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THE WESLEYAN QUADRILATERAL — IN JOHN WESLEY

Albert C. Outler

For five full decades, John Wesley served as theological mentor to “the people called
Methodists,” with no peer and no successful challengers. Throughout that half century, he
was embroiled in one doctrinal controversy after another—with Anglican priests and
bishops, with Calvinist partisans (clerical and lay) and with occasional dissidents within
his own ‘“connexion.” Doctrinal consensus was a prime concern with him and a
prerequisite for stability in the Methodist Societies. Thus, at the outset of his first
“conference” with his “assistants” (1744), the first questions posed for discussion were:

(1) What to teach?
(2) How to teach?
(3) What to do (i.e., how to regulate our doctrine, discipline and practice)?

There was, of course, no question in anyone’s mind as to who would have the final word
in these conversations but everyone agreed that these were the right questions for a
religious society within an established church.

As the Methodist movement spread and matured, Wesley supplied it with reams of
theological and ethical instruction, in different genres: sermons, letters, tracts, exegetical
notes, a huge Journal, even a full-length monograph (on Original Sin). But—and this, of
course, is my point—there is only one instance in all of this of anything resembling a
doctrinal credo (in his open “Letter to a Roman Catholic,” 1749) and even this was an
obvious borrowing from Bishop John Pearson’s classic Exposition of the Doctrine of the
Creed—the bishop’s counterpart to the Westminster Confession and Shorter Catechism.
Wesley seems never to have toyed with the notion of a summa theologiae—not even a
catechism. What then did he expect his people to identify as their “standards of
doctrine”?

His first move had been to abridge the first four Edwardian Homilies (of 1547)
into a brief theological charter: The Doctrine of Justification according to the
Church of England (cf. Journal Nov. 11, 1738). Then as the Revival gained
momentum, he turned to the method of conciliar dialogue, gathering his



assistants together by invitation. He himself recorded the
upshot of their discussions and published this in a cumulative set of Minutes of
Conversations Between the Rev. Mr. Wesley and Others (1744 et seq.). The theological
substance of these “minutes” reflects the mind and spirit of early Methodism very well
indeed. A version of them (“The Large Minutes”) was accepted by the fledgling Methodist
Episcopal Church in America and so may be considered as included within the scope of that
notoriously ambiguous phrase in “The First Restrictive Rule” (1808) in the Methodist Book
of Discipline concerning “our present existing, and established, standards of doctrine.”

In 1763, in what came to be known as “The Model Deed” Wesley proceeded to stipulate the
negative limits of Methodist doctrine—viz. that preachers in Methodist chapels were to
preach ‘no other doctrine than is contained in Mr. Wesley’s Notes Upon the New Testament
and four volumes of Sermons.” This provided his people with a doctrinal canon that was
stable enough and yet also flexible. In it, the Holy Scriptures stand first and foremost, and yet
subject to interpretations that are informed by ‘Christian Antiquity’, critical reason and an
existential appeal to the “Christian experience” of grace, so firmly stressed in the
Explanatory Notes. The “four volumes” mentioned in the “Model Deed” contained either
forty-three or forty-four sermons, depending on whether or not one counts “Wandering
Thoughts” (it was not in the first edition of the “four volumes” [1760] but appeared in
subsequent editions [before ‘63]). All this suggests that Wesley was clearly interested in
coherent doctrinal norms but was equally clear in his aversion to having such norms defined
too narrowly or in too juridical a form. Thus, he was content with exegetical “notes” (eager
to borrow heavily from others), plus a sampling of sermons (he would have dismissed all
haggling over the number of “standard sermons!”) and, of course, the Wesley hymns
(Charles’ and his own). These non confessional norms served his people well for the better
part of two full centuries.

Wesley’s refusal to define “doctrinal standards” too narrowly was a matter of principle: it
was in no way the sign of an indecisive mind. Such a notion makes no sense when one
considers how confident his own theological self understanding was (as reflected in his
controversial writings), and in his arbitrary decisions as an editor. Take a single example
from several hundred: in A Christian Library (vol. 31), he felt free to make some fairly
drastic revisions of the Westminster Shorter Catechism and thus on his own authority to
“correct” what was a semi sacrosanct text! Then, too, there were his equally drastic revisions
of the Book of Common Prayer, with his brusque self justification for simply having omitted
a large fraction of the Psalter, characterizing the excluded Psalms as “not fit for the mouths
of a Christian congregation.” No, Wesley’s refusal to provide the Methodist people with a
confession for subscription was the conviction of a man who knew his own mind on every
vexed question of Christian doctrine, but who had decided that the reduction of doctrine to
any particular form of words was to misunderstand the very nature of doctrinal statements.

But does this mean, then, that Wesley was an indifferentist? Me genoito! His
working concepts of doctrinal authority were carefully worked out; they were
complex and dynamically balanced. When challenged for his authority, on any
question, his first appeal was to the Holy Bible, always in
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the sense of Article VI in the XXXIX Articles—to which he had subscribed but which he
was prepared to quote inexactly. Even so, he was well aware that Scripture alone had rarely
settled any controverted point of doctrine. He and his critics had repeatedly come to impasses
in their games of prooftexting—often with the same texts! Thus, though never as a substitute
or corrective, he would also appeal to “the primitive church” and to the Christian tradition at
large as competent, complementary witnesses to “the meaning” of this Scripture or that.
Even in such appeals, he was carefully selective. For example, he claimed the right to reject
the damnatory clauses in the so-called “Athanasian Creed”; he was prepared to defend
Montanus and Pelagius against their detractors. He insisted that “private judgment was the
keystone of the Protestant Reformation.”

But Scripture and tradition would not suffice without the good offices (positive and negative)
of critical reason. Thus, he insisted on logical coherence and as an authorized referee in any
contest between contrary propositions or arguments. And yet, this was never enough. It was,
as he knew for himself, the vital Christian experience of the assurance of one’s sins forgiven,
that clinched the matter.

Thus, we can see in Wesley a distinctive theological method, with Scripture as its pre-
eminent norm but interfaced with tradition, reason and Christian experience as dynamic and
interactive aids in the interpretation of the Word of God in Scripture. Such a method takes it
for granted that faith is human re-action to an antecedent action of the Holy Spirit’s
prevenience, aimed at convicting our consciences and opening our eyes and ears to God’s
address to us in Scripture. This means that our “knowledge of God and of the things of God”
is more nearly a response of trusting faith in God in Christ as Grace Incarnate than it is a
mental assent to dogmatic formulations however true. This helps explain Wesley’s studied
deprecations of “orthodoxy,” “theological opinions,” “speculative divinity” and the like. It
illumines his preoccupation with soteriology and his distinctive notion of grace, in all its
modes, as the divine constant in every stage of the “order of salvation” (from repentance and
justification, to regeneration, sanctificationion to glory). And it justified Wesley’s
willingness, given honest consensus on essential Christian doctrine, to allow for wide
variations in theological formulation and thus for Christians “to think and let think.” This
was less a mood of doctrinal compromise than it was a constructive alternative to the barren
extremes of “dogmatism,” on the one side, and “indifferentism,” on the other.

Wesley’s theological pluralism was evangelical in substance (firm and clear in its
Christocentric focus) and irenic in its temper (“catholic spirit”). It measured all doctrinal
statements by their Biblical base and warrants. He loved to summon his readers “to the
letter and the testimony,” understood as “the oracles of God.” But this reliance on Scripture
as the fount of revelation was never meant to preclude a concomitant appeal to the insights
of wise and saintly Christians in other ages. And it never gave license to “enthusiasm” or to
irrational arguments. Finally, since the devils are at least as clear in their theological
assents as believers are, real Christians are called beyond “orthodoxy” to authentic
experience—vViz., the inner witness of the Holy Spirit that we are God’s beloved children,
and joint heirs with Christ. It is this settled sense of personal assurance that is



“heart religion”: the turning of our hearts from the form to the power of religion. Christian
experience adds nothing to the substance of Christian truth; its distinctive role is to energize
the heart so as to enable the believer to speak and do the truth in love.

This complex method, with its fourfold reference, is a good deal more sophisticated than it appears,
and could be more fruitful for contemporary theologizing than has yet been realized. It preserves the
primacy of Scripture, it profits from the wisdom of tradition, it accepts the disciplines of critical
reason, and its stress on the Christian experience of grace gives it existential force.

The Edwardian reformers (Cranmer and Harpsfield in particular) had placed the Church of
England under the authority of Scripture, but they had then refocused its use more largely in
the liturgy (so that “the Christian folk could be immersed in Scripture as they prayed!”). The
Scripture is equally the baseline of Anglican doctrinal essays, especially those born of
controversy. One has only to notice the differences in method and intention in, say, Richard
Hooker’s Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (1594 et. seq.) to see how far Anglicanism stood apart
from continental Protestantism. In Hooker, Scripture, tradition and reason are carefully
balanced off in a vision of natural law, “whose seat is the bosom of God, whose voice is the
harmony of the world” (E.P.,I, xvi, 8). There is no contradiction between reason’s
discoveries of natural law and faith’s discoveries of revelation (cf. E.P. Ill, ix, 2). Bishops
John Bramhall and Simon Patrick had mastered “Christian Antiquity”” and had put it to good
use. Thomas Tenison (Archbishop of Canterbury when the brothers Wesley were born) had
defined “the Protestant theological method” as the conjoint “use of Scripture, tradition and
reason” and had defended this against the Socinians (who had, as Tenison believed, down
scaled tradition and ended up with nothing better than a tepid Biblical rationalism). Even
after Wesley, Francis Paget (Hooker’s best editor) could claim, quite plausibly, that “the
distinctive strength of Anglicanism rests on its equal loyalty to the unconflicting rights of
reason, Scripture and tradition.” This, then, was the tradition within which Wesley took his
stand; before “the judgment bar of Scripture, right reason and Christian Antiquity” (Works,
Preface, vol. 1, 1771).

It was Wesley’s special genius that he conceived of adding “experience” to the traditional
Anglican triad, and thereby adding vitality without altering the substance. What he did was to
apply the familiar distinction between fides queer creditur and fides qua creditur (from a
theoretical faith to an existential one) so as to insist on “heart religion” in place of all
nominal Christian orthodoxy (cf. “The Almost Christian). He had found support for this in
Cranmer’s wry comment (in Homilies, 1V) about the devils who assent to every tenet of
orthodoxy, “and yet they be but devils still.” It was this added emphasis on “experience” that
led Gerald Cragg (in his Reason and Authority in the 18th Century) to entitle his chapter on
Wesley, “The Authority of Revitalized Faith.” Wesley would have amended that to read
“The Authority of Vital Faith.”

With this “fourth dimension,” one might say, Wesley was trying to incorporate the notion of

conversion into the Anglican tradition—to make room in it for his own conversions and those of
others. It is not irrelevant that in his report of the so-called “Aldersgate experience” of May 24th,
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1738, he takes us back to his very first conversion (to “seriousness” and self dedication in
1725); thence on to his grand mystical illumination in 1727. After “Aldersgate” and after his
ambivalent encounters with the Moravians in Herrnhut, the Journal recounts his rediscovery
of a vital doctrine of justification by faith in his own tradition, in November of 38. But this
had then been followed by a lapse into the depths of religious anxiety (in January 1739). The
process then reached its climax in the spring of <39, with the “discovery” of his true and life-
long vocation as an evangelist and spiritual director.

The success of Methodism as a religious society within the Church of England bolstered his
sense of freedom to amend Anglican customs without rejecting the Anglican heritage. He
quietly ignored the possibility that, in the process of reforming the national church, he was
opening a way for his “societies” eventually to “separate” and go it alone as “sects” trying to
become “churches” on their own. Over against the Anglican tradition of the church as corpus
mixtum, Wesley demanded more of his societies, as disciplined communities of true
believers. Against the Anglican reliance on church as ministrant of the means of grace,
Wesley opposed the doctrine of justification by faith alone (and argued, mistakenly, that this
doctrine was novelty in Anglicanism!). To the Anglican tradition of baptismal regeneration
he added conversion and “new birth” as a Gospel requisite. To the Anglican contentment
with the Prayer book as a complete blueprint, Wesley added a medley of “irregularities’:
field preaching, extempore prayer, itinerancy, class meetings and the like. To the Anglican
tradition of the “natural” alliance between church and state, he opposed the concept of
church as a voluntary association. The effect of such changes was to put the question of
authority into a new context: to relate it more nearly to the individual’s conscience, to small
group consensus, and also to link it practically with the ideal of “accountable discipleship,”
(to use an apt phrase of David Watson’s). The practical effect of this was to make every
Methodist man and woman his / her own theologian. He nowhere gave his people an actual
paradigm for their theologizing; somehow, he hoped that they would adopt his ways of
reflection as their own. The truth is, however, that his bare texts, unannotated, did not suffice
to make true “Wesleyans” out of those who have continued to bear his name and who honor
him as patriarch. This is why the editors of the new edition of his Works hope that more
ample annotations will help both “Wesleyans” and non-Wesleyans in the “discovery” of the
richness and sophistication of his special sort of “folk theology.”

Even that cheerful thought may be thwarted, however, so long as the phrase “the Wesleyan
quadrilateral” is taken too literally. It was intended as a metaphor for a four element
syndrome, including the four-fold guidelines of authority in Wesley’s theological method. In
such a quaternity, Holy Scripture is clearly unique. But this in turn is illuminated by the
collective Christian wisdom of other ages and cultures between the Apostolic Age and our
own. It also allows for the rescue of the Gospel from obscurantism by means of the
disciplines of critical reason. But always, Biblical revelation must be received in the heart by
faith: this is the requirement of “experience.” Wesley’s theology was eclectic and pluralistic
(and 1 confess my bafflement at the hostility aroused in some minds by such inno-
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cent adjectives). Even so, it was a coherent, stable, whole, deriving its fruitfulness from its
single, soteriological focus in the Christian evangel of Jesus Christ—"who for us men and
for our salvation came down from heaven and was made man!”

When | first began reading Wesley’s entire corpus with some care (after many years as a
credentialled professor of the “history of Christian thought”), I was puzzled by the score or
more brief summations of “the Gospel” that Wesley sprinkles almost casually along the
way—never twice in the same form of words (which suggests that, before Coleridge or
Wittgenstein, Wesley had come upon the secret that language [and the language of religion
in particular] is, by its nature, “incomplete”). Little by little, it dawned on me that Wesley’s
purpose in these summaries was to refocus the entire range of his theological reflection upon
the crux of the matter: which is to say, salvation. For example:

“Let us prophesy according to the analogy of faith”—as St. Peter expresses it, “as the
oracles of God”—according to the general temper of them, according to that grand
scheme of doctrine which is delivered therein touching original sin, justification by
faith and present, inward salvation. There is a wonderful analogy between all these,
and a close and intimate connexion between the chief heads of that faith “which was
once for all delivered to the saints.” [Explanatory Notes, on Romans 12:6, on “the
analogy of faith™].

He is eager for theological dialogue, but his real concern is with:

the most essential parts of real experimental religion: its initial rise in the soul, that
goes on to faith in our Lord Jesus Christ which issues in regeneration, is attended with
peace and joy in the Holy Ghost, thence to our wrestlings with flesh and blood, and
finally to perfect love. [Second Letter to Bishop Lavington, X, 17].

All Wesleyans are familiar with his metaphors of “porch,” “door” and room” of “true
religion” [The Principles of a Methodist, in Jackson, VI 472-74]. Similar encapsulations of
the ordo salutis abound, some in obvious places but some in unexpected places—as, for
example, in the “Preface” to the Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament (the vast bulk of
which was simply lifted from others):

[In your reading of the Scriptures] have a constant eye to the analogy of the faith,
which is to say, the connexion there is between those grand fundamental doctrines of
original sin, justification by faith, the new birth, inward and outward holiness.

As an Anglican priest, he will assume a shared faith with “A Gentleman of Bristol” (Jan. 6,
1758) in

the principles of the Church of England as being confirmed by our Liturgy, Articles

and Homilies—and so also by the whole tenor of Scripture [notice this catch phrase; it
is a favorite, repeated in many different contexts].
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In another place, he summarized the essential Gospel in yet another set of theses:

1. That without holiness no man shall see the Lord:

2. That this holiness is the work of God, who worketh in us both to will and to do;
3. That he doeth it of his own good pleasure, merely for the merits of Christ;

4. That holiness is having the mind that was in Christ, enabling us to walk as He
walked,;

5. That no man can be sanctified till he be justified;

6. That we are justified by faith alone

[“The General Spread of the Gospel,” para. 13]

This comes in a sermon; this particular form of words is never used again.

The obvious methodological question posed by summaries like this is whether such variant
expressions oversimplify or distort “the essence of the Christian Gospel.” For Wesley, it was
enough to point to its soteriological core in evangelical terms. As far as the full range of
theological opinions is concerned, he is more relaxed—even to the point of tolerating the
“over beliefs” of the Roman Catholics and also the Reformed doctrines of election and
predestination. It is this skillful balancing of the essentials off from the adiaphora that allows
Wesley to escape both the rigidities of dogmatism and the flabbiness of indifferentism.

In the new edition of Wesley’s Works, we have tried to alert even the casual reader to the
extent to which Wesley was, as he claimed he was, homo unius libri. To an extent that | had
not realized before |1 wore out the first of two concordances we used in tracing down
Wesley’s Scripture citations (quotations, paraphrases, allusions, echoes) the Bible was truly
his second language. His rhetoric throughout is a tissue woven from the Biblical texts and
paraphrases and his own crisp Augustan prose (“plain truth for plain people™). His appeal to
Scripture goes far deeper than the use of texts in support of his own views. His larger
concern was to let each part of Scripture be pondered in the light of the whole, obscure texts
in the light of the more lucid ones—and all of them, always, in the spirit of prayer, coram
Deo. Scripture is not merely God’s address to the believer—it is inspired by the Holy Spirit
who in turn inspires the believer’s understanding. The Bible is to be read literally, save
where such a reading leads to an absurdity or to an impugnation of God’s goodness.
Scriptural commands are not to be construed legalistically; they are to be seen also as
“covered promises.” Even allegory is occasionally resorted to (as with the image of “The
Wilderness State”). The Apocrypha may be used for edification, though not for sermon texts.
Wesley was capable of partisan prooftexting; and yet also felt free to alter the Textus
Receptus by appeal to older MSS; and he had no qualms in nuancing some Greek words
arbitrarily (as with paroxysmos in Acts 15:39), where he insists that only Barnabas lost his
temper, but never St. Paul. The clearest impression that remains after all the tedium of
tracing Wesley’s Biblical sources is of a man very much “at home” in the Bible and quietly
confident of his understanding of its “general tenor.”

There is another sense, however, in which the notion of Wesley as the man of “one
book only” is patently absurd. He read voraciously and in all
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genres. He had a special fondness for “the Fathers” of the early centuries. He thought that the
Greek theologians had understood the Gospel more profoundly and therapeutically than their
Latin counterparts. He came at the Fathers with an Anglican bias (he had been at Oxford in
the twilight of a great age of patristic scholarship), in the tradition of Richard Field, Henry
Hammond and Simon Patrick. He was not in the least intimidated by learned detractors of
patristic wisdom (like Jean Daille and Conyers Middleton).

What Wesley learned most from the Eastern fathers was the rich notion of the Christian life
as a participation in the divine (i.e., salvation as the restoration of the ruined image of God in
the human soul). The stage for his “Aldersgate experience” had been set by the Scripture
with which he began that day: 1l Peter 1:4 (cf. Wesley’s paraphrase: ta megista hemin timia
epangelmata dedoretai, hina genesthe theias hoinonoi physeos, and the crucial phrase,
“partakers of the divine physis. “ It was in this sense of “participation” in the divine life that
Wesley had already understood the mysteries of grace and free will, of prevenient grace as
the Holy Spirit’s constant initiative, of “perfection” as a process rather than a completed act.
There is much Anselmian language in Wesley (“acquittal,” “imputation”), but there is even
more that stresses the notion of healing (therapeia psyches). He was neither “Augustinian”
(indeed, he has some tart comments about the great bishop), nor “Pelagian” (he actually
doubted that Pelagius had been a “Pelagian”)—and he could interpret dikaiosyne not only as
the “imputation” of Christ’s righteousness to the repentant believer but also its “impartation”
as well.

From the Latin traditions, he seems to have learned most from men like William of St.
Thierry—who had taught that love is the highest form of knowledge—and from the
Victorines (Ruprecht of Deutz, Hugh et al.) with their bold notion that God had used the
Adamic Fall to bring about a greater total good than if Adam had not sinned (O felix culpa!).

All of this is a way of saying that, for Wesley, the Christian tradition was more than a
curiosity or a source for illustrative material. It was a living spring of Christian insight.
Reading Wesley against his sources amounts to an eccentric excursion through the length
and breadth of the history of Christ thought. And because a lively sense of “tradition” has
now come to be a prerequisite in ecumenical dialogue (cf. J. J. Pelikan’s recent essay, The
Vindication of Tradition), it is all the more important for “Wesleyans” (and others), to
discover how much he had learned from the Christian past and thus also to learn for
ourselves the importance of being truly “at home” in that past.

But Wesley was no antiquarian. We know of his inborn tendency to require a reason for
everything from his father’s well-known complaint to Susanna about his personal habits. He
never discounted his university training in logic nor his life-long interest in contemporary
science and culture. He lived in the perilous transition from an earlier theocentric rationalism
that sought to reconcile religion and science (as in John Ray’s Wisdom of God in Creation
the prototype for Wesley’s Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation) to the ‘Enlightenment’s’
outright rejection of supernaturalism (as in the deists and David Hume). To be a theologian in
18th century Britain was to struggle with deism and secularism (cf. Joseph
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Butler, William Paley et al.). Wesley’s acknowledgment of rationality as normative was both
principled and pragmatic. He took logical order as a paradigm for the order of being itself (as
any good Ramist would, or later, the Kantians). He remained a disciple of Locke and Aldrich
all his days. But his vivid sense of mystery kept him aware of reason’s limitations (as in “The
Case of Reason Impartially Considered”). Richard Brantley (in Loche, Wesley and the
Method of English Romanticism (1984) has analyzed Locke’s influence on Wesley. But no
one, to my knowledge, has provided a comparable study of Wesley and Malebranche, or the
Cambridge Platonists, or John Norris, or Bishop Berkeley, et al.

Wesley’s understanding of reason led him to a religious epistemology that hinges, crucially,
on his view of intuition as a “spiritual sensorium” in the human mind that constitutes what is
most distinctively human: viz., our capacity for God. This is part of God’s creative design
and it points to the chief inlet of the Holy Spirit into the human soul and spirit. Just last year,
a dissertation was accepted by Rome’s Angelicum University on The Perceptibility of Grace
in John Wesley (by Daniel Joseph Luby—a layman!). It is a superb probing of the
importance, for Wesley, of “immediate perception” [of spirituality reality]. Such unexpected
developments remind us of how much we also need a full-fledged monograph on “rationality
in the Wesleyan spirit.” Even so, “our knowledge of God and of the things of God” does not
come from intuition, inference or deduction alone. Always it is a prevenient and unmerited
gift and must, therefore, be experienced as an inward change of heart and head in which the
mind’s intuitions of the truth are realized in the heart (as when Christus pro nobis becomes
Christus pro me).

Here a careful distinction is needed. The “experience of grace” is indeed deeply inward, but
it is not a merely subjective “religious affection.” It is an objective encounter (within “the
heart,” to be sure) of something not ourselves and not our own (something truly
transcendent). It is an inward assurance of an objective reality: viz., God’s unmerited favor,
his pardoning mercy, an awareness of the Spirit’s prevenient action in mediating the grace of
our Lord Jesus Christ to the believer. It is, therefore, the experience of a given—a divine
action that can only be re-acted to, in trusting faith or in prideful resistance. It is this stress
upon the sheer givenness of spiritual insight and of divine grace that distinguishes Wesley
from Pelagius—and for that matter, from Arminius and Episcopius. Had he known of Kant
(his younger contemporary!) Wesley would have agreed with at least the first two paragraphs
of his first Critique of Practical Reason (1788):

There can be no doubt that all our knowledge begins with experience. . . . In the order
of time, therefore, we have no knowledge antecedent to experience and with
experience all our knowledge begins.

But though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it arises
out of experience . . .

When, therefore, zealous and pious souls conclude that the intensity or inwardness
of their own feelings is the measure of truth (and when they invoke Wesley’s
“strangely warmed heart” as a witness to such a
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correlation) nothing but pious sentimentality can ensue and, with it, a sort of narcissism that
readily turns into an anti-intellectualism. The verb forms in the familiar phrase, “I felt my
heart strangely warmed” give us an underdeveloped clue. “I felt” is in the active voice;
“strangely warmed” is passive.

In this light, one may read with profit another of Wesley’s “summaries,” this one of the gist
of Christian experience at its best:

Words cannot express [and he was serious in his conviction that religious language is
apophatic and, therefore, also polysemous] what the children of God experience. But
perhaps one might say (desiring any who are taught of God to soften or strengthen the
expression) that “the testimony of the Spirit” is an inward impression on the soul,
whereby the Spirit of God directly witnesses to my spirit that | am a child of God, that
Jesus Christ hath loved me and given Himself for me—and that all my sins are blotted
out and that I, even I, am reconciled to God [“The Witness of the Spirit,” I, i, 7].

Dr. Sugden’s comment on this passage, invoking the authority of W. B. Pope, takes Wesley
to task for this emphasis on the objectivity of the Spirit’s activity and of the human role as
wholly reactive. This reminds us of how, in the history of Methodist theologizing, Wesley’s
heroic efforts to save us from subjectivity and sentimentality have so often gone so largely
for naught. Wesley’s theological method was distinctive, and maybe unique (for one cannot
identify any of his disciples who adopted it as a whole or in his theological spirit). Adam
Clarke, Richard Watson, W. B. Pope, and others grasped much of the substance of the
patriarch’s teaching, but they were bent on remaking him into a biblicist (Clarke) or a
systematic theologian (Watson and Pope). Indeed, Watson went so far as to entitle his own
exposition of Wesleyan theology in the Calvinist fashion, Theological Institutes.

All Wesleyans have agreed on the primacy of Scripture and then differed (not always
helpfully) in their hermeneutical perspectives. This seems to me to have come from a neglect
of Wesley’s own hermeneutical focus on “the analogy of faith”; I cannot cite a single essay
by a Wesleyan exegete or theologian in which the analogia fidei is a governing notion. In the
19th century, Wesley’s reliance on the Christian tradition as a whole (and especially “the
Fathers) was quietly jettisoned (even by Methodist historians, like Sheldon and Cell). His
confidence in reason, within its proper limits, has given way to an emotive anti
intellectualism or else its opposite: e.g. an overconfidence in reason (as in Bowne and
Brightman). His focus on “experience”—as a soteriological category—nhas been turned into a
variety of empiricisms, bolstered by a pragmatic appeal to “practical results.”

The term “quadrilateral” does not occur in the Wesley corpus—and more than once, | have
regretted having coined it for contemporary use, since it has been so widely misconstrued.
But if we are to accept our responsibility for seeking intellecta for our faith, in any other
fashion than a “theological system” or, alternatively, a juridical statement of “doctrinal
standards,” then this method of a conjoint recourse to the fourfold guide-
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lines of Scripture, tradition, reason and experience, may hold more promise for an evangelical and
ecumenical future than we have realized as yet—by comparison, for example, with biblicism, or
traditionalism, or, rationalism, or empiricism. It is far more valid than the reduction of Christian
authority to the dyad of “Scripture” and “experience” (so common in Methodist ranks today). The
“quadrilateral” requires of a theologian no more than what he or she might reasonably be held
accountable for: which is to say, a familiarity with Scripture that is both critical and faithful; plus,
an acquaintance with the wisdom of the Christian past; plus, a taste for logical analysis as
something more than a debater’s weapon; plus, a vital, inward faith that is upheld by the assurance
of grace and its prospective triumphs, in this life.

The epoch that looms before us, whether we like it or no, is a postliberal age, in which the
dogmatisms of the pre—Enlightenment orthodoxies and the confident dogmas of
“liberalism” (e.g., “progress” and “human perfectibility”) will come to seem increasingly
outmoded. It is, predictably, a time of troubles for the whole world, with no assured future
for our plundered planet or for a humanity addicted to self—defeating strategies masked with
the illusions of good intentions. The still—divided fragments of the Christian community are
more interested in honest doctrinal consensus than ever before. But this is also to say that it is
a time when the study of Wesley has a distinctive contribution to make.

Neither the Wesley theology, nor his methods are simple panaceas. They are not like the TV
dinners that can be reheated and served up quickly for immediate use. They call for
imaginative updating in the new world cultural contexts (the sort of thing that John XXIII
spoke of as aggiornamento—care in preserving the kernel, imagination in renovating the
medium). Wesley’s vision of Christian existence has to be reconceived and transvalued so
that it can be as relevant in the experience of the late 20th century as it was to alienated
English men and women in 1740! This requires that it must be refocused in ways neither
doctrinaire on the one hand, nor trendy on the other. Wesley avoided such barren
polarizations and so, one thinks, we may also—if our theologians, like his, are as deeply
immersed in Scripture (“at home” in its imagery and mystery), as truly respectful of the
Christian wisdom of past ages, as honestly open to the disciplines of critical reason, as
eagerly alert to the fire and flame of grace.

Wesley’s complex way of theologizing has the ecumenical advantage of making fruitful
linkages with other doctrinal traditions without threatening to supplant any of them and
without fear of forfeiting its own identity. There are, however, at least two prior conditions
for such linkages: that Wesley be rescued from the stereotypes in which his professed
disciples have cocooned him and that we recover for ourselves the rich manifold of tradition
from which he drew so freely and creatively. These conditions can be best met by learning
more and more from Wesley himself (the whole Wesley, including “the later Mr. Wesley” as
reflected in A Christian Library and The Arminian Magazine) and yet also learning more and
more, and on our own, from the rich manifold of Christian traditions from which Wesley
learned so much.

This is a daunting challenge and | freely confess that it is more of a task than I
have myself been able to bring off to my own satisfaction. But | can
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testify, with great gratitude, that my communing with Wesley and his sources has been
immensely enriching, in my theological concerns and in my own growth in grace. It is,
therefore, with full assurance that I commend such explorations, not only to those who bear

the Wesleyan insignia, but to all others who may care to extend their acquaintance with a
rare man of God.
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THE WESLEYAN QUADRILATERAL
IN THE AMERICAN HOLINESS TRADITION

Leon Hynson
I. Introduction

The task at hand is the assessment of the place of Scripture, reason, experience and
tradition in the American Holiness tradition.

That movement represents the societies and sects which emerged from Methodism in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For this particular study, limited attention is
given to the National Association for the Promotion of Holiness. The focus turns more
toward the popular preaching of some of the early spokesmen for the Pilgrim Holiness
Church and the Church of the Nazarene, (¢.1900-1920). A brief analysis of systematic
theology takes place at the close of the paper. You will note that some subjective
elements are found in the analysis.

In researching this essay, the preliminary assumption has been that Scripture possesses a
normative place in the movement, and that experience, reason, and tradition possess
relative weight. It is assumed that Scripture brings experience, for example, under its
regulative influence; while experience replicates the Biblical standards of spirituality and
ethics. What of reason and tradition? Were they servants of the scriptural message? Did
they bring any balance to what was often a limited hermeneutic? Does reason play any
significant part in the movement, since a sturdy strand of anti intellectualism existed in its
formative stages?

The Holiness tradition would achieve a self-conscious autonomy in the holiness revival in
Methodism following the Civil War. It did not surrender the classical foundations of
Wesleyanism, but its specialized intentions seem to have led it to shape Wesley’s
perspective toward a more experiential focus. This is apparent, | believe, in the manner in
which Pentecost was interpreted, stressing the personal experience of Pentecost to the
neglect of the corporate (or community) dimension of the event.

I1. In Search of Authority in the Holiness Movement

What may we hypothesize regarding the quadrilateral in the American Holiness
tradition? First. it is claimed that the essential ingredients of the
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quadrilateral may be found in the theology and preaching of the tradition, but lacking the
balance of Wesley, especially in its preaching. Preaching, more than systematic theology,
would dominate the movement and set forth the lines of its authority. The preaching would
build squarely upon Biblical grounds, developing an experiential accent. Scripture would be
assumed as the revelatory norm by which experience is authenticated. Even when experience
was regarded as so important, it was acknowledged that experience must square with
revelation. Because the interpretive center was consistently the doctrine of holiness, the
experiential focus was the experience of entire sanctification.

Second, Scripture questions are developed less in terms of its full authority than by the
hermeneutic of holiness. Thus, Jesse T. Peck’s classic The Central Idea of Christianity
became one of its key sources. (As Luther developed a hermeneutic of justificationl, the
Holiness people developed a hermeneutic of holiness.)

Thirdly, experience was to assume powerful proportions. Although the theology of the
movement developed some years later never raised experience above Scripture, in practice
this sometimes took place in earlier days. Experience was largely defined and informed by
pneumatological emphases. Pentecost, the inauguration of the Christian church, became the
norm for measuring the authenticity and completeness of the Christian life. The apostolic
question to the disciples of Ephesus, “Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed?”
(Acts 19:2), was interpreted as the description of a two stage reception of God’s grace. It
would be a personal, identifiable experience: “Your Pentecost,” “My Pentecost.” In the
experience of regeneration, the Spirit is “with you” and in Pentecostal experience “in you.”
This Pentecostal dimension was to take the holiness tradition beyond Wesley’s position on
Pentecost, as seen in his Notes on the New Testament.2

Fourth, tradition was embodied in an ethos of separation and the experience of the pilgrim,
remnant community. In the early years of my life, we perceived ourselves as strangers and
pilgrims in the world. We sang the Lord’s songs in a strange land, songs like:

I 'm going through, I ‘m going through,

I'll pay the price whatever others do,

I'll take the way with the Lord ‘s despised few,
I 'm going through, Jesus, I ‘m going through.

Our consciousness raising led us to transvaluate “despised few” to “chosen few,” but still
there were “few.”

Tradition was perpetuated through the specialized ritual of conversion and the baptism of the
Spirit, which involved “praying through,” and achieving certainty through the Spirit’s
witness. The matrix was revival, a regular schedule in spring and fall, with summer camp
meetings. There were class meetings for hearing the testimonies of the saints. Even though
these differed from Wesley’s classes, the function of witness and mutual support remained.
Those whose spiritual life was flagging might feel a certain persuasion to “lift up the hands
that hang down.” At times, the testimonies were perfunctory, and the class leader a spiritual
whip (as in the Congress,) but the witnesses were seldom insincere.
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Their traditions were formed by a reading of the history of Israel; from Sinai and Zion, the
Red Sea and the Jordan River, wilderness and promised land, Egypt and Canaan. As these
spoke of great moments in the past, they also described present experiences of believers. The
Red Sea was the way from bondage, but not the full deliverance. First there was the
wilderness, then the passage into Canaan. The holiness movement would develop this pattern
or typology into a fine art. What saved it from serious aberration was the restraint imposed
upon it by the larger scriptural teaching. The call to holiness was simply and beautifully
illustrated by the stories, events, and places of Scripture. The typological motif is evident in
many of the hymns, songs, and sermons.

H. J. Zelley wrote “He Rolled the Sea A wa” reflecting the crossing of the Red Sea as the
analogy of deliverance from sin, sorrow, and as a prayer for grace to die:

When Israel out of bondage came,

A sea before them lay;

The Lord reached down His mighty hand

And rolled the sea away.

And when | reach the sea of death,
For needed grace I’ll pray;
I know the Lord will quickly come
And roll the sea away.
Or, M. J. Harris (c. 1908)
I long ago left Egypt, for the promised land,
| trusted in my Savior, and to his guiding hand,
He led me out to victory, through the great red sea
| sang a song of triumph, and shouted | am free.

The next stanzas show the progress from Egypt to Canaan to heaven, and the chorus follows:

You need not look for me, down in Egypt s sand
For | have pitched my tent, far up in Beulah land.

Fifth, the Scripture’s call to maturity, to fullness and wholeness was developed by a
consistent logic of faith. The holiness people reasoned from Scripture and experience. Their
logic was similar to the “practical syllogism” which asserts the validity of personal faith on
the evidence of a manifestly changed life, or the fruits of faith. So, if the “rushing, mighty
wind” is the stuff of my personal experience, it might be reasoned that my experience
corresponds to Scripture. But this is a rational argument, an inference which builds upon
Scripture and experience but which was not simply Scripture or experience. Theirs was a
reasoned faith, as logical to them as the inerrancy argument was to fundamentalism.

A. Scripture in the Holiness Tradition

When we consider the living witness of this segment of the Wesleyan heritage we
recognize the authority and inspiration of Scripture to be an unquestioned
assumption. The hermeneutical issue in preaching and teaching is of central
importance. The hermeneutic of holiness becomes the rule
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for interpreting Scripture. What does the Bible teach about holiness of heart and life? To
discover this, the Scriptures were frequently typologized. Geography, topography, ethos,
nations, societies, and cities acquired a significance sometimes hidden beneath the surface of
the obvious meaning. Some in the movement displayed an affinity for allegorism. In a
sermon preached at my parish thirty-three years ago, an evangelist turned the wedding feast
at Cana of Galilee into the festivities of Christian experience. The best wine kept until the
last was descriptive of the exhilarating wine of spiritual vitality, the second grace of
sanctification. Dr. W. B. Godbey, on the other hand, developed the message through more
careful study of the Greek text, with a steadfast interest in the holiness message.

The diversity of the hermeneutic of holiness almost defies categorization. Much was
anecdotal with Scripture developed according to a view of the chronological priority of
regeneration, and the soteriological priority of sanctification. Scripture passages which gave
content to the sequence of salvation were cited. Matthew 11:28-30 is an example of two
kinds of rest: rest for the weary; rest for those yoked to Christ. Holiness was found in the
“whole tenor of scripture.” As Harold Greenlee pointed out in 1963, the truth rested on the
“whole message of the Bible.”’3

The contrasts between the lifestyles in Egypt and Canaan became important. The Exodus was
a departure from the old ways, hence salvation, while crossing the Jordan was an entrance,
the life of victory in holiness. Holiness is a highway through the wilderness (Isaiah 35).

No one gave voice to the centrality of holiness in Scripture more than Martin Wells Knapp, a
founder of the Pilgrim Holiness Church. His Pearls From Patmos 4 interprets the book of
Revelation consistently as a book about holiness. The “silence in heaven” passage, e.g.,
(Rev. 8:1) is heaven’s watch of the outcome of holiness in the world. Holiness for Knapp is
not simply the center of Scripture, it is the circumference.

Holiness is more likely to be interpreted in terms of categories of the Spirit and Pentecost,
than of the Son and Calvary or the resurrection.

Phineas Bresee, founder of the Church of the Nazarene, eloquently pursued this track.
Pentecost Sunday, May 31, 1903 was the occasion for affirming the coming of the Spirit:

We celebrate the date when the Incarnation dawned . . . We remember with holy reverence the day He
suffered. We live it over on Good Friday, amid shadows and tears. The Easter Day that marks His coming
forth from the grave is . . . beyond expression.

But all of these go before and pave the way for the Pentecost . . . But for the coming of the Holy Ghost, all
else were lost. Jesus came, suffered, died, and rose from the dead that the Holy Ghost might come, and He
makes effective and glorious Christ’s coming and ministry. But for the coming of the Holy Ghost, all that
went before would have disappeared.5

In a sermon based on Philippians 3, Bresee affirms that “The power of the resurrection of

Jesus is the baptism of the Holy Ghost . . . The Evidence, the manifest power of the
Resurrection, is the baptism with the Holy Ghost.”6
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E. A. Girvin, biographer of Bresee, and friend for more than twenty-five years, drew upon
his close association with Bresee. Speaking of his love for the Bible, Girvin wrote:

He realized that in the holy Scriptures are contained and presented the vital, inspired truths, . . . that these
living truths are absolutely needful to every degree of spiritual life, growth, and activity; . . . And yet he
insisted that the truth was like the wire which is the conduit of the mysterious and mighty electric current
and that as the wire without the current was dead, the truth without the very life and personality of God was
inert and powerless . . . He declared that it was possible to proclaim the truth . . . entirely disassociated from
the Holy Spirit, and utterly valueless as a means of grace; [or] . . . overflowing with the divine nature and
energy .. .7

Girvin here is making the point so clearly spelled out later by Wiley concerning the internal
testimony of the Spirit. Bresee felt his “especial divine call was to experience, preach, and
push holiness in life and doctrine . . . He was in favor of every belief that would melt into
holiness . . .”8

B. Reason

The place of reason in the holiness tradition may be discerned by following the line of
criticism in which the reasoned approach to faith is muted. Attention is placed on “heart”
religion while the sharpening of reason through the educational process received a qualified
endorsement: “Important, but.” “But” not the answer to spiritual hunger. “But” not adequate
to achieve the ends of faith. Occasionally, the line of critique achieves the deepest suspicion
of reason and the processes enhancing careful analysis of Christian faith. The theological
“cemeteries,” the educated fools, or the ridicule of academic degrees, all represent this line of
attack. While this describes an earlier polemic in the movement, the fear of intellectual
pursuits does not die easily.

More gently, others placed the priority of faith over reason by the proper reminder that
reason may never bring the certitude which experienced faith provides. George B. Kulp, a
General Superintendent of the Pilgrim Holiness Church (in which | was reared and found
faith) wrote:

Only as | stand before the Word of God can | understand the mysteries that come into our lives. Reason
fails me; rationalism explains nothing to the satisfaction of my soul. But I look over the past and | see the
Second Person of the Godhead [this as you know is a formula built from the rational reflections of the
church at Nicaea and Constantinople]-the Jehovah-step out of the Council chambers of eternity and declare,
‘Lo, I come .. . to do thy will, O God.9

Nevertheless, Kulp also allowed for natural revelation: “You can see God not only in nature,
in history, and in His providences, but . . . in His Word. | believe that an unsaved man with
ordinary common sense, and intelligence can see God in His Word.”10 Kulp affirmed the
importance of “apostolic practice, prayer, faith, staying on your knees until KNEEOLOGY,
rather than so much theology.”11
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Martin Wells Knapp, a Methodist Episcopal pastor who became a founder (with Seth Cook
Rees) of the Pilgrim Holiness Church (actually of the International Holiness Union and
Prayer League-1897) spoke of a “head sanctification” or a “theological sanctification” which
creates zealots. Deeper down, there is a sanctification of the knees. A genuine, full-fledged
case of entire sanctification clarifies the head, purifies and fills the heart, controls the pocket
[wallet] and fully consecrates the knees.”12 That’s holistic sanctification!

C. Experience

In developing the focus on experience in the essay, one may recognize a diversity of streams.
In the commentary of George Hughes regarding the National Camp meetings, the
experiential focus is strong. Sometimes Scripture virtually takes a secondary place in practice
although certain Scriptural emphases are woven compellingly into the experiential focus. The
epoch of Pentecost, set forth in Acts 2, is central. Pentecost becomes the central scriptural
event of the movement; the central focus of the tradition.

Reason is subordinated to pneumatological counsels. In essence, there is a tendency toward
the subjectivity which prevails in overbalanced pneumatologyl3 When this imbalance
occurs, the objectivity of Christology—incarnation, death, resurrection—is submerged in the
subjectivity of the wind of God. Daniel Steele’s view that “An experience is worth a
thousand theories”14 is the central thesis of his chapter on “testimony” in Love Enthroned
As the patient who has been healed best authenticates that healing, se the person cleansed
from sin is the best witness to Christian perfection. “Experience is one of the chief elements
of evangelical power.”15 Steele, the self designated “coolest and least demonstrative man in
the Methodist Episcopal Church”16 set forth his experience in terms of freedom and joy in
the Holy Spirit.

Charles Fowler describes an (his own?) experience of a ministerial student, who sought to
convince a skeptical roommate that Christianity is proved by experience. When the Christian
learned about the promise of Pentecost, he was hesitant to accept it. The skeptic stated:
“Charlie, is it not to be tested by experience? Is not this a matter of knowledge?”’17

The focus on experience is so evident in some of the literature as to be overwhelming. It is
illustrated in George Hughes’ commentary on the second National Camp Meeting at
Manheim, Pennsylvania (1868):

Rev. Alfred Cookman . . . had purposed preaching on a certain text; but it had vanished, and he was left
without text or sermon. The Master had him in hand and knew what to do with him. He moved out on the
line of testimony . . . He dwelt upon the work of the Holy Ghost the definite work of entire sanctification,
and related how he had been led into the holiest.

Hughes described the Pentecostal content of the experience and the occasion:

Nothing short of a PENTECOST was commensurate with the occasion.
It came! Oh, how the glory waves swept over the
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ground. It was as if the flood-gates had been suddenly uplifted and down rolled the ocean surges.18

The motif of dynamism, crisis, unleashed and uncontrolled power, prevailed in much of the
early days of the holiness movement, especially in the work at Cincinnati under Martin Wells
Knapp, and God’s Bible School, and the weekly paper God ‘s Revivalist, which advertised
“God, Whom we serve” as its proprietor and M. W. Knapp as editor. It was Pentecostal
through and through, with the focus on getting the experience, and getting it “shockingly” so
as to leave no question.

Knapp and others authored the series Electric Shocks from Pentecostal Batteries. Knapp’s
book Lightning Bolts from Pentecostal Skies contained thirteen chapters: The Pentecostal
Baptism, Pentecostal Sanctification, Pentecostal Homes, Pentecostal Giving, Pentecostal
Revivals, and more. Among the so-called “striking illustrations” was one titled “Struck by
Lightning.” Another book was Revival Tornadoes. A. M. Hills wrote Pentecostal Light and
Seth C. Rees, The Pentecostal Church. Wm. B. Godbey’s prayer opening the 1901 camp
meeting at Salvation Park (Cincinnati), invoked the deity generally, and the Holy Spirit
particularly, but did not name the name of Jesus as a specific source of divine help. In his
sermon, the balance was better. Godbey declares, “The Holy Ghost crowns Jesus in your
hearts.”19 One long time observer of the movement describes another veteran’s response to
the Christological focus of his preaching: “Anyone can preach about Jesus. We need
preaching about the Holy Ghost.”20

D. Tradition

The influences which shaped the movement: the Scriptures accepted confidently; the special
concern for experiences; the focus on Pentecost and the sanctifying Spirit; the hermeneutic of
holiness, were reflected in a tradition of revivalism and an ethos of separation. In the early
stages of the Pilgrim Holiness Church, the work of Knapp, Godbey, Rees, and others at
Cincinnati, was characterized by a search for a better past. Some were convinced even then
that the former years were more glorious, and that their fervor was diminished and often
lost.22 This was Charles Fowler’s position. President of the National Association for the
Promotion of Holiness, Fowler’s book Back to Pentecost queried: “Why back? Because we
have gotten away from Pentecost . . . We mean by Pentecost what the New Testament means
by it-what Methodism has always meant by it. . . ENTIRE SANCTIFICATION.”23

That zeal for former glory continued to shape much of the movement through the years of
World War | and the Great Depression. The quest for past glories was elusive as it always is.
The Pilgrims evidently perceived the problems in terms of cultural intrusion. The answer was
a decisive separation from the world expressed through an ethos which incorporated modesty
of dress, avoidance of the world in such areas as movies or jewelry, and a sense of alienation
and even persecution.24 Sometimes the structured symbols of separation became the
substance. The core of their faith could become law and letter rather than love. Love, for a
minority of these folk, could be scorned as the expression of tolerance or compromise.
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Extremes of course only illustrate the contrasts between good sense and fanaticism.

It is wrong to deny the validity of the movement’s quest for an authentic world-denying
piety. The symbols of that piety were acquired through sacrifice. It is never easy to reject
one’s own culture. Nevertheless, these symbols, honestly raised as the objective expression
of these Christians’ integrity, at times became the reality.

Revivalism became the dominant note or mark of the holiness movement. In camp meetings
across the country (Denton, Maryland camp began in 1898) and in regular revival meetings,
the word was hurled forth to win the sinners, to lead the saved into sanctification, and
generally to revive the saints. The Psalmist’s plea: “Will you not revive us again?” (Psalm
85:6) was repeated in the gospel song “Revive Us Again”:

We praise Thee, O God, for the Son of Thy Love
For Jesus who died and is now gone above

Hallelujah, Thine the Glory
Hallelujah, Amen!
Hallelujah, Thine the Glory

Revive Us Again! We praise Thee, O God, for Thy Spirit of Light
Who has shown us our Savior and scattered our night.

The revival was a structured event. The pattern of revival was the planned gathering, which
would be surrounded and saturated by prayer and fasting, until the meeting reached a
crescendo, a “break.” Then sinners would surrender. The psychology of revival might evoke
the stand off. Who would prevail? The preacher as God’s representative, or the souls who
were resisting Christ?

In time the revival became tradition, planned as part of the church year, but sometimes only a
meeting, not a revival.

[11. The Systematic Analysis

It may be claimed that the systematic theologians of the church reflect (even as they correct)
the faith and life of the collective experience of the people of God. Of course, systems
makers influence the thought and life of the church and at best, they express the Church’s
witness. If not, they serve themselves and not the Church. Having reviewed aspects of the
Church’s life of witnessing in preaching, singing, and testimony, we need to assess the
subsequent perspective of theologians in the holiness movement. How did the theologies sum
up the Church’s experience?

H. Orton Wiley, a Nazarene and the movement’s prime theologian, draws upon
Samuel Harris Dwight, Professor of Systematic Theology at Yale, 1871-96, a
Reformed theologian to develop the quadrilateral. Initially, he developed a trilateral.
Three elements are perceived to contribute to our knowledge of God, the
experiential, the historical, and the rational. Wiley states, “Each of these must test,
correct, and restrain the others, and at the same time clarify, verify, and supplement
them.” This may result in a synthesis. However, the synthesis “can be attained only
through the medium of historical revelation.”25 The objective testimony of Scripture
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is vitalized by the inner witness of the Spirit. Wiley has thus stated the essentially Wesleyan
quadrilateral. Elsewhere, Wiley spells out the relationship of faith and reason by placing faith
in the primary place and reason, secondary.26

Wiley further directs attention to the credentials of revelation miracles, prophecy, the unique
personality of Christ, and the witness of the Holy Spirit.27 In Willie’s view of Scripture,
concern is expressed for both the written and living word. The same Spirit who indwell
Christ the Living Word, inspires the written word, so that the Word is continually enlivened
and fresh.

The Reformers themselves strove earnestly to maintain the balance between the
formal and the material principles of salvation, the Word and faith, but gradually . . .
men began unconsciously to substitute the written Word for Christ the Living Word.
They divorced the written word from the Personal Word. . . . No longer was it the
fresh utterance of Christ, the outflow of the Spirit’s presence but merely a recorded
utterance which bound men by legal rather than spiritual bonds.28

The focus of Nazarene theologian, W. T. Purchaser’s Exploring Our Christian Faith seems
to express a more scholastic view of Scripture:

The importance of the inner testimony of the Spirit to the truth of Scripture must not
be obscured. But it must be balanced by a recognition of the inherent authority of the
Bible.29

Once stated, however, the rest of Purchaser’s analysis centers on the formal issue of
authority. His special interest rests in the “Christological analogy” of Scripture, that is, the
balance of divine and human elements in Scripture. This union of the transcendent and the
incarnation deserves our appreciation.

Nazarene, A. M. Hills’ position represents a different trend. Born and raised in a
Congregational home, educated at Overlain and Yale, Hills states that his earliest reading of
theology came from “strongly Calvinistic” sources. He encountered Wesleyan thought after
some years of ministry in his first pastorate. In reading his Fundamental Christian Theology
(1931, abridged in 1932), his debt to Reformed thought, especially Charles Hedge’s
Systematic Theology emerged. He evinces substantial dependence on John Miley’s mediating
theology; and draws from Richard Watson, the British systematician whose theology shaped
the lines of much Wesleyan theology in the nineteenth century. Both Miley and Watson are
criticized by Robert Chiles who claims that they

ground the authority of the Christian faith in its relation to a rationally verified reality
external to itself; methodologically, they are more concerned with the evidence for
revelation than they are with revelation itself.30

Hodge was the gifted representative of the Princeton theology, “a highly intellectualized
tradition that understood faith in a largely doctrinal sense,” writes Donald Dayton.31
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Hills insists initially that “Reason is not an Independent and Adequate source of theology,”
but develops guidelines by which to judge the credibility of revelation. Reason must judge
the evidence of a revelation, he suggests, leading us to the impression that criteria separate
from revelation may be used to evaluate Scripture, and to declare Scripture to be deficient (or
incredible).32

Paul Bassett’s assessment of Hills’ view of Scripture in his W.T.S. paper given in 1977,
traces the fundamentalist lines of Hill’s theology of revelation. Bassett writes:

There is not one word of the continuing work of the Holy Spirit in revelation, i.e., the
testimonium Spiritus sancti, nor one word of Jesus Christ . . . in the 65 pages Hills
expends on the topic of revelation.33

Hills’ position depends primarily upon Charles Hodge34 and Richard Watson. He makes
these points:

1. Reason is presupposed in revelation, which is only communicated to the thinking
mind. (The affective domain as receiver of revelation is not indicated.)

2. Reason must judge the credibility of a revelation. Only the impossible is incredible.
Reason must decide whether something is impossible. It is, for example, impossible
for God to do anything morally wrong. (Is this a normative theological judgment
based on revelation, not reason?)

3. Reason must judge of the evidence of a revelation. “Faith without evidence is either
irrational or impossible.” “Faith is an intelligent reception of truth on adequate
grounds.”

4. Reason affirms that the highest certainty of religious truth is profoundly important.
Human speculation cannot meet the needs of man. On the a priori ground of a
personal God (for Hills the existence of God is “an immediate datum or intuitive truth
of the reason.”) “reason decides that revelation is rationally probable.”

5. Reason decides that the truth the world needs cannot be had apart from revelation.
“Human thought shows that apart from the Bible, there has never been certain
knowledge about God Therefore revelation is a rational probability.”

6. Reason declares that God’s revelation must be attested by miracles, the “proof that a
declared revelation is really from God.”35

In summary, Hill’s position represents a tilt to rationalism in several ways.

First, the evidential aspect of miracle. Does miracle become another standard of authority?
Second, reason has a role in determining whether a revelation is credible. What constraints
are placed upon reason to ensure that it will recognize, and not reject, revelation?

Hills also claims more for reason than he delivers, when he suggests on rational grounds

what is really a revelational conclusion. That God cannot approve the morally wrong must be
a revelational, not a rational claim.
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W. T. Purkiser makes the suggestion that “faith and reason, belief and understanding are two
halves of a complete whole.”36 Reason assembles evidence, from which are derived
inferences and understanding to undergird faith. In the absence of such evidence, faith may
be judged as mere imagination.

Purkiser is impressed with the discoveries of reason. Hear his comment of the relation
between faith and understanding:

Faith is the pioneer explorer; understanding is the homesteader and settler. Belief is
the necessary early stage of knowledge. Knowledge is belief for which objective
evidence has accumulated to a sufficient degree to bring about general acceptance.37

Purkiser stresses the inspiration of the record of Scripture:

The Holy Spirit has provided an accurate and true record and interpretation of His
redemptive act in Christ set down in documentary form by “holy men of God! “38

That is standard evangelicalism. Compared to Hills and Wiley, Purchaser’s position seems to
be moderating, but Willie’s emphasis is less scholastic, more dynamic. |

V. The Quadrilateral in Practice

In the Holiness movement, does Scripture represent the center of authority, with experience,
reason, and tradition on the circumference? What is the actual relationship between these
criteria of religious knowledge and authority?

The conclusion here is that the movement’s central affirmations are clearly scriptural, while
experience assumes major import. At the heart of the heritage, in its earlier years, especially,
the story of Pentecost assumes powerful influence. Pentecost is a Biblical event with
significant experiential implications. However, for the movement to interpret Pentecost
mainly (but not solely, I must add), in terms of personal experience, is to reshape the witness
of Luke and Paul. Lacking the understanding of the Church as koinonia, the churches
developed a more individualist view of church life. May this partly explain the struggle to
achieve unity in the movement?

Did the movement develop its understanding of the normative place of Scripture, with a
thorough hermeneutic for testing experience? It is my opinion that Scripture was too
narrowly focused by the hermeneutic of holiness to test experience, tradition, reason. In some
early preaching, experience became virtually self-authenticating. Occasionally, this meant
some exotic forms of expressing the joy and enthusiasm some of the people experienced.
However, that was the exception. The larger development of the ethical dimensions of
holiness led to a general balance here.

Sometimes the early movement was tilted toward sanctification at the expense of
justification. Immediacy was stressed over development. The experience orientation could
lead some in the movement away from a clear emphasis on trusting faith to a focus on
emotion. (Emotion of course, is an aspect of experience.) In the strong introspection fostered
by the revivals and teaching, the movement could be more Catholic than Protestant.
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The place of tradition in the movement represents an attempt to legitimate the promise of
Scripture and the experiential dimension, through a formal matrix. The movement focused on
crisis experience and sought forms for realizing such experience. One recognizes crisis
language (“Pentecostal lightning™), crisis rituals like altar calls, praying through, “dying out,”
and more.

Attempts to accredit reason in the whole mix were often weak. Heart religion was superior to
head religion. In the earlier work of Martin Wells Knapp, On Impressions, there is some
corrective. In this important book written in 1892 before his more radical days at Cincinnati,
he sought to demonstrate the danger of untested impressions. He stated:

All impressions which are from above bear the four following
distinguishing features. They are:

1. Scriptural. In harmony with God’s will as revealed in His Word.
2. Right. In harmony with God’s will as revealed in man’s moral nature.
3. Providential. In harmony with God’s will as revealed in His providential dealings.
4. Reasonable. In harmony with God’s will as revealed to a spiritually enlightened
judgment.”39

As Knapp’s arguments are developed, a specific Protestant position emerges: Spiritual
illumination is not superior to Scripture, but it is confirming and complementary. Moral
convictions, when right, are in accord with Scripture. “The voices of Scripture and of right
always agree.40

Knapp cites George D. Watson on the place of providence: “The Holy Ghost never guides us
contrary to the Word. The Word never guides us contrary to Providence, and Providence
does not guide us contrary to the Word or Spirit.”41

Reason, or “spiritually enlightened judgment,” must bow down before the Word.42

Knapp concludes his statement of the criteria of judgment by emphasizing that God’s
guidance: is persuasive, not characterized by clamor; allows time for testing; is open to the
light, not afraid of testing. When the tests are thoroughly made, the believer presses ahead to
do God’s will, even if “Feelings may weep, perverted Scripture protest, . . . prejudices and
preconceived notions be abandoned . . .”43

Helpful as these tests are, it is my tentative judgment that Knapp, in the years to come, did
not hold steadfastly to the tests of Scripture, but allowed Pentecostal tornadoes, and floods of
experience to become dominant.

The most worthy perspective comes from Wiley, who reflects the proper place of Scripture,
inspired by, and continually attended by the Spirit’s inner authenticating testimony, with the
balancing of experience, reason and tradition. The larger movement seems to treat reason as
of lesser significance than the other facets of the quadrilateral.

Finally, I may suggest the need for the movement to continue strengthening its trinitarian theology

and its use of Scripture by a return to the Church Fathers, and by developing its hermeneutic
broadly enough to incorporate the vast concerns of Biblical faith. 1 am at an end. Since
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prophecy is not my gift, | may here express the hope and expectation that these tasks will be
carried on. | believe they will! Gott Hilf uns.
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ON HOW TO DISMANTLE THE WESLEYAN
QUADRILATERAL.:
A Study in the Thought of Albert C. Knudson

William J. Abraham

If Albert Knudson’s commitment to Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience, owes
anything to self-conscious appropriation of the Wesleyan heritage then the debt was
entirely accidental. For one thing, Knudson’s immediate successors, represented most
capably by Miley, had reduced Wesley’s four-fold appeal to a two-fold appeal to
Scripture and reason.1 Miley was forthright in his rejection of creeds, confessions, and
historical theology as warrants in theology. Valuable as these were, they possessed no
authoritative quality. Indeed, in the hands of Rome, the appeal to tradition had become a
source of serious error and had led not only to a sense of the incompleteness of Scripture,
but also to a denial of the Scriptures to the people. Equally, Miley was opposed to
experience as a source of Christian theology. Thus, he allowed an element of truth in
mysticism but insisted that it provided no new revelation and that it drove out prudence
and wisdom. Moreover, he acknowledged the reality of the Christian experience of sin
and fully accepted that there was a specific form of Christian consciousness, but he
argued that these necessarily presupposed a prior commitment to Christian doctrine and
therefore could not function as a true source of Christian theology. Hence, Knudson
could not have gained his analysis of the sources from Miley. To have done this,
Knudson would have had to create a vast overdraft on Miley’s account, for Miley had
only two items in his theological bank and Knudson increased these to four.

Knudson’s lack of debt has a much deeper reason than this, however. Expressing it
sharply, Knudson’s attitude to his predecessors in the Wesleyan tradition is little
short of contemptuous.2 As Knudson read the history of Methodist theology up to
his own time, the work was at best competent. Wesley and his preachers do not
really count for, in their day “comparatively little was done in the way of systematic
theological study.”3 And as for the great giants of the nineteenth century, that is to
say Watson and Pope in England, and Raymond and Miley in America, they did
“creditable work in systematizing Methodist doctrine.”4 However they left much to
be desired: “. . . they were not creative thinkers, they were
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guided by no new organizing principle, they gave no new direction to theological thought.”5
It should come as no surprise, therefore, that Knudson saw the work of his own generation as
the inauguration of a whole new era in Methodist theology.

The initial question that this poses is the consistency of this claim with Knudson’s
commitment to the four elements of the Wesleyan quadrilateral. Is Knudson actually
recovering a vital element in the original Wesley tradition which had been lost in the
nineteenth century? Of course, one can dismiss this by saying that the Wesleyan quadrilateral
is a modern invention skillfully developed by twentieth century Methodist theologians to
foster their own theological agenda. Indeed, | predict that, if it has not already happened,
those opposed to the so-called Wesleyan quadrilateral may in the light of this paper seek to
argue that the quadrilateral is really an invention of Methodist apostates like Knudson rather
than an essential feature of the Wesleyan legacy.6

That aside, what we have to explain is how Knudson, on the one hand, speaks so favorably of
the ingredients in the Wesleyan quadrilateral and, on the other, self-consciously seeks to
initiate a whole new era of Methodist theology. Is there here a fascinating and genuine
reworking of the tradition in that one aspect of the heritage is being used to articulate a
brilliant new synthesis in systematic theology? Or is there here merely a superficial
commitment to a crucial element in the classical Wesleyan legacy patched on inadvertently
to a radical deconstruction of Wesleyan theology? Sensitive observers will surely agree that
it is these options which are not only the most entertaining, but by far the most important in
any debate about the renewal of the Wesleyan tradition in our day.

That Knudson was committed to Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience is beyond doubt.
A whole chapter on his Doctrine of God makes this quite explicit.7 Moreover, Knudson was
committed to the kind of grading or ranking of these four sources that one finds in Wesley.
Thus Scripture stands apart from the other three. Scripture has a primacy and priority not
possessed by tradition, reason, and experience. Not only is it generally admitted that the
Bible should be the chief source and norm of Christian theology, “it is the Bible that in a
special and pre-eminent sense is the source and norm of Christian belief.”8 The reason
Knudson offers for this ranking echoes the kind of reason offered by Wesley. Fundamentally,
the Bible has priority because, “in it we have the earliest and most trustworthy record of that
unique revelation of God which was mediated to the world through Jewish and early
Christian history and which constitutes the foundation of the Christian faith.”9 So the Bible
is uniquely inspired, it is the one original and authentic record of God’s special revelation of
Himself, it is properly spoken of as the Word of God. These considerations, together with its
historical primacy in furnishing data for the nature of primitive Christianity, constitute
“adequate ground for ascribing to the Bible a position of transcendent significance. To it,
therefore, as to no other source theology will go back for its material and for its
validation.”10

When Knudson fills out his account of authority by exploring the limits of the canon
and how it is to be used then, again, he writes like a good Wesleyan. Thus, he
repudiates any Marcionite move to reject the Old Testament and he quite rightly
insists that the Christ of faith IS essential to
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a normative reading of the New Testament documents. Moreover, he suggests that we should
use the Bible inclusively rather than exclusively in our theology. Hence, he argues that the
tradition of the church, the insights of reason, and the content of Christian experience should
have a genuine but subordinate role in the articulation and defense of Christian theology. His
summary conclusion is worth quoting in full:

We have, then, as definitive of the unique or special field of theology, one main
source, the Bible, and particularly the New Testament, and three additional sources
which may be described as supplementary or regulative; namely, the church the
natural reason as expressed in the theistic philosophies, and Christian experience.11

Initially, then, Knudson stands firmly within the Wesleyan tradition on the issue of authority.
Indeed, his position on the issue of authority is much closer to Wesley than that of Miley.
Ironically, Knudson never saw thus. Nowhere does he point out that he is in fact very close
to Wesley in his inclusivist use of Scripture. In fact, | think he would have been quite
surprised, for Knudson saw the significance of Wesley entirely differently. Wesley’s great
contribution, as Knudson saw it, did not lie in the quadrilateral; it lay in Wesley’s emphasis
on religious experience.12 According to Knudson, Wesley rightly saw that the only genuine
religion is experienced religion and this insight had in itself the germ of a new empirical type
of theology. Thus, Wesley did much to prepare the way for the empirical theology commonly
associated with Schleiermacher and Ritschl. On this reading, Wesley’s greatness really lay in
his initiation of classical liberalism rather than in his suggestions about Biblical authority. So
if the use of a quadrilateral links Knudson to Wesley, this is our perception not his.

There is a clear hint in this observation that all is far from well in Knudson’s avowals about
the nature of authority. How can he hold to the quadrilateral and the common warrant for
construing Scripture as preeminently authoritative and at the same time see Wesley’s
greatness in his providing the germ of the new era associated with Schleiermacher and his
Methodist admirers in America? The inconsistency inherent in this unfolds as we explore
how Knudson explains the distinction between the old and new eras in theology.

For Knudson, the new era meant the end of supernaturalism and an end to the old
dogmatic theology which appealed to an external standard such as the Bible. It meant an
end to divine intervention in the world construed as a violation of the laws of nature and
an end to the old argument from miracles and prophecy. It meant an end to the old
distinction between natural theology and revealed theology and an end to the notion of
Biblical or ecclesiastical infallibility. It meant an end to the subordination of faith to
reason and an end to the warfare between theology and philosophy. Positively, a whole
new era had been born. This meant the beginning of a new kind of critical theology where
the norms and standards were located within the human mind. It meant a new analysis of
divine activity which saw God at work in all events and a new emphasis on divine
immanence which gave substance to thus proposal. It meant a new view of revelation
which saw divine revelation as another dimension of human insight and discovery. It
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meant a new alliance between faith and reason where theology turned to the post-Kantian
idealism of Lotze and Bowne to find suitable metaphysical muscle for its future endeavors.

It is surely clear by now that there is a fundamental contradiction within Knudson’s doctrinal
commitments. On the one hand, when he deals with the sources of theology, he speaks as if
the authority of the Bible remains intact and secure. One can read this section of his work
and easily imagine that it is Wesley who is speaking to us afresh. However elsewhere, when
he deals with such issues as the nature of knowledge, the character of divine action, the status
of revealed theology, the nature of method in theology, the necessary conditions of
rationality, and the like, he dismantles the conceptual and intellectual foundations without
which his own account of the authority of Scripture becomes a mere orphan bereft of status
and parentage. As one reads these sections of Knudson, one meets an entirely different
Knudson. One encounters a figure utterly unlike Wesley in his commitments. Indeed,
Knudson either ignores Wesley entirely on these issues or seriously misreads what he has to
say about the nature of religious experience. It is the latter Knudson who in my opinion is the
real Knudson of history and it is certainly the latter Knudson that is the Knudson of faith who
has shaped much of modern Methodist theology.

Actually, the ignoring and reshaping of Wesley’s ideas already takes place in Knudson’s
rendering of the four elements that are constitutive of the Wesleyan quadrilateral. Thus,
initially, Knudson makes clear that when he refers to Scripture as the primary source of
theology, he means the whole canon of sixty-six books. However, elsewhere, this
disintegrates by degrees. Thus, although opposed to Marcionite tendencies in theory, in
practice the Old Testament is reduced to a strong bias in favor of the prophetic material;13
and this in turn is totally subordinate in an uncomplicated way to the New Testament. The
Hebrew Scriptures have value,

but there is much in them that is sub Christian or extra Christian, and this needs to be
distinguished from the Christian element. What is truly Christian can be determined
only by appealing to the New Testament. It is the revelation made in and through
Christ that is the source and norm of Christian truth.14

By the New Testament, Knudson means here all the books of the New Testament, at least
initially. “It is the Whole New Testament, not any selection of the Synoptic Gospels, that is
and that will remain the chief source and norm of Christian theology.”15 Yet even the New
Testament in due course ceases to be a norm in any serious sense of the word. When
Knudson elaborates his views on theological method, he returns to the theme that it is Jesus
Christ who is the norm and then leaves wide open what that might mean.

The accepted norm for determining what is truly Christian and what is
not will be found in Jesus Christ. But what in Him is actually normative? Is it
His teaching? Is it the principle of Christianity embodied to Him? Is it His
inner life? Or is it the transcendent fact that He is the incarnate Son of God?
All of these are value judgments. To some extent, their correctness
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can be determined by a study of Biblical and Christian history. But answers cannot be
decided by purely objective considerations. A subjective factor is involved in every
answer to it.16

What began as a clear thesis about the limits of the canon has degenerated by degrees into
vague discourse about the subjective dimension of value-judgments.17 Later, we shall see
why this confusion is inevitable Knudson.

Knudson is also reworking the meaning of tradition, reason, and experience and turning them
into something radically different from anything one finds in Wesley. Take tradition. For
Wesley, this meant primarily the creeds of the early church mediated through the cardinal
documents of the Anglican tradition. Knudson expounds tradition to include not only the
whole history of the Christian church, but also the religious life and beliefs of humans in
general. This immediately increased the work load of the theologian considerably. The study
of history, psychology, and philosophy of religion are now regarded as “contributory to
Christian theology.”18

Reason, too, is changed out of all recognition to what one finds in Wesley. Wesley was
utterly committed to reason, but he was very careful to spell out what he meant by reason and
what its limits were. Wesley’s qualified appeal to reason understood primarily as the art of
perceiving, description, and inferencel9 is replaced in Knudson by reason understood as the
“contributions made by theistic philosophy to the Christian faith.”20 This is a crucial shift,
for it undergirds Knudson’s move to incorporate the metaphysics of idealism as developed
by Kant, Fichte, and Bowne into the substance of his theology. It also provides the warrant
for Knudson’s unbounded confidence in a speculative philosophy which has no place for
anything derived independently from special revelation. Where Wesley is guarded and
cautious enough to confess that natural theology without revealed theology and evangelical
experience drives him to despair and suicide, Knudson rests his whole case for the
intellectual foundations of Christianity on the viability and superiority of a personalist
metaphysics.21 The whole tone and concept of Wesley’s approach to reason has been turned
on its head.

Equally with the concept of experience. For Wesley, evangelical experience is utterly crucial.
Without a deep encounter with the living God wherein we become aware of the things of the
Spirit through the witness of the divine Spirit, we are in darkness and death. Knudson,
however, is very ambivalent in his attitude to any religious experience construed on
perceptual lines. For him, the concept of experience properly defined stands for the religious
a priori. There is a native religious capacity of the human mind which is underivable and
autonomously valid.22 Like moral experience, sense experience, and aesthetic experience,
religious experience stands as an autonomous region of reason, constituted by its own
ultimate standard and test of truth. This religious a priori is constitutive of human nature;23 it
is the creative source of religious experience;24 it is logically distinct from specifically
Christian experience or consciousness;25 it is self justifying, requiring no extraneous
support;26 it provides its own immediate certitude of God;27 and it takes the place of the
Biblical, ecclesiastical, and rationalistic authorities of the past.28 This is an entirely different
world from anything even remotely available in Wesley. The darkness and despair
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of the human condition outside divine revelation and the intimate work of the Holy Spirit has
been replaced by a thoroughgoing epistemic optimism about the human condition. This is
based on a post-Kantian theory of knowledge which construes religious truth as universal,
necessary, underivable, and autonomous. In turn, this leads to a complete dismantling and
reworking of the material content of Wesleyan theology. Everything from the Trinity, the
incarnation, faith, the witness of the Spirit, miracle, sin, freedom, regeneration, special
revelation, inspiration, assurance, natural theology, and the like, are either rejected or
reformulated to fit in with the epistemology and metaphysics of personal idealism.

We are now in a position to see why Knudson, although he is initially and superficially
committed to Biblical authority and the warrants for its special place within the quadrilateral,
ultimately undermines this avowal. Originally, the quadrilateral only made sense against the
background of the kind of classical supernaturalism which one finds in Wesley. Wesley can
appeal to Scripture as he does because he believes that God has intervened in history and in
the production of the Scripture to give us knowledge of God’s saving activity and intentions.
As Wesley sees it, this knowledge is not available either in the common religious experience
of the world religions, nor in human intuition, nor in some religious a priori, nor in some
inference from the natural world. Moreover, for Wesley, Scripture has primacy not because
the community says it has primacy, nor because we simply agree to give it primacy in an act
of faith, nor because we encounter some ineffable divine word when we read it; Scripture has
primacy because it was objectively and actually brought into being by divine inspiration and
divine dictation. To be sure, we will never see or believe this unless we are reconstituted or
repaired in the depths of our nature by the operation of the Holy Spirit in our inmost beings.
Until the Spirit makes us new creatures in Christ, giving us new senses to understand the
divine world, then we will be in darkness about God and His activity. But it is divine
supernatural activity in the origins of the Bible and in the events it narrates which provides
the crucial warrant for construing the Bible as the controlling, external source in theology. In
Knudson, however, the concept of an external standard and the concept of supernatural
action in the world have both been rejected as unacceptable in the new era of Methodist
theology. We need now to pause and explore this in some detail.

The concept of an external standard was unacceptable because it ran foul of the
epistemological principle that all standards of truth must be located within the mind rather
than outside the mind. “There is no fixed body of revealed truth, accepted on authority, that
stands opposed to the truth of reason. All truth today rests on its power of appeal to the
human mind. There is no external standard of truth. The only standard is within the human
mind itself.”29 As a result, the distinction between revelation and natural reason is empty,
for we now look upon the highest insights of reason as themselves divine revelations.30
Moreover, theology must now become “critical” rather than “dogmatic,” renouncing all
appeal to an external, infallible Bible and find the basis for theology in some sort of religious
epistemology.31

This treatment of the concept of an external standard explains why Knudson
becomes so confused and obscurantist in  his treatment of the
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canon of Scripture. We noted earlier how he destroyed by degrees any serious appeal to the
Bible in theology, jettisoning first the Old Testament for the New Testament, and then
jettisoning the New Testament for Jesus Christ, and then dissolving Jesus Christ into a series
of questions that in turn became semi subjective value judgments.32 Knudson is here
halfheartedly working out the logic of his confused epistemology. If the Bible is an external
standard and has to go; so, too, does Jesus Christ have to go for He, too, constitutes an
external standard on Knudson’s analysis. So no wonder he is obscurantist about what it is in
Christ that can function as a warrant in theology. He is still clinging to the worn-out vestiges
of an external standard that has been deliberately repudiated in the name of religious
epistemology.

That epistemology is itself thoroughly confused. Knudson could have seen this if he had read
either Wesley, Watson, or even Miley with any care. Miley, for example, is adamant about
both Biblical authority and giving reasons for accepting Biblical authority. Indeed what is
striking in Miley is the length to which he goes to ground Biblical authority in claims which
he thinks are acceptable to reason and the mind. It matters little whether Miley’s appeal to
miracle and prophecy to ground Biblical authority works materially. What matters is that the
project is entirely coherent, something it could not be if Knudson was correct.

This point needs to be expressed formally rather than historically. What Knudson has rightly
seen is that A will not believe p unless p is acceptable to A’s mind. We can construe thus
either as a psychological remark about belief or a comment on the logic of the verb “to
believe.” This should not, however, be confused with a claim about the evidence or warrants
or standards of belief, as if these should be internal to the mind. Criteria, standards, warrants,
evidence, and the like can in a perfectly good sense be either internal or external to the mind.
Thus, if I want to know the meaning of an obscure French verb, it is futile to appeal to some
standard internal to my mind (whatever that would be); | will appeal to an external standard
like a dictionary or a native French speaker to resolve this issue. To be sure, the standard
itself will for some reason or other be acceptable to my mind else | would not appeal to it.
But this does nothing to show that I cannot appeal to the external standard in the first place
for that is exactly what we all would do. Knudson has confused certain conditions of
believing with the criteria or warrants of belief.33 These are logically distinct and it is
intellectual folly to argue from the character of the former to the character of the latter.
Hence, his rejection of Biblical authority on epistemological grounds is in that respect a
manifest error.

The other reason Knudson offers for rejecting Biblical authority involves an interesting and
now widely accepted analysis of divine action. Over against any view which would involve
divine intervention in the world, Knudson holds that divine action is always immanent in the
natural order. For Knudson, there are no miracles in the Humean sense— supernaturalism in
the classical sense is dead. When God acts in the world, He does so in, with, and through
normal events of nature and history.

. there is no fundamental or metaphysical difference between the
natural and the miraculous. All nature is grounded in the will of God,
and by  “natural,” we mean simply the familiar and
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by the “miraculous” an unfamiliar method of the divine working. Both are divine or
supernatural in their causation.34

Modern versions of this thesis have deployed a variety of arguments to secure its acceptance.
Knudson grounded his acceptance mainly in his idealistic metaphysics. “According to
idealism, a miracle is simply an extraordinary event that reveals divine agency in a more
striking way than do ordinary events.”35 He explains his position more fully as follows.

On the basis of an idealistic theism, nature as a whole owes its existence to the direct
cause of God. All events are supernatural in their causation. There is in the material
world no distinction between The First Cause and “secondary” causes. The First
Cause is immediately operative in all things. Hence, there is no special class of
“miraculous” events that owe their origin in an exclusive way to divine agency, nor
are there any “natural” events that owe their origin to a metaphysical nature or to
impersonal forces resident in it. From the standpoint of idealistic theism what is called
the “natural” means simply the familiar, and what is called the “miraculous” means
the unfamiliar. In other words, miracle is mirabile, not miraculum.36

Given such an account of divine action, it is only consistency that drives Knudson to
dismantle his initial commitment to Biblical authority. Until recently, it was normal to
construe Biblical authority as part of a wider vision of the universe which saw God as
intervening within history. In other words, Biblical authority was intimately related to
supernaturalism. Thus, Biblical authority was tied to a doctrine of divine revelation which
stressed divine intervention in Israel, in Christ, and in the complex process which led to the
production of the Bible. Knudson sums up his attitude to this type of view with characteristic
boldness.

This exclusive supernaturalistic method of grounding the finality of the Christian
religion stands close to popular religious thought. It was developed during the
medieval period, and in its most pronounced form was widely held by Protestant
theologians down to a century or two ago. It crumbled, however, before the advance
of Biblical criticism, of natural science, and of the modern philosophy of the divine
immanence, and today represents an “overcome standpoint.”37

It is worthy of note here that Knudson goes beyond an appeal to his idealistic metaphysics to
support his rejection of divine intervention. He appeals to the impact of history and science
to provide further warrants for his position. Clearly, Knudson’s proposals at this point are of
pivotal significance. The issues he raises continue to enliven the modern discussion about the
concept and character of divine action, the relation between God and the world, the nature of
divine revelation, the concept of miracle, the logic of historical inquiry, the grammar of
scientific explanation, and the like.38 Hence, it is difficult to say anything definitive or
convincing in a paper only tangentially related to such complex issues. At the risk of
oversimplifying, I think the following points deserve at least a brief mention.

First, it is interesting that Miley’s concept of miracle represents an unstable
half-way house between the classical, Humean conception and
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that of Knudson. For Miley, miracles are supernatural events wrought by the immediate
agency of God, but they do not involve any abrogation or suspension of the laws of nature.

The divine energizing touches the law of nature simply at the point of the miracle, and
in @ manner to produce it, but no more abrogates or suspends such law, as a law of
nature, than the casting a stone into the air annuls the law of gravitation.39

Knudson’s account, whether acceptable or not, represents a vast improvement on this
analysis.

Second, Knudson is correct to insist that his revised “idealistic” analysis once accepted calls
for drastic reconstruction in one’s theology as a whole. His failure to carry through the
program in the area of Biblical authority does not detract from his formal recognition of this
fact nor from the valiant efforts he made to rework the material content of systematic
theology. One cannot reject divine intervention and then proceed to insist that we can borrow
from Wesley and his classical forbears as if life goes on as usual. Knudson had the courage
to see this. He bent his efforts to breaking point to provide Methodism with what he hoped
would be a better legacy than that bequeathed to it by Wesley and his nineteenth century
SUCCessors.

Thirdly, as an academic theologian, Knudson stands without peer among Methodists and
Wesleyans in his generation. Even the best conservatives look mediocre beside him. It is
small wonder that he captured the hearts and minds of a host of followers and admirers
within Methodism. His clarity of expression, his pious spirit, his skillful assault on
materialism and positivism, his well read mind, his grasp of the history of doctrine, his
contribution to the highways of post-Kantian philosophy, his deep desire to serve the
intellectual cause of Christianity in the modern world, all these and much more reveal a man
who comes close to being a genius.

Yet the end result was a tragic disaster. What Knudson said about Miley’s works could be
applied to his own proposals: they were obsolete as soon as they fell from the press. Knudson’s
idealism is a lost cause. The epistemology and tortuous arguments that undergird it are now of
purely historical interest. Knudson’s attempt to develop a theory of the religious a priori as a
way to salvage the appeal to religious experience lacks the perceptual dimension or content
that can alone give it cognitive purchase. His analysis of science is strikingly naive and his
remarks about the impact of historical criticism are too dogmatic and cryptic to carry much
weight. Neither do justice to the complex results and logic of historical and scientific
investigation. Nor do they begin to fathom the way in which a classical vision of divine action,
complete with a substantial but sensitive commitment to divine intervention, can be combined
with these as mutually enriching friends rather than mortal enemies. His brief and very general
analysis of divine agency lacks conceptual vigor. Nor does it begin to map the complex logic
of divine action mediated in such concepts as creation, providence, revelation, inspiration,
incarnation, regeneration, justification, adoption, sanctification, and a host of other actions and
activities that God has performed for our salvation. Perhaps when we make some advances in
this area, we will be able to return to our Wesleyan sources and make a fully
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consistent appropriation of the Wesleyan quadrilateral. So long as our talk of divine action
amounts to little more than rhetorical flourishes about divine presence, divine immanence,
divine providence, or general divine agency, then we are in much the same old, rickety boat
that was constructed by Knudson. The paint work may have been patched up here and there,
sails may have been added for decorative purposes, but the leaks in the fuel tanks and engine
room have been left unattended. In such circumstances, the quadrilateral will remain exactly
what it was in Knudson, a mere theological orphan, hopelessly lost at sea and bereft of status
and parentage. Clearly, Wesleyans who want to reinstate the quadrilateral have plenty to
occupy them in the coming years.
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THE THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT
OF AMERICAN WESLEYANISM

Daniel N. Berg

There was always a little sense of uneasiness when, in a worship service in a British
holiness church, we would sing, “And Can It Be” or “Arise My Soul, Arise.” The
uneasiness grew especially keen when the objective of the service was evangelism. Why
would we use these “great hymns” in an evangelistic service? Surely we should be
singing “Jesus Saves” or “Revive Us Again” or even “Come Thou Fount.” The songs of
revival that | had known growing up in America in first a Methodist and then a Nazarene
Church were not these stalwart expressions better suited to a worship service that teetered
on the brink of the liturgical, they were instead, what my mother once called the “good
old hymns” like “Blessed Assurance” and “Tell Me the Old, Old Story.”

The source of my uneasiness | now know! The hymns of Britain’s evangelical revival of
the eighteenth century are not the hymns of the American revival of the nineteenth
century. The latter revival is not just a renewal of the earlier one. Robert Chiles evaluates
great periods of revival as “renew(ing) the lives of men, releasing them from old ties and
necessities and opening them to new demands and possibilities. Revival does achieve a
new liberty for the Christian man.”1 That liberty is manifested in the way the American
Wesleyan sings in revivals which is different from the way his spiritual siblings in Britain
sing in revivals.

A study of Chiles’ book reveals that he is not altogether happy with that liberty. The
possibilities afforded by revival include the possibility of significant changes in the
tradition as it moves from the beginning of the revival to the talk of conserving its fruits.
So Chiles describes what he views as a declension in the vitality of the Wesleyan
tradition as it has developed in the American setting in terms of three subtle but
significant conceptual shifts. American Wesleyanism has shifted its emphases from 1)
revelation to reason; 2) sinful man to moral man; and 3) free grace to free will.2

There is no doubt that American Wesleyanism is not a theological mirror
image of its eighteenth century originator. More has been changed than just
the hymns it sings at revival meetings. There are substantial changes to
account for as Chiles, and Thomas A. Langford,3 and John
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Peters,4 and the scholarly products of this Wesleyan Theological Society over its twenty
years of existence attest.

The objective set for this paper is to describe the Theological Context of American
Wesleyanism. | understand this objective as entailing an appreciation of both the continuity
of the Wesleyan tradition in America with its origins in the work of the Wesleys and the
ways in which that tradition has been modified by its adaptations to the singularities of
American Christianity.

But there is more to be seen in fulfilling this objective than simply the changes established.
There is, in particular, a curious preservation of certain, original Wesleyan themes. | say
curious, because the themes as we appreciate them in our present theology, reflect not just
the Wesleys or even Adam Clarke or John Fletcher, but are grafts from the stock of
American Christianity in general. What we assume to have received from our theological
ancestors may, upon closer examination, be seen to be semantic cartons in which we carry
theological cargo loaded not by Wesleyans, but by a more general American Christianity.5
What | am saying in a negative way is that we cannot rest in the easy assumption that
present-day Wesleyan theology is pure, original Wesleyanism mediated through American
thinkers and institutions that were themselves self-consciously Wesleyan at every point.

American Wesleyanism continues the tradition of the Wesleys inasmuch as it values certain
themes in its theology. The definitions of those themes, however, are not mediated to modern
Wesleyanism through Wesleyan channels, but are instead derived from more general
American theological values and imposed as fulfilling the intentions of the Wesleys, were
they alive to understand the issues and articulate their positions on them. Whether such
impositions, in fact, fulfill the intentions of the Wesleys is the question that creates the forum
for significant discussion about the Wesleyan tradition.

Four Wesleyan themes will illustrate this thesis. | doubt if they will exhaust the store of
possible illustrations. | will present them in the order the logic of this paper demands. The
final two themes | anticipate investigating in the special light of the literature produced by
this Wesleyan Theological Society through the twenty years of its existence. The first is the
theme of human responsibility. The second theme is Christian Perfection and will be divided
to deal with two sub-topics: 1) the work of the Holy Spirit; and 2) the idea of “perfection.”
The third theme is the authority of Scripture and the fourth is social responsibility.

The Wesleyan Theme of Human Responsibility

Wesley’s keen theological appreciation for the fallen state of mankind brought him, he says,
to “within a hair’s breadth of Calvinism.” Such a near miss contrasts sharply with the
sarcasm extended to Reformed theology in other soteriological contexts.

God is unchangeable, and therefore so are you:

And therefore, they can never fail who once His goodness knew.
In part perhaps you may, You cannot wholly fall

Cannot become a castaway like non elected Paul.6
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The serpent at the end of this harpoon is clearly not all of Reformed theology. Rather it is
specifically the dragon of antinomianism. Convinced of the sovereign grace of God by which
we are brought to redemption in all of its benefits, Wesley nevertheless rejected the
Reformed articulation of the doctrine of sovereign grace inasmuch, and only inasmuch, as it
might produce a spiritual torpor and the loss of discipline. Like Arminius before him, Wesley
was gladdened to speak of the assurance of one’s present salvation, but refused to speak of
the assurance of final salvation. There lurked within the human heart, even among the
sanctified, and even if the sanctified is an apostle, and even if that apostle has written much
of the New Testament, the possibility of becoming a “castaway.”

To be sure, there is the assurance of plenteous grace from the first faint stirrings of the
human for salvation to the entry into glorification. But it is just that and nothing else. It is not
natural ability. It is not free will but free grace. A positive expression of this brush with
Calvinism appears in the Minutes of the 1745 Conference and makes explicit Wesley’s
commitment to free grace rather than free will.

“Q. 23. Wherein may we come to the very edge of Calvinism?

“A. In ascribing all good to the free grace of God. (2) In denying all natural free will, and all
power antecedent to grace. And (3) in excluding all merit from man; even for what he has or
does by the grace of God.”7

It is plenteous grace, prevenient, saving, sanctifying, ripening, glorifying grace that is the
summation and sufficient explanation of salvation. Chiles writes, citing Wesley, “‘God hath
joined from the beginning, pardon, holiness and heaven’-all is of grace from end to end.”8 In
his biography of John Wesley, Richard Watson distinguishes Wesley’s position as not so
robust an Arminianism as appears in other writers inasmuch as “the theology of the Wesleys
.. . derives life and vigor from the stronger views of the grace of God which were taught
them by Moravian and Calvinistic brethren.”9

Wesleyan commentators, to be taken seriously, must make the attempt to articulate the
relationship between the grace of God and the will of humans in Wesley’s thought. The
problem is a logical one involving a question of precedence that Wesley himself never
articulates in the way many of his students, both friends and adversaries, have. In theological
shorthand, it is the issue signified with the words “monergism” and “synergism.” Fidelity to
the theology of the Reformation, both Luther’s and Calvin’s, calls for a monergistic
soteriology. But Wesley is not satisfied either with Luther’s simul iustus et peccator nor with
Reformed theology’s final perseverance of the saints as solutions to the issues raised by the
Biblical teaching of human responsibility.

With Calvin and Luther, Wesley joins his voice to declare that salvation is all of grace, but
he sings from an Arminian hymnal. So for Wesley, the grace of God has a radical effect upon
the volitional powers of all human beings which enables us and empowers, but does not
coerce, an affirming response of the human will to the proffering of grace throughout life.

Wesley thus threads the needle of divine grace. It can penetrate the will no matter how
hardened. It can prick  the  very  nerves of  our intentionality.
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It can embroider patterns of selfless love and compassion. But whether it can or can’t, divine
grace, unlike sin, will not bind the human will. Thus, the human will can manifest the
presence of grace through discipline and the responsible outworking of the human life. But it
is not bound to do so.

Grace that does not coerce nevertheless enables. Thus, Wesley avoids antinomianism in his
theology of grace. The trick that remains is to describe how an “uncoerced will” differs from
a “free will” so that Wesley can also avoid the “synergism” which would mark him off from
the reformation theology which he valued. There is a lurking suspicion that the phrase, “free
grace instead of free will” may have more value for rhetoric than for theology.

The lurking suspicion finds grounds in the American context of Wesleyan theology. Let me
leap quickly to the sort of statement that gives credence to the notion that Wesleyanism is
synergistic and to that degree a departure from the theology of the reformation. John Miley
writing in the second volume of his Systematic Theology says bluntly . . . for the question
of moral freedom, it is indifferent whether this capacity be native or gracious.”10

The contrast is startling! For Wesley, salvation is all of grace. There is nothing good within
us that can be attributed to anything but grace. For Wesley’s theological grandchildren,
however, the capacity for moral freedom could be either native or gracious. It is an
indifferent matter!

One needs to press the point still further and insist with Chiles and Langford and others that
for American Wesleyanism by the time of Miley, the issue had passed, unconsciously
perhaps, beyond the status of indifference, to a positive proclamation of the free will of
human beings. In other words, Wesley’s insistence upon free grace in eighteenth century
England has emerged as a doctrine of free will in twentieth century American Wesleyanism.

My intention at this point is not to debate whether this is good or bad, whether Wesley
indeed had a sufficient theological answer to the intersecting of Divine grace and human
responsibility. Rather, | want to remind us that the change was not the result of a continuing
dialogue held with only Wesleyan theologians present.

There appear to have been two major American experiences that were not specifically
Wesleyan that shaped American theological thinking in general about the matter of free will.
The first was an intramural debate among New England Calvinists about the role of the
human will in salvation. The Wesleyan response to this debate would invoke humanistic and
philosophical support for the doctrine of human free will. The second was the frontier camp
meeting movement. The Wesleyan response to this was to follow in the wider pattern of
American theology and presuppose its doctrine of human free will upon pragmatic grounds.

The debate among American Calvinists was underway already in the eighteenth century. The
rigidity of Jonathan Edwards was too harsh for sensitivities sharpened by the evaluations of
human ability provided by the Enlightenment and by the rise of democratic Christianity in
America. But attempts to soften the fallenness of man were met with the force of tradition
that reveres origins mainly because it had no real part in founding them.
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The softening of American Calvinism sprang from New England Congregationalism which
contended for a conditional covenant that incorporated the human fulfilling of moral
obligations in the work of salvation. Jonathan Edwards opposed this revision of strict
Calvinism as did his student, Samuel Hopkins. Total human depravity and absolute divine
sovereignty were reinstated as ‘“consistent Calvinism” in the teaching of Hopkins.11
Nathaniel William Taylor, among the Calvinists, argued against Hopkins in his book Man, a
Free Agent Without the Aide of Divine Grace. Taylor held that in order for an act to be
sinful, it must be volitional. The will to sin stands apart from divine grace and is an
expression of the freedom of the human will. Grace operates by the permission of God
through the Holy Spirit’s bringing of the sinful will to accept the redemption which is in
Christ. Taylor contended that in this way, the work of the Holy Spirit is concluded in
redemption without having “violated the great laws of moral action or contravened the
freedom of the subject.’’12

Methodist theologians Nathan Bangs and Wilbur Fisk were drawn into the debate. The
crucial issue was, obviously, relating human responsibility to Divine sovereignty. It remains
to be shown that the positions of either Bangs or Fisk are functionally different from the
Calvinist Taylor’s. But Fisk’s work is especially noteworthy for another reason. Fisk’s
attempt to analogize free will on human models moved the discussion onto philosophical
grounds. The debate would never again be only an exegetical controversy focused upon the
Epistle to the Romans or a theological disputation with St. Augustine as the referee.
Wesleyanism would from henceforth depend for strength upon the support for free will (no
grace necessary) that philosophy could provide.

The other source of “free will” theology was the camp meeting movement. Here the reaction
to Calvinism was driven by pragmatic considerations of frontier religion. “The idea of
personal predestination could hardly survive amidst the evangelists’ earnest and universal
entreaties to ‘come to Jesus.” “13 The emergence of Arminian themes on the frontier was of
sufficient strength to generate alarm in the bastions of an older orthodoxy. Timothy Smith
notes that two quarterly journals, The Boston Review and The American Theological Review
were established with the design of countering the appearance of an informed Arminianism
among the clergy. What straightforward theological debate could not accomplish, the former
journal attempted to do in an exercise of guilt by association by trotting out the accusation
that Unitarianism was the spawn of Arminianism.14

The efforts to counter Arminianism were at least too little and too late. “By the time of the
Civil War, all but the Scotch Presbyterian, Antimission Baptist, and German Reformed
denominations in the Calvinist fold had moved decidedly toward free will.”15

The reason for the move was a growing tendency to rest theology in America upon practical
and experiential utility. The raw edge of frontier life requires such religion and the camp
meeting succeeded precisely because it provided it. The freedom of the will was neither a
purely Biblical nor philosophical tenet. It was an uncritiqued presupposition necessary to the
preaching of a universal atonement which was the heartbeat and soul of camp meeting
preaching and theology.
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Wesleyanism, on the American frontier, was informed by its theology. With regard to the
free will of human beings, American Wesleyanism was a camp meeting convert.

The Wesleyan Theme of Christian Perfection
In 1885, the General Holiness Assembly meeting in Chicago announced:

We are now prepared to give a formal definition of sanctification or Scriptural
holiness, which would probably be accepted by the three hundred teachers and
preachers in the National Holiness of America . . .: Entire Sanctification is a second
definite work of grace wrought by the Baptism with the Holy Spirit in the heart of the
believer subsequent to regeneration received instantaneously by faith, by which the
heart is cleansed from all corruption and filled with the perfect love of God.16

John L. Peters remarks that “this definition had something of the force of an “apostles’
Creed” within the holiness movement.”17 The statement is of interest to this paper because
of two elements in the definition: 1) “wrought by the Holy Spirit”; and 2) “perfect love.”

The work of this Theological Society has focused intensely on the implications of the first
element since Herbert McGonigle presented his paper on “Pneumatological Nomenclature in
Early Methodism” in the 1972 annual meeting.18 The burden of the paper was to challenge
the assumption that Wesley would have used the language of the second chapter of Acts to
describe his teaching of Christian perfection. McGonigle asserts that Wesley seldom uses the
term “baptism of the Holy Ghost” to describe the experience of Christian perfection. He
argues that for Wesley, Christian perfection is christologically rather than pneumatologically
centered.19

Such a forthright challenge to an orthodoxy dating from at least 1885 has had the predictable
results. Wesleyan, holiness scholarship has been forced to examine the challenged
assumption. Rather interesting results have appeared. The work of Donald Dayton in several
papers20 and of Rob Staples in a paper made available by request has exposed the grafting
that had gone on in the interim between the work of the Wesleys and the 1885 General
Holiness Assembly.

Staples insists that “pentecostal” language was not used by Methodist theologians of the first
half of the nineteenth century even when they were speaking of entire sanctification. That
language Staples attributes to the influence of Oberlin perfectionism and the focal person is
Charles G. Finney.

In a Wesleyan Theological Journal article entitled “Asa Mahan and the Development
of American Holiness Theology” Donald Dayton says that Mahan began to use
pentecostal language “during the decade of the 1850s or in the early 1860s.”21 Dayton
arrives at this conclusion in part by comparing Mahan’s The Scripture Doctrine of
Christian Perfection published in 1839 with The Baptism of the Holy Ghost published
in 1870. The shift is clear and apparently consciously wrought inasmuch as Mahan
urges upon Phoebe Palmer the publication of the book as a book in which

50



“the doctrine of entire sanctification is presented in a form old and yet new.”22

Dayton presses to discover the origins of this language and finds two lesser lights of Oberlin
perfectionism, Henry Cowles who employed the language in preaching about 1840, and John
Morgan whose essay “The Gift of the Holy Spirit” was published in the first volume of the
Oberlin Quarterly Review in August of 1845.

In a paper more recent than Dayton’s by about four years, Timothy Smith returns to Charles
G. Finney as the source of Pentecostal language in the American Wesleyan tradition. Smith
documents Finney’s use of such language in publications as early as 1839.23 He credits
George O. Peck, editor of the Methodist weekly, Christian Advocate, who was influenced by
Finney’s publications, with being “the first Methodist since John Fletcher to equate the
experience of entire sanctification with the baptism of the Holy Ghost.”24
In the same paper, Smith makes it clear that

“by 1855 reports of Methodist camp meetings and revivals in a variety of periodicals
frequently referred to persons being “baptized” or “filled with the Spirit,” and used
the terms interchangeably with “heart purity,” “perfect love” or “entire
sanctification.”25

Whether Finney or Mahan is to be assigned priority is not so important to this paper as the
fact which both Dayton and Smith make abundantly clear. “Pentecostal language” derives
not from self-conscious Methodist theologians, but rather from a specific center of nineteenth
century American Christianity that is Congregational if it is anything, and that of an
unorthodox sort.

The second element in the definition of sanctification offered by the 1885 General Holiness
Assembly of interest to this paper is the term “perfect love.” The term is right. If Wesley
employs with any consistency any one expression for his teaching of Christian perfection, it was
the perfection of the affections of the heart so that one could “love God with all one’s heart, soul,
mind and strength” and could “love one’s neighbor as oneself.” There is for Wesley no
compulsion to move beyond the simple but descriptive words of the gospel. The perfection
which he defends is an evangelical perfection visible in Christ and available to his followers.

Somewhere, between Wesley and his present followers who have an interest in his teaching
of Christian perfection, there has been a significant exchange of the simple, Biblical
language that Wesley used, for more complex and certainly more philosophical models and
terms. Christian perfection is described as the perfection of the will or it is preached as a
“teleological” perfection in which the believer realizes God’s intention for both the creation
and the redemption of that particular believer. In both volitional and teleological
explanations of Christian perfection, there is a subtle shift from an understanding of Christian
perfection that is social at its root love for God and neighbor-to an uncharacteristic
individualism that inquires diligently after the spiritual phenomenology of the individual.

The shift from the straightforward evangelical perfection of Wesley’s
theology to the Christian perfection of American Wesleyanism has been
examined by others, John L. Peters, for example. One of the elements in
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that shift derives from the disproportionate influence of the philosophy known as
personalism upon Methodism in general and upon the holiness movement in particular.26

Personalism provided articulation for a perfection understood as being relative to possibility. Thus a
philosophical articulation was available for understanding the perfection of the Christian,
teleologically rather than absolutely. Personalism valued the acting person over the reflective person,
the will over the intellect.27 The focus on will as the center of the person was readily transformed
into the will as the center of the Christian and the elemental core of Christian perfection.

Boston University and the University of Southern California served as centers for the
educating of Methodist clergymen during the ascendancy of personalism. They were also the
centers of that philosophy as it was taught by Borden Parker Bowne, Edgar Sheffield
Brightman, Albert C. Knudson, F.C.S. Schiller, Ralph Tyler Flewelling, Josiah Royce and
Peter Bertocci. Personalism was unabashed to apply the word “perfection” to humankind
rather freely. Edward Thomas Ramsdell writing in a 1942 issue of The Personalist says:

Because personalism is committed to a synoptically empirical methodology with
coherence as the criterion of truth, because it views the self as dynamic and telic, and
because it makes the personal the ultimate standard of value in the universe, its ethical
point of view must be fundamentally perfectionistic, that is, it must define the good in
terms of the most coherent realization of the possibilities of the self. Persons as ends
in themselves are potentialities to be realized.28

For Ramsdell, “The notion of the self as a complex of functions capable of normative
development and of harmonious organization and control is the root of perfectionism.”29

To define the influence of Personalism upon the holiness movement is more difficult than
upon Methodism in general. Hundreds of Methodist ministers streamed from Boston and
USC during the personalist era in those schools. There are thus sufficient grounds to assume
the influence upon Methodism.

More hidden are the statistics that would show how many educators in holiness institutions
of higher learning had done at least some of their postgraduate work at either Boston or USC.
I can think of several, none of whom was timid about virtually identifying Personalism and
Christian faith. They wrote and spoke with the confidence that accrues to any blessed enough
to have both their theology and their philosophy done right. About ten years ago, a faculty of
religion in a holiness college was considering excising the course in Personalism from the
philosophy curriculum. An objection was raised that probably Personalism fits the Christian
faith better than any other system of philosophy. Personalists certainly thought so. On the
doctrine of humankind, one personalist could confidently write:

A person, being an active agent of self-conscious, rational and

ideal potentialities, possesses spirituality, freedom and immortality.
This is essentially the Christian doctrine of man,
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and Personalism is its most philosophically effective apologetic.30

The ready identification of Personalism with Christian truth suggests an academic
unwariness that would allow the philosophical system to slip by with a disproportionate
influence upon Wesleyan theology. | believe that American Wesleyanism does, in fact,
exhibit that disproportionate influence in its understanding of the doctrine of Christian
perfection. Whatever social implications Personalism legitimately possesses,31 they were for
the most part lost in the transition to understanding in what sense a living human being might
be perfect. In place of a simpler and more social Wesleyan “evangelical perfection” of
“loving God” and “loving neighbor” emerged a theological anthropology rooted in the
“synoptic approach” to understanding persons and the “coherence criterion”32 for the
evaluation of perfection. In other words, the perfection of intentions, or the perfection of
potential became alternative modes of speaking of Christian perfection and there is no social
dimension essential to either of these.

Neither of the elements extracted from the definition of sanctification provided by the
General Holiness Assembly of 1885 continues in the theological context of American
Wesleyanism without modification by sources external to the Wesleyan tradition. The
baptism of the Holy Ghost is introduced to American Wesleyans and tied to the doctrine of
sanctification by Asa Mahan and Oberlin theology. Wesley’s perfection theology assumes
the categories and definitions of Personalism with some loss of the social dimension of the
holy life. The result of external influence upon both of these elements within John Wesley’s
own theology is a doctrine of Christian perfection or entire sanctification that is different
from the original.

American Wesleyanism in Transition

We have arrived at a junction. The intention in what has gone before is not, at least on the
surface, to determine whether external influence upon American Wesleyanism is either a
theological good or evil. The intent to this point is simply to demonstrate the fact of that
influence with reference to two or three identifiers of that tradition. But you do not listen to
this paper nor do | read it without making value judgments concerning the changes detailed.
And therein lies the direction for the rest of this paper.

In surveying the literature that this Wesleyan Theological Society has produced in the twenty
years of its existence, there appears to be an invitation for Wesleyan hallmarks to find new
contexts. As in the cases already cited (grace and Christian perfection), exterior influences
are pressing the Wesleyan tradition very hard. Once again in the theological context of our
own time claims are laid to teaching what the Wesleys would have taught were they alive
and alert to the issues.

I have in mind two matters in particular. Theology in the tradition of the Wesleys must yield
strong authority to the Holy Bible and it must exhibit a strong sense of social responsibility.
Both of these are matters of intense debate within the Wesleyan camp and the debate is
clearly reflected within the literature of this very Society.
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The Wesleyan Theme of the Authority of Scripture

In a tradition broad enough to include through the past several decades a Claremont School
of Theology and an Asbury Seminary, one must conclude that the authority of the Scripture
is an issue that is either of no importance or else it is unsettled. There could be no truly
Wesleyan theology that fails to take the authority of Scripture seriously, so it must be that the
matter is yet unsettled for Wesleyans in the American theological context.

The question of the authority of Scripture has been set in American theology as a debate
between fundamentalists and liberals. A “liberal” in this context is one who exhibits
historical and scientific skepticism in the process of exegesis. Guided by post enlightenment
and post Reformation thinking the “liberal” is willing to subject the Scriptures to modern
canons of human knowledge. Fundamentalism is a response to such exegesis. The
“Fundamentalist” views the work of the liberal exegete convinced that such exegesis is the
natural product of a naturalistic mindset. Theological litmus tests have been devised to detect
the side one takes. These might include the willingness to use the term “inerrancy,” one’s
attitude toward higher critical methods and even exceedingly specific questions such as the
dating of the book of Daniel or the number of Isaiahs.

The essence of the contest in terms of Wesleyan theology is to claim Wesley in a clear way
for one or the other of these two camps. This is a dangerous undertaking for the honest
theological mind because of the march of intellectual history and the inevitability of
conceptual anachronisms. Furthermore, this is probably, at least at present, an impossible
task inasmuch as the camps themselves lack clear definition. George Lyons cited Raymond
E. Brown on this difficulty. “There is an undefined point on the higher critical scale varying
from one evangelical community to another beyond which, by virtue of some mystical
consensus, critical inquiry may not go.”33 Lyons adds, “apparently it is assumed that appeals
to inspiration and/or inerrancy can settle historical and literary questions. But can they?”’34
That may be no grave question for the champions of one position or the other just so long as
Wesley can be kept from appearing to belong to the other camp.

That the contest has taken place on the hallowed grounds of this annual meeting is attested
by the early appearance of an article which supplies arguments against those who undercut
Biblical inerrancy.35 There is then the article by Larry Shelton in which he denies that
Wesley would have supported a doctrine of Biblical inerrancy in any of its fundamentalistic
editions,36 followed by Daryl McCarthy’s article, “Early Wesleyan Views of Scripture” in
which he concludes of Wesley, Cl