavenly practice that ignores the reality of worldly
brokenness.

Beyond the limits of eschatological participation (the most crucial
margin), other theological perspectives on the nature of God and the lim-
its of humanity demand attention to the “margin.” These perspectives sug-
gest that the phrase “as if” could well be based on the freedom of God,
the disposition of persons, and ultimately the actual mystery of human-
ity’s participation with God. Theologians following Karl Barth’s work
(triumphal as it appears in announcing God salvific action) must
acknowledge the margin primarily because of God’s freedom in dictating
the nature of heaven below. Barth was always careful to preserve God’s
freedom in the face of human belief and human action.®# In addition, such
a heaven below could never claim this sphere to restrict the range of
God’s action “on earth.”%5 Theologians claiming an exact liturgical escha-
tology risk negating God’s freedom, so the margin must remain in the
face of the most confident portrayals of God’s intervention in Christ.

If the freedom of God makes problematic any triumphal definition
of heaven on earth, theories of deconstruction challenge any notion of
human capacity to define heavenly practice faithfully, particularly if
heaven is reduced to a truncated metaphysic implied in the earlier treat-
ment of Moltmann. This concern of replacing an authentic expectation of
heaven come down with a metaphysical view of “heaven below” makes
for strange bedfellows. Theologians note that this concern is shared by
Barth and Derrida, although from different perspectives.®¢ Following Der-
rida, most desconstructive thought is designed to “trouble” any idea that
human definition can achieve human intention without a modicum of hes-
itancy.67 Derrida’s larger project need not be embraced fully by theolo-

64K arl Barth, Church Dogmatics II:1, The Doctrine of God (Edinburgh: T
& T Clark, 1964), 297-321

65Barth, CD II:1, 471-476.

66Garrett Green, “The Hermeneutics of Difference: Barth and Derrida on
Words and the Word,” in Postmodern Philosophy and Christian Thought, ed.
Merold Westphal (Indianapolis IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), 99; William
Stacy Johnson, The Mystery of God: Karl Barth and the Postmodern Foundations
of Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 21-30.

67Graham Ward, Theology and Contemporary Critical Theory (New York:
Saint Martin’s Press, 1996), 1-42.
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gians. However, his central thesis (stating that human meaning is always,
to some degree, illusive) merits caution when ascribing human capacity to
defining truly what “heaven below” looks like; particularly when such an
articulation is tied to metaphysical assumptions that Derrida and decon-
structionists expose.68

Finally, this margin might also be found in the very limits of human
participation with with God, a concept that resonates with Eastern theol-
ogy.® Eastern Orthodoxy theologians like John Zizioulas often champion
humanity’s participation in the life of God.”0 Vladmir Lossky echoes the
power of participation in mystical theology of Eastern orthodoxy. He
writes:

The goal of Orthodox spirituality, the blessedness of the King-
dom of Heaven, is not the vision of the (divine) essence, but,
above all, a participation in the divine life of the Holy Trinity;
the deified state of the co-heirs of the divine nature, gods cre-
ated after the uncreated God, possessing by grace all that the
Holy Trinity possess by nature.”!

Lossky’s vision of personal transformation is never simply the trans-
formation of the individual in isolation. Transformation includes the
dynamic interplay of person and the church.’2 He, however, alludes to the
existence of the margin at least in his understanding of the limits of the
assembly, the church, as the current consummation of heaven below.
Lossky writes:

68Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.
B. Eerdmans, 1996), 165-167; Kevin Hart, “Jaques Derrida (b. 1930): An Intro-
duction,” in The Postmodern God: A Theological Reader, ed. Graham Ward
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 159-165.

09 Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Divine Energies or Divine Personhood: Vladimir
Lossky and John Zizioulas on Conceiving the Transcendent and Immanent God”
Modern Theology 19 (July 2003) 357-85. It is important to note that Eastern the-
ology is not uniform (evidenced in this article) but nevertheless all significant
theologians hold the concept of theosis (deification or transformation) is central
to the tradition, with perhaps Zizioulas differing most on the means of participa-
tion (357-358).

70John Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies of Personhood and the
Church (Crestwood, NY: S. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001).

71Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crest-
wood, NY: S. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 65.

72Lossky, 124-25.
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(Dt would seem that until the consummation of the ages, until
the resurrection of the dead and the Last Judgment, the Church
will have no hypostasis of her own, no created hypostasis, no
human person having attained to perfect union with God.”

Lossky asserts that this limiting of the assembly lies in the fact that
the Holy Spirit remains hidden till the end of the age, although humans
are transformed.’# In Lossky’s “economy” of the Trinity, each member
reveals the purpose of the other. Jesus Christ reveals the hidden purpose
of God the Father and the Holy Spirit reveals the purpose of the Son.”s
However, the “margin” remains until the Holy Spirit is fully revealed.
Lossky writes:

This is the way of deification leading to the Kingdom of God,
which is introduced into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, even in
this present life. For the Holy Spirit is the sovereign unction
resting upon the Christ and upon all the Christians called to
reign with Him in the age to come. It is then that this divine
Person, now unknown, not having His image in another
Hypostasis, will manifest Himself in deified persons; for the
multitude of the saints will be His image.76

For Lossky, regardless of the fullness of our participation with God
in “heaven below,” the margin remains until the whole church, deified,
reveals the fullness of the Spirit.

Ultimately even Orthodox liturgist Alexander Schmemann cautions
the depth of human participation at all times. Schmemann clearly sees
worship, both as the gathering of the assembly and the entrance to the
Eucharist, as an entrance into an alternative world.”” However, he also
notes that the liturgically inaugurated entrance continues and ultimately
focuses upon mission to the whole world as well as the worshiping
assembly. Schmemann writes:

73Lossky, 193.

74Lossky, 192-193.

75Lossky, 135-173. See also Alar Laats, Doctrines of the Trinity in Eastern
and Western Theologies: A Study with Special Reference to K. Barth and V.
Lossky (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1996).

76Lossky, 173.

77Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood, N.Y.: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 29, 41.
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>

(W)ere Christianity pure “mysticism,” pure “eschatology,’
there would be no need for feasts or celebrations. . . . But joy
was given for the world—that the Church might be a witness
and transform the world by joy.”8

With this observation Schmemann gestures toward another resource
that might be more fruitful in acknowledging the “margin” of heaven
below, that of the liturgical practice itself.

“As If” in Liturgical Practice

While other theological perspectives help to ascertain the “margin”
in liturgical eschatology, ultimately the limits of practicing heaven on
earth reside within the liturgical life itself. When Wesleyan’s engage in
faithful practice, via the means of grace, they are confronted with aspects
of the liturgical world that engender this margin. As noted earlier, liturgi-
cal life may be summarized in the three motifs of doxology, oblation, and
epiclesis.” While not exclusively Trinitarian, the three-fold movement of
the liturgical life expands on the earlier treatment of doxology as heaven
below. It also provides an understanding of why our practice is condi-
tioned by a margin.

Mystery Engendered through Doxological Wonder and Grace

Doxology, the praise and glory of God, remains not only an expres-
sion of the assembly but also a formative process that shapes participants
into the nature of that praise. Participation in the liturgy gives us more
than knowledge “about” God; it provides knowledge of God engendered
through the liturgical practice.80 Where the “margin” resides in the doxo-
logical world of liturgy emerges in our vision of the mystery of God.
Liturgy is not just what is said about God; it is also about what cannot be
said/expressed about the Holy One. Liturgy provides a constant reminder
(if Barth is correct) of the freedom of God, a sense of God’s outpouring of
grace beyond our calculations, an abundance also known as the triune

78Schmemann, 55.

79Blevins “A Wesleyan View of the Liturgical Construction of the Self,” 12-
22.

80Susan K. Wood, “Participatory Knowledge of God and the Liturgy,” in
Knowing the Triune God: The of the Spirit in the Practices of the Church, James
J. Buckley and David S. Yeago, eds. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans,
2001), 105-107.
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mystery of God.8! The margin resides in our ongoing wonderment of how
God might yet do something “new” even in the vision of Heaven on earth
retained in worship.

Incompleteness, in this sense, does not emerge out of a feeling of
deficiency, but anticipates something “more” awaits. Practitioners experi-
ence of “grace upon grace” leaves current liturgical practice open to the
future. There is more to the fullness of God than can be grasped, more to
the activity of God than can be assigned to “heaven below,” even in its
fullest liturgical expression. Mystery becomes the anticipation of yet a
greater superabundance of grace not yet captured in the liturgical life of
the assembly or the ongoing life of devotion/disciplined practiced by the
community. Growth in grace remains a communal as well as an individual
potential.

Humility Engendered through Oblative
Remembrance of Christ’s Sacrifice

Gordon Lathrop notes that at the center of the worshipping commu-
nity resides the resurrected Lord, now King of the Universe.82 However,
this resurrected Lord is also the resurrected and crucified One.83 Perhaps
it is the memory of the death and humiliation of Christ that engenders one
more aspect of the margin in calling liturgical participants to humility.
The constant anamnesis of the crucifixion reminds practitioners that pre-
vious “metaphysics” concerning the nature of heaven below contributed
to the very passion of Christ. The limits of previous convictions concern-
ing the eschaton are always before the assembly, in sacred texts and
expressive acts of song. These “means” serve as living reminders of the
depth of human deception, a depth often echoed in postmodern theories of
deconstruction, but with greater force since deconstruction theories often
lack the very sense of tradition necessary to carry the memory of self-
deception from one generation to the next. The biblical narrative is deeply
aware and bears witness to a number of self-deceptions, “cover stories”
that mask human insensitivity and human frailty.34

81Johnson, 43-65.
82Lathrop, 52-53.

83Jiirgen Moltmann, The Crucified God (New York: Harper & Row, 1974),
190-196.

84Roger G. Betsworth, Social Ethics: An Examination of American Moral
Traditions (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990), 21-24.
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Observation of life beyond the assembly normally reminds partici-
pants that the former things have yet to fully pass away, whether in Wes-
ley’s or Moltmann’s day. But the liturgical community need not trust daily
perceptions, since history has shown the depths of human self-deception
in the face of injustice and suffering. The liturgical community attends the
very testament of Scripture and the ritual reminder of the depth of Christ’s
suffering to remind the people of the richness of God’s grace and the
capacity of human self-deception, in times of both triumph and suffering
(this is why affluent and persecuted churches oriented to the same Chris-
tian calendar hear the same message and practice the same rituals). The
response of this practice is a humble awareness of the potential of the
“margin” in our own proclivities and seductions to live according to the
“former things” rather than heaven below.

Openness Engendered through the Epicletic
Movement of the Spirit in the World

Worship entails not only the invocation of the Holy Spirit to gather
and bind the people of God, but also the “sending” of those people into
the world in pursuit of the Spirit.85 In many ways the entire thythm of the
Christian calendar suggests the ongoing life of the church in the midst of
the incompleteness of time. Often the liturgy demands that people not
only see their own forgiveness of God in the wounds of Christ, but also
see an implicit command to be sent as expressions of forgiveness to the
world at large.8¢ In essence the combined effort of accepting and extend-
ing forgiveness, of “being” and “doing,” is the eschatological life of the
community, the time “when the fruits of the Spirit take root in our life
together.”87 Where the margin appears is in the ongoing movement of the
Spirit in the world and the incompleteness of the church to “catch up”
with the work of the ministry of God. As the church is always in pursuit
of the Spirit (rather than in possession of the Holy Spirit), the work, as
Lossky says, is yet to be fully revealed.88

85Ray S. Anderson, The Soul of Ministry: Forming Leaders for God's Peo-
ple (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1997), 115-143.

86Lathrop, 40.

87Don Saliers, Worship as Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1994), 186-187.

88 Anderson, 163.
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To conclude, the liturgical life of the church, both in the assembly
and expressed in the discipline and devotion of life, carries with it a
reminder of the “margin” between current expressions of “heaven below”
and the consummation of the prayer “on earth as it is in heaven.” This
treatment, however, must concede that the margin need not be large. For
most of the theorists mentioned, Moltmann, Barth, and Eastern theolo-
gians, the possibilities of transformative power of heaven on earth
remains triumphal if not triumphalistic. The most critical opponent,
deconstructionism, focuses primarily on a premature metaphysic that, in
and of itself, truncates the riches of heaven on earth. Even within the
liturgical life, the mystery, humiliation and mission of God do not deni-
grate the power of the Kingdom (“as” it is in heaven) available for the
practicing community. These liturgical limits merely nuance the practice
of the people to the “as if” so that a new, triumpalistic metaphysic might
be used to either domesticate God, truncate the Spirit’s mission, or abuse
and humiliate others in the name of Jesus.

Praying/Practicing the Petition

Ultimately, Wesleyans must return to the prayed petition: “Thy will
be done on earth as it is in heaven” not only as a distant longing, but also
a concrete declaration for community life. The communal disposition res-
ident within the liturgical practice of Methodism, reserves the “space”
between faithful participation and final consummation of God’s King-
dom. However, this margin does not suggest a psychological ploy. If one
takes the power of the means of grace as the logic of liturgical living then
the very presence of God and the possibility of living “heaven below”
must be taken seriously in our day as it was in Wesley’s day. Commenting
on Matthew 6:10, Wesley writes:

May thy kingdom of grace come quickly, and swallow up all
the kingdoms of the earth! May all mankind, receiving Thee O
Christ, for their King, truly believing in thy name, be filled
with righteousness, and peace, and joy; with holiness and hap-
piness, till they are removed hence into thy kingdom glory, to
reign with Thee forever and ever. Thy will be done on earth as
it is in heaven—May all the inhabitants of the earth do thy
will as willingly as the holy angels! May these do it continu-
ally even as they, without any interruption of their willing
service; yea, and perfectly as they! Mayest Thou, O Spirit of
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grace, through the blood of the everlasting covenant, make
them perfect in every good work to do thy will, and work in
them all that is well, pleasing in thy sight!8%

The possibility of living “as if” heaven had come down carries with
Wesley both the eschatological tension of future consummation and the
existential awareness of the possibility of transformation individually and
collectively for the sake of the broader world.

In the same way that perfectionism truncates the grace of God in
individuals, utopian triumphalism threatens the quality of community
practice. However, as much as perfectionism could not deter Wesley in
his day from emphasizing holiness, utopian cautions need not deter the
reality of God’s power in the community when it lives out “heaven come
down” via the means of grace. The means provide an approach to authen-
tic eschatological practice when embraced in their fullness. In short, the
distance between “as” and “as is” need not be that long, the limits not that
great, based upon the power of the Triune God as the subject, teacher and
empower of the “Disciples” prayer when practiced.

The liturgical life, the practice of the means of grace, provides a ful-
fillment of the theology resident in the Lord’s Prayer.?0 Discipline and
devotion provide an “ordo” for daily living that extends worship, the
gathering of the eschatological assembly. For future generations the chal-
lenge may include a willingness to take seriously the interweaving of dis-
cipline and devotion once again under this vision of heaven come down.
If received as such, perhaps an old-yet-new way of living out our prayer-
ful petitions will be realized.

89Explanatory Notes on the New Testament
90Lathrop, Holy People, 75-77.



“APPEARANCE” LANGUAGE IN TITUS:
A SEMANTICS OF HOLINESS

by
Jeffrey S. Lamp

That the prevention and correction of false teaching is a significant
theme in the epistle to Titus is beyond question. In fact, it would be a fair
cursory observation that, in this letter, a strong emphasis is put on placing
safeguards in the Cretan churches to prevent the infiltration of false teach-
ers and teaching among believers, and that the primary literary strategy of
the author! in attaining this end is the juxtaposing of ethical exhortations
with profound, yet largely undeveloped, theological assertions designed
to support and inform the paranesis.

The theological sections of the letter consist of two passages: 2:11-
14 and 3:3-8a. There are two salient features of these passages that will
form the basis of our discussion. First, there is a /inguistic connection
between the two passages, the occurrence of what we will call “appear-

IThe debates over Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles are well-worn
and need not detain us here. Given the focus of the present discussion, a decision
regarding the authorship of Titus is unnecessary. “Appearance” language does
figure somewhat into matters of authorship. P. N. Harrison (The Problem of the
Pastoral Epistles [London: Oxford University Press, 1921], 139, 147, 149), in his
critique of Pauline authorship, cites the verb epiphainé as evidence of vocabulary
not found in the undisputed Paulines. S. G. Wilson (Luke and the Pastoral Epis-
tles [London: SPCK, 1979], 19), noting that except for one occurrence in 2 Thess.
2:8, the “appearance” language cited in this discussion occurs only in the Pas-
torals and in Luke-Acts, suggesting a possible Lukan authorship of the Pastorals.
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ance” language.? In 2:11, the writer asserts that the grace of God has
“appeared,” and in v. 13 he speaks of the “appearance” of the glory of
God/Jesus Christ, while in 3:4 he mentions that the goodness and kind-
ness of God have “appeared.” The second noteworthy feature of these
passages is that within them there exists a similar structural pattern that is
constructed around this “appearance” language.

This paper will examine the statements built around the three usages
of “appearance” language in Titus in order to determine how they might
serve as models for merging the concerns of belief and practice in Christian
living. One caveat is in order at this point. The focus of this paper will not
be to examine the details of these statements—such discussions are legion
among the commentators and little consensus exists in the resultant inter-
pretations. Rather, the focus here will be on discerning the significance of
the similar presentations of the content and the role these statements per-
form in the logic of the letter. Anticipating the outcome of this discussion,
the “appearance” language in Titus is used in statements that provide the
theological basis for Christian living in the present age, which in turn pro-
vide the rationale for the specific ethical exhortations of the letter.

“Appearance” Vocabulary

As noted above, in Titus there are three occurrences of “appearance”
language, two of which are the verb epiphainé (2:11; 3:4) and one of
which is the noun epiphaneia (2:13). In classical Greek, the noun origi-
nally denoted the mere outward appearance or mode of appearance of an
object. It came to be connected with a glorious or majestic appearance of
a deity, largely in the context of cultic worship.3 In non-biblical Greek, by
the time of Jesus, the noun had almost become a technical term for the
succoring presence of an otherwise hidden deity.# In biblical usage in the
LXX, the word group renders several Hebrew words that have in common
reference to the rescuing and redemptive acts of Yahweh on behalf of his

2The Greek words that are translated into what we are calling “appearance”
language are the cognate words that are often rendered in English by “epiphany.”
My choice of “appearance” to characterize this language is an attempt to keep the
discussion clear of colloquial or otherwise theologically laden connotations fre-
quently associated with the term “epiphany.”

3SNIDNTT, 3:317.

4M. Dibelius and H. Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles (Hermeneia; Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1972), 104.
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people (Gen. 35:7; Deut. 33:2; Pss. 30:17; 66:2; 79:4, 8, 20; 117:27,
118:135; Jer. 36:14; Ezek. 39:28). The word group finds special preva-
lence in the Maccabean literature, especially 2 Maccabees where the
focus is placed on the rescuing intervention of God (2 Macc. 2:24; 14:15;
15:27).

This language is relatively rare in the New Testament, with four
occurrences of the verb (the other two are in Luke 1:79; Acts 27:20) and
six occurrences of the noun (the other five are in 2 Thess. 2:8; 1 Tim.
6:14; 2 Tim. 1:10; 4:1; 4:8). Apart from the observation that seven of the
ten occurrences of “appearance” language are found in the Pastoral Epis-
tles, it is noteworthy that in nine of the ten occurrences (the only excep-
tion being Acts 27:20) the focus is on the appearance of Christ, either at
his advent (Luke 1:79; 2 Tim. 1:10; Titus 2:11; 3:4) or at the parousia (2
Thess. 2:8; 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 4:1, 8; Titus 2:13), and what that appear-
ance entails.5 In an extension of Old Testament usage, the New Testament
uses “appearance” language not in some subjective religious sense, but
largely in terms of God’s saving intervention on the stage of history,
either at Jesus’ first or second comings.

The Semantic Pattern of “Appearance” Language in Titus

The “appearance” language in Titus occurs within a semantic pattern
that is structured around the “appearance” language.® The pattern consists
of four components: (1) an attribute “of God,” which results from the
character of God as savior,” relating to the advent or parousia of Christ;
(2) the “appearance” language itself; (3) a characterization of salvation;
and (4) the desired effect of this salvation for Christian living in the pres-

SThere is an occurrence of the adjectival form epiphangs in Acts 2:20, a
citation of Joel 2:11 (LXX) in reference to the “day of the Lord” at the end of his-
tory, which focuses on the eschatological dimension of the “appearance” lan-
guage. It seems that the translation practices of the LXX have made the connec-
tion between the appearance of the day of the Lord and the concept of the
“terrible,” so that the eschatological arrival of divine reckoning brings with it ter-
rifying acts of God (NIDNTT 3:318).

6The characterization of this structural similarity as a “semantic pattern” is
chosen to indicate that the parallels in structure are achieved primarily at the level
of meaning, not at the level of exact syntactical parallelism, although, as we will
observe, several close parallels in syntax are present.

7To use the language of 1. H. Marshall, 4 Critical and Exegetical Commen-
tary on the Pastoral Epistles (1CC2; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1999), 266.
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ent age, presented in a hina clause.® The first three components of this
pattern constitute assertions that provide the basis for the fourth compo-
nent. We now turn our attention to the occurrences of this pattern in the
two theological passages of Titus, 2:11-14 and 3:3-8a.

“Appearance” Language in Titus 2:11-14

In the brief passage Titus 2:11-14, there are two occurrences of the
semantic pattern described above, consisting of vv. 11-12 and vv. 13-14.
Although verses 11-14 are grammatically a single sentence,® we will con-
sider each of the occurrences separately.

Titus 2:11-12: The Appearance of God’s Grace. The translation of
this text is as follows:10 (verse 11) “For the grace of God has appeared,
bringing salvation to all people,” (verse 12) “teaching us, that we should
deny ungodliness and worldly desires and live in a self-controlled, right-
eous, and godly manner in the present age.” We may identify the compo-
nents of the semantic pattern described above as follows:

1. The attribute “of God”: “the grace of God”;

2. “Appearance” language: the verb epiphainé (“has
appeared”);

3. Characterization of salvation: “bringing salvation to all
people, teaching us”’; and

4. Desired effect of salvation: “that we should deny ungodli-
ness and worldly desires and live in a self-controlled, right-
eous, and godly manner in the present age.”

That the coming of Jesus Christ into the world is in view here is vir-
tually beyond dispute, especially when the statement in v. 11 is taken in

8W. D. Mounce (Pastoral Epistles [WBC; Nashville: 2000], 436-37) notes
the similar structures of 2:11-14 and 3:4-7, but does not develop this observation
in the way we seek to do in this discussion.

9B. S. Easton (The Pastoral Epistles [New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1947], 94) sees the sentence as a creedal fragment or a hymn. A. T. Hansen (7he
Pastoral Epistles [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966], 115) sees the
language as liturgical in nature. J. D. Quinn (The Letter to Titus [AB; New York:
Doubleday, 1990], 176) sees the passage as hymnic and liturgical in character. P.
H. Towner (I-2 Timothy & Titus [[IVPNTCS; Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP, 1994],
243) suggests that this passage may have been originally constructed as part of a
baptismal service.

10A]] translations, unless otherwise noted, are mine, based on the NAZ27
Greek text.
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connection with the statement of v. 13, which focuses attention on the
awaited appearance of Christ in the parousia. Marshall suggests that here
the term “grace” is nearly personified, standing for all that Christ did in
securing salvation for human beings.!! This grace, in turn, is character-
ized in a two-fold manner. First, it is that which “brings salvation to all
people.”12 Whether the designation of “all people” is to be restricted to
the categories of persons listed in vv. 1-10 or taken in a more universal
sense,!3 it is clear that it is the grace of God that makes salvation avail-
able. The focus on divine initiative in salvation will receive further elabo-
ration in 3:4-7. Second, grace also has an educative function. Commenta-
tors debate whether the negative sense of the verb paideué (“teaching”),
having to do with severe discipline or punishment, is present here,!4 but it
is clear, from the desired effect of the appearance of God’s grace depicted
in v. 12, that this teaching process involves both the removal of vices and
the development of virtues. This would suggest that some sense of disci-
pline is involved in the teaching component of grace.

The desired effect of this salvation, described in the 