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Frederick E. Maser
1908-2002

The Charles Wesley Society gives thanks for the life and ministry of its mem
ber Frederick E. Maser, son of a Methodist Episcopal clergyman, who was born
February 26, 1908 in Rochester, NY. He attended elementary schools in Buffalo,
NY, and in Baltimore, MD, and high schools in Baltimore and in Schenectady,
NY. In 1930, he earned an A.B. Degree from Union College in Schenectady. In
1933, he received the M.A. Degree from Princeton University and the Th.M.
degree from Princeton Theological Seminary. In 1957 he received an honorary
D.D. Degree from Dickinson College, Carlisle, PA, and in 1964 the LL.D. from
McKendree College near St. Louis.
Licensed to preach in 1928, Dr. Maser in 1933 joined the former Philadelphia
Annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, now the Eastern
Pennsylvania Annual Conference of The United Methodist Church. He served
Alice Focht Memorial Church, Birdsboro, PA, from 1933 to 1938; Central
Church, Philadelphia, from 1938 to 1945; and St. James Church, Olney, in
Philadelphia from 1945 to 1953, when he was appointed District Superintendent
of the Northwest District of the Philadelphia Annual Conference. In 1958, he
became pastor of Old St. George's Church, the oldest Methodist meeting house
in America, remaining there until 1967, when he took a sabbatical leave. In 1968,
he served as Acting Dean of Students and Professor of Homiletics at the Conwell
School of Theology, then in Philadelphia. In the following year he was appointed
3
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Director of Public Relations of the Eastern Pennsylvania Annual Conference of
The United Methodist Church. In 1971, he was elected elected Executive
Secretary of the World Methodist Historical Society, a position he held until
1974, a year following his retirement in 1973.
In 1952 Dr. Maser was elected a delegate to the Jurisdictional Conference of
The Methodist Church, now The United Methodist Church, and in 1956 was
leader of the ministerial delegation of his conference to the General Conference,
the highest legislative body of The United Methodist Church. He served as a del
egate to the Ninth World Methodist Conference (1956), Lake Junaluska, NC;
Tenth World Methodist Conference (1961), Denver, CO; Thirteenth World
Methodist Conference (1976), Dublin, Ireland; Fourteenth World Methodist
Conference (1981), Oahu, Hawaii; Fifteenth World Methodist Conference
(1986), Nairobi, Kenya.
From 1952 to 1964, Dr. Maser served on the Television, Radio, and Film
Commission of The Methodist Church. In 1948, he was elected Vice Chairperson
of the Northeast Jurisdictional Association of the Methodist Historical Societies,
serving for a quadrennium. In 1952, he became a member of the Executive
Committee of the Association of Methodist Historical Societies and seved in var
ious offices of this organization until 1966. He was chairman of the Division of
Evangelism of the Pennsylvania Council of Churches from 1953 to 1958, and
held memberships in a variety of civic and community organizations in and
around Philadelphia, and he served on numerous committees and commissions in
his local conference. Maser served on the Advisory Councils of several
Methodist-related colleges and seminaries. In 1958, he became a trustee and one
of the founders of The George Ruck Trust, which dispensed funds for worthly
charitable causes. The trust was dissolved in 1986.
Maser was a popular preacher in the USA and abroad (Puerto Rico,
Switzerland, Germany, England, New Zealand, Australia). He was also did inten
sive research collecting Wesleyana, rare Bibles, and prayer books on trips to
Portugal, Spain, Italy, and England.
In 1977, he gave the Tipple Lectures at Drew University, Madison, NJ, enti
tled "Second Thoughts on John Wesley," later published in The Drew Gateway.
Dr. Maser was the author of numerous pamphlets and articles that have
appeared in newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals on both sides of the
Atlantiic. He was also the author of The Dramatic Story of Early American
Methodism (1965); (coauthor) Proclaiming Grace and Freedom, the Story of
United Methodism in America (1982); The Life of Robert Stawbridge, First
American Methodist Circuit Rider (1983); The Story of John Wesleys Sisters or
Seven Sisters in Search of Love (1988); (coauthor with his wife, Mary Louise
Jarden Maser) Christina Rossetti (1991). Maser was also editor of The Journal
of Jospeh Pi/more (1968), and made contributions to The History of American
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Methodism (1964); the Encyclopedia of World Methodism (1974), Together
Magazine, and Methodist History.
In 1977 Maser presented to Drew University his Wesleyana collection, con
sidered at the time to be one of the most complete collections in private hands.
He also presented Drew University his large collection of Anglican prayer books
and related materiaL
He was twice cited for his activity in improving race relations between
African-Americans and Caucasians by the Chapel of the Four Chaplains,
Philadelphia, and in 1967 the St. George's Gold Medal Award was conferred on
him for "distinguished service to the United Methodist Church." In 1991, he was
the first recipient of the Certificate of Appreciation presented by the Historical
Society of The United Methodist Church for distinguished service to the church
in the field of history. A Publication Fund was established in honor of Dr. and
Mrs. Maser by appreciative friends and the Commission on Archives and History
of The United Methodist Church.
Dr. Maser was an active member of The Charles Wesley Society and made a
major financial contribution to the Society which made possible the publication
in 1997 of the folio volume of Hymns on the Great Festivals (1746) with tunes
and figured bass by John Lampe. His article, "Pastoral Values in the Works of
Charles Wesley," was pubHshed in the 1998 edition of the Proceedings of The
Charles Wesley Society, which was delivered as a lecture at an earlier annual
meeting of the Society.
The Society is especially grateful for Dr. Maser's financial undergirding of its
folio facsimile reprint of Hymns on the Great Festivals (1746).
Thanks be to God for Frederick E. Maser's numerous gifts of love, service,
creative thinking, and faithfulness to Christ, the church, and the Wesleyan tradi
tion.

Introduction
1999
There is no separate volume for the year 1999 of the Proceedings of The
Charles Wesley Society. The Tenth Annual Meeting of The Charles Wesley
Society was held October 14-17, 1999, on the campus of Perkins School of
Theology (Southern Methodist University) in Dallas, Texas, in conjunction with
the consultation The Wesleys and the Poor: The Legacy and Development of
Methodist Attitudes toward Poverty, 1739-1999, which was sponsored by the
Bridwell Library. Two papers presented by members of The Charles Wesley
Society, Drs. S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Ted A. Campbell, were simultaneously part
of the annual meeting of the Society and the consultation. They were subse
quently published in the volume of papers from the consultation, John Wesley and
the Poor, edited by Richard P. Heitzenrater (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002).
Kimbrough and Campbell have provided brief summaries of the main contehts of
their presentations, which are published here with the papers from the Eleventh
Annual Meeting of The Charles Wesley Society in the year 2000, held in
Liverpool, UK.
2000
The 2000 issue of Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society consists of a
series of four lectures delivered at the Eleventh Annual Meeting of the Society in
Liverpool, UK. All four address diverse theological and literary concerns in
Charles Wesley's theology as reflected in his prose and poetry.
In the opening article, "Charles Wesley's Experience of Salvation: The
Evidence of the Sermon Corpus," Kenneth G. C. Newport maintains that the ser
mons fall essentially into two periods of time, namely, those before May 21,
1738, Pentecost Day, the day of Charles's conversion, and those after this date.
Two sermons were published during Charles's lifetime and others left in short
hand manuscript form (deciphered by Thomas Albin and Oliver A. Beckerlegge
and published by the Wesley Historical Society in 1987).
Newport indicates that the pre-Pentecost sermons of Charles Wesley reflect a
gloominess and soteriological pessimism and uncertainty. In these sermons
Wesley generally adheres to the view that greater righteousness is procured
through good works and good motives, though one sermon, based on Psalm
126:6-7, does give a glimpse of the change in his theology that is to come. In
post-Pentecost sermons, however, Wesley's theology undergoes a transformation:
works come after faith and are the result, not the cause, of divine acceptance.
While Newport suggests that there is the replacement of a works righteous
ness with a faith righteousness in Charles Wesley's theology after Pentecost 1738,
he is careful to emphasize that Charles continues to stress the importance of good
works as the faithful response of the believer.
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Newport's study opens a long-overdue path of exploration in Charles Wesley
studies, namely, the consideration of his theology as expressed in his prose works
alongside, and integrated with, his poetical corpus.
Kenneth Newport provides one of the first serious studies of Charles Wesley's
theology in the light of his prose works, most particularly his sermons. At the
outset of his article he offers a brief survey of the extant sermons by Charles
Wesley and those of his brother John, which Charles preached and which no
doubt reflect his own thought.
In "A Single, Steady Aim: Images of Hope in Wesleyan Hymnody" Elaine A.
Robinson draws on the resources of her doctoral dissertation in exploring a view
of Charles Wesley as an ecclesial theologian who does theology from within the
church. A cross sectional view of his ecclesial theology is offered by examining
his expressions, images, and understanding of hope. Robinson describes the
characteristics of an ecclesial theology of hope that are found in Charles Wesley's
writings and charts the course of his ideas of hope which serve as a compass for
the Christian's journey toward perfect love, which is the "single, stead aim" of
Wesley's life and theology.
Robinson has shown in her study that one can move beyond the old dichotomy
of doxological and reflective I secular theology, the sacred poetry of Wesley usu
being limited to the former by many theologians, to an ecclesial theology
which effectively considers Charles Wesley's theology in the context of the expe
rience and practice of life in the church.
In the article entitled '''Experimental and Practical Divinity': Charles Wesley
and John Norris," J. Richard Watson once again provides keen insight into the lit
erary world which exerted a strong influence on Charles Wesley. In this instance
it is John Norris. At the outset Watson emphasizes that the sources of Wesley's
hymns are very complex and vast and cannot be oversimplified. Nonetheless,
there are "tissues of culture" which may be examined that indicate strong conso
nance with Charles Wesley's poetry. Thus, Watson examines a variety of aspects
of Norris's thought and language which resonate throughout Wesley's poetry. In
particular he describes the consonance of views of death, wisdom, divine love,
and the mystery of God in Norris and Wesley.
Watson's position is strengthened not only by the illustrative material from
Norris and Wesley but also by the fact that John and Charles Wesley are known
to have read Norris and that John in particular valued him and his work highly.
The mutual emphases in Norris and Wesley fall precisely within the arena of
the "experimental and practical" elements of a living spirituality, an experience
and practice of the faith. And not only is Norris's vocabulary and imagery found
throughout Wesley's poetry, Watson suggests that it may be from Norris that
Wesley "acquired the idea of poetry with a high moral sense." Thus, Watson con
cludes his study with the most probable evidence of this, namely, the resonance
of emphases in Norris's "The Passion of our Blessed Saviour, represented in a

Introduction

9

Pindarique Ode," in Wesley's conversion hymn "Where shall my wondering soul
begin?" and also in his "And can it be that I should gain." While Watson avoids
suggesting Charles's direct borrowing from Norris, he stresses the importance of
the literary environment within which Charles Wesley emerged and upon which
he drew for the development of his poetical skills and thought.
Martin Groves maintains in his article "Charles Wesley's View of Self' that
through his hymns Charles Wesley was the "father and framer" of Methodist spir
ituality and at the heart of this spirituality is a view of the sacrificial self that is
lost in the other. The leading idea is self-kenosis and apophatic renunciation.
In the first part of the article Groves examines seven primary aspects of this
leading idea. He is clear that Charles Wesley's view of the self is "seriously at
odds with the modern view of the integrated self." In the second part of the arti
cle Groves explores an array of literature that addresses Methodist theology and
spirituality and queries why this leading idea of Wesleyan spiritual life is so bla
ignored in secondary literature.
Finally, Groves suggests that the idea of self-kenosis and apophatic renuncia
tion, which finds perhaps its most articulate liturgical expression in the Covenant
Prayer, has greatly affected Methodist/Wesleyan ecc1esiology.
The Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society is published annually by the
Society, and a subscription is included in the annual membership fee. Copies are
also available for purchase. For inquiries regarding the Society memberships
write to:
USA:
Dr. Wilma J. Quantrille
3 Cottage Place
Garfield
New Jersey
07026-3514

UK:
Mr. E. Alan Rose
26 Roe Cross Green
Mottram
Hyde
Cheshire SK14 6LP

For inquiries regarding institutional subscriptions, orders, and to submit books for
review, write to:
USA:
Dr. S T Kimbrough, Jr.
128 Bridge Avenue
Point Pleasant
New Jersey
08742

UK:
Mr. E. Alan Rose
26 Roe Cross Green
Mottram
Hyde
Cheshire SKl4 6LP

The Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society is a forum for papers pre
sented at the Society's annual meetings.
S T Kimbrough, Jr., Editor
Director ofPublications, The Charles Wesley Society

The Image of Christ in the Poor:
On the Medieval Roots of the Wesleys' Ministry
with the Poor
Synopsis
Ted A. Campbell
This essay extends the author's earlier research on "John Wesley's
Conceptions and Uses of Christian Antiquity" (SMU dissertation, 1984; subse
quently published as John Wesley and Christian Antiquity by inquiring about the
ways in which medieval Christian attitudes towards the poor might be reflected
in the work of John as well as Charles Wesley.
The essay begins by examining the development of medieval attitudes
towards the poor, with a particular focus on the exaltation of poverty in the men
dicant movements (Franciscans, Dominicans, and others) in the thirteenth cen
tury and later, and the Devotio Moderna movement of the later middle ages.
Three characteristic teachings emerge in this discussion: (a) the salvific signifi
cance of the poverty of Christ, (b) the notion of the poor as the beloved of Christ,
and (c) the call to a life of voluntary poverty. The essay also shows that some
Anglican authors of the seventeenth century (such as Jeremy Taylor) reflected
these views, and took them from their medieval sources.
The essay then examines how these three medieval themes appear in the
works of John and Charles Wesley. With respect to the first point, the saving rel
evance of Christ's human poverty, both John and Charles Wesley reflected a
kenotic Christology that understood Christ's human poverty as a significant ele
ment in the Incarnation. An example would be Charles Wesley's typical juxta
position of humility and exaltation in the line, "Praise we all our lowly King!"
John and Charles Wesley also reflected the notion of the poor as the beloved
of Christ. John Wesley has sermonic references to the poor as beloved of God,
but it was Charles Wesley, especially in the poetry that has been published only
in the last few decades, who gives the clearest indication of this theme,
The poor, as Jesus' bosom friends,
The poor He makes His latest care,
etc. In one place, in fact, Charles Wesley reflected the typically mendicant idea
that the poor stand in the place of Christ on earth,
Yes; the poor supply thy place,
Still deputed, Lord, by Thee.
The third theme is that of the call to voluntary poverty, and both John and
Charles Wesley reflected this theme. Charles Wesley reflected this idea in some
of his poetry, but we find that it is John who most consistently reflected this
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notion, both in his castigation of the rich and in his call for Christians to divest
themselves of earthly goods. This may be consistent with the fact that John,
unlike Charles, can be said to have led a de facto mendicant lifestyle.
The essay draws a number of conclusions, most significantly that the connec
tion with Christ's poverty links our ministries with the poor to the religious heart
of Christian faith, namely, our devotion to Christ.

Perfection Revisited: Charles Wesley's Theology of
"Gospel-Poverty" and "Perfect Poverty"*
Synopsis
S T Kimbrough, Jr.
This article addresses a group of texts by Charles Wesley, which enhance his per
spectives on life and ministry, both theologically and historically, and which remained
unpublished until 1990, when they appeared in volume 2 of The Unpublished Poetry
ofCharles Wesley (Nashville: AbingdonlKingswood) edited by S T Kimbrough, Jr.,
and Oliver A. Beckerlegge. It suggests that there are perhaps two primary reasons
why they may not have found their way into standard Wesleyan hymnic repertory:
(1) generally they may not have been intended for singing, and (2) they are often filled
with irony and sarcasm, which are not common literary aspects of Christian hymns.
These texts reveal Wesley's understanding of the character and nature of the
poor, who bear the Spirit's character and are marked by distinguished grace.
The poor in every age and place
thou dost, 0 God, approve
to mark with thy distinguished grace,
to enrich with faith and love.

The poor are also the body of Christ.
Members of his Church we know
the poor his body are:
all the goods he had below,
should his garments share.

The poor fulfill a vicarious role as Christ s representatives on earth.

o might I thus through life endure,
and serve my Saviour in the poor.
If one serves Christ in the poor, the community offaith is responsible for its
response to the poor. The dimensions of this response are reflected in these
poems. (1) Proclaim the gospel to the poor. (2) Gather in the poor, particularly
to the feast of the Lord. (3) To neglect the poor is to kill them.
The poems also addressed the nature ofthe community offaith and an ethic of
sharing. (I) Stewardship of resources is mandatory, and private ownership is
indeed questionable.
The difference base of thine and mine
was lost in charity di vine.
*This is a summary of the paper delivered by S T Kimbrough, Jr., on the occasion of the Tenth
Anniversary of the founding of The Charles Wesley Society, at its annual meeting on October 16,
1999, in Dallas, TX.
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The stewardship hymn "Which of the Christians now / would their possessions
sell" this author has published previously (in Songs for the Poor: Singer's
Edition [New York: GBGMusik, 1997]) and it is indeed worthy of discovery by
the church as perhaps the only surviving Wesley stewardship hymn.
Wesley makes very clear in these poems that the giving of alms, however,
cannot buy grace.
Alms cannot alone, we know,
cannot grace from God procure.
Finally, these texts reveal an ultimate theological imperative and an ultimate
social principle for the faith community. The imperative is embodied in a con
cept found in one of these Charles Wesley texts. It is gospel-poverty, which
means daring to give up all to supply the needs of others.
nrimitive example rare
of gospel-poverty,
to feed the flock his only care,
and like his Lord to be.
Charles Wesley relates this imperative to perfection in another of the poems when
he speaks of going on to perfect poverty in serving the poor. Clearly, divesting
oneself of earthly goods moves one closer to perfection.
The ultimate social principle expressed in these Wesley texts is "Help us to
make the poor our friends," for the poor are "Jesus' bosom friends."
The poor as Jesus' bosom friends,
the poor he makes his latest care,
to all his followers commends,
and wills us on our hands to bear;
the poor our dearest care we make,
and love them for our Savior's sake.
A word of caution is offered at the conclusion of the article, namely, the
Wesleys were also deeply concerned with ministry with and among the weJl-to
do, as their associations with aristocracy and some of their publications, poetry,
and journals indicate.
Charles Wesley's telescopic way of focusing the character and nature of the
poor, the vicarious role of the poor in the world, the nature of the community of
believers and its mutual sharing of resources, and particularly the powerful con
cepts of "gospel-poverty" and "perfect poverty" can do much to help individual
Christians and the church as a whole in the new millennium to discover a viable
life with the poor and hence with Jesus Christ, the Savior. In fact, Charles Wesley
wiIJ help all Christians to learn that to seek perfection without self-divestment
and life with and among the poor may indeed be futile. Yes, without them life
with Christ and the way toward perfection may not be possible.

Charles Wesley's Experience of Salvation
The Evidence of the Sermon Corpus
Kenneth G. C. Newport
It is reported that Isaac Watts, himself the author of some truly magnificent
hymns, once said of Charles Wesley's "Wrestling Jacob," that it was worth all
the verses that he himself had ever penned. 1 Such high praise for Charles
Wesley's poetic art is not unusual: Watts might have judged "Wrestling
Jacob" to be one of the finest hymns ever to have been written, but what,
asked John Wesley, "would Dr. Watts have said, if he had lived to see my
brother's two exquisite funeral hymns beginning, 'how happy every child of
grace, that knows his sins forgiven' and, 'come let us join our friends above,
that have obtain'd the prize' !"2 More recent scholars have judged Charles
Wesley to be Britain's "greatest hymnographer,"3 and the 1780 Methodist
hymn book, to which Charles was the principal contributor, "a liturgical mira
cle."4 It is perhaps not surprising, then, given such recognition of real
hymnographic genius, that it is chiefly for his poetic legacy that Charles has been
remembered.
It is clear, however, that it was not only in the composition of hymns that
Charles Wesley's literary abilities excelled. According to his brother John, it was
Charles and not he who was best able to express himself in letters: "I am very
sensible" wrote John "that writing letters is my brother's talent rather than mine."5
IThe remark is attributed to Watts in the obituary of Charles Wesley inserted into the Minutes of
Conference for 1788 (Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, from the First, Held in London, by the
Late Rev. John Wesley, A.M. in the Year 1744 4 vols. [1812-1818] 1.201). The hymn "Wrestling
Jacob," was first published in Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742). The full text, which runs to fourteen
verses, is found in George Osborn, ed. The Poetical Works of John and Charles Wesley, 13 vols.
(1868-1872), 2.173-176. The hymn is analyzed, and the opinions of several scholars concerning it
are presented in Glenn Clark, "Charles Wesley's Greatest Poem," Methodist History
26(1988): 163-171.
2The remark is attributed to John Wesley in an editorial footnote added to a reprint of Dr. Watts's
praise for "Wrestling Jacob" in John Wesley's collected works (The Works of John Wesley, 14 vols.
[London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 1872; repro Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, n.d.],
13.514, hereinafter WJW).
3S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Oliver A. Beckerlegge, eds. The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley,
3 vols. (Nashville, TN: Kingswood Books, 1988-1992), 1.17.
4R. Newton Flew, The Hymns of Charles Wesley: a Study in their Structure (London: The
Epworth Press, 1953), p. 10.
~Frank Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed by His Letters (London: Epworth, 1948), p. 6. This
small book by Baker, now more than fifty years old, is the only work devoted to a study of the exten
sive surviving Charles Wesley letter corpus. This is unfortunate since there is much in this material
that could with profit be brought to light. The full extent of the corpus is not easy to gauge. In 1948
Baker had counted and transcribed at least 600 letters (p. 4) and the true figure seems likely to be well
above that. The John Rylands Library alone holds in excess of 600 MS letters in Charles's hand. The
only significant attempt to bring at least a portion these letters to publication was that of Jackson, who
in 1849 published 106 of them as an appendix to his edition of the journal.
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Similarly, Charles's journal6 has a lively prose style which conveys well enough,
if generally rather tersely, the sense of the excitement he felt as he went about his
early work in America and later as an itinerant Methodist preacher. Hence, it
seems, we must conclude that whatever Charles's poetic merits, he was also a
master of prose.
There is ample evidence to suggest also that the craft of sennon construction,
like the writing of hymns, letters, and a journal was a fonn of literary activity to
which Charles was able to give full and vibrant expression. Indeed, it was prob
ably in the context of Charles's preaching abilities that John wrote to his brother
"In connexion I beat you; but in strong, pointed sentences, you beat me."7
According to John Whitehead (1740-1804), John Wesley's first official biogra
pher, and an individual who had heard both John and Charles preach, Charles's
sennons were more "awakening and useful" than John's,s which is high praise
indeed when seen in the context of John's own not insignificant preaching abili
ties. Whitehead went on to note regarding Charles:
His discourses from the pulpit were not dry and systematic, but flowed from the
present views and feelings of his own mind. He had a remarkable talent of express
ing the most important truths with simplicity and energy; and his discourses were
sometimes truly apostolic, forcing conviction on his hearers in spite of the most
determined opposition.

So powerful was Charles's preaching that it led to some excess. On April 1,
1739, one "B. Nowers" had "strong pangs" and "groaned, screamed and roared
out" when he heard Charles preach. Clearly, then, Charles's words could have a
dramatic effect.
To this evidence could be added much more. However, such seems unneces
sary since the point has already been made: Charles Wesley was more that a
hymn-writer. In other written fonns of expression, and, it seems, in the pulpit, he
was able to express himself with clarity and vision. His surviving prose works,
then, no less than his hymns and poems, deserve the scholar's attention. The
many voices of Charles, and not just the poetic one, must be heard if we are to
gain a full and rounded appreciation of the man and his contribution to the origin,
growth, and theological content of early Methodism. As a society we must take
this seriously. We must take into full account Charles's prose works.
6Charles's journal has never been fully published. The most extensive edition is that of Thomas
Jackson (Thomas Jackson, ed. The Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A., 2 vols. [London: 1849]
hereinafter CW, Journal), but this is a poorly edited and far from complete transcription. In particu
lar it is apparent that Jackson omitted all sections of the journal written in Byrom's method of short
hand, a script used fairly extensively by Charles to record some of the more sensitive material.
7John Wesley to Charles Wesley, June 27,1766 (WJW 12.130-131).
sJohn Whitehead, Life of the Rev. John Wesley, 2 vols. (1793-1796), 1.292. lowe this reference
to Albert C. Outler, ed. The Works of John Wesley vols. 1-4 (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1984-1987),
1.2, n. 6.
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Unfortunately that task is not an easy one, for editions of Charles's prose
works are either nonexistent or defective. In particular the letters of Charles
Wesley and his journal are currently in a rather poor state of academic repair. The
sermons too need attention.
In this area, however, there are grounds for some hope. The Charles Wesley
Society has plans in place to publish a text of Charles's journal, and a complete
edition of Charles's sermons is now available through Oxford University Press
sometime next summer. It is upon the subject of those sermons that I wish to
address this study, and in particular upon the subject of the apparent development
in Charles's soteriology (that is, his doctrine of salvation) that is evident in the
pre- and post-conversion period. What was Charles's experience of salvation?
Before examining Charles's sermons for content relative to this question,
however, it is necessary first to outline the extent of the evidence available. This
is a regrettably complex area and no full account is here attempted. Rather we
must satisfy ourselves with only the very briefest of summaries. 9
If the record in the journal is anything to go by, Charles must have preached
many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of sermons. to We are left with just a few.
Indeed, after a very extensive search of Methodist library catalogues in archives
throughout the world, I have been able to identify a maximum of only 23 surviv
ing sermon texts. Twenty of these survive in MS form, and all are held in the
Methodist Archives at the John Rylands University Library of Manchester. This
compares with John's sermons, 151 11 of which have survived.
One reason for the lack of surviving MSS for Charles's perhaps hundreds or
thousands of sennons seems obvious: they never existed in the first place. This
is so since Charles early developed the method of preaching without notes, that
is, ex tempore, and the fact that he preached in this way means that little written
material ever came into existence.
Such a method of preaching is, for the historian, problematic, for it means that the
text of much of what Charles had to say is simply not available. Obviously the ser
mons Charles preached "without notes" went with him to the grave and cannot now
be recovered. Similarly, caution is called for even where we do have texts, for while
Charles did, by his own admission, have a text before him as he spoke (for example
his brother's sermon on justification or his MS sermon "On the One Thing Needful") 12
9The extent of the sermon corpus is dealt with extensively in chapter 4 of Kenneth G. C.
Newport, The Sermons of Charles Wesley: A Critical Edition with Introduction and Notes (Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 200 I).
ltYfhe journal is replete with references, and indeed sometimes takes on the appearance of little
more than a sermon log. Later evidence similarly suggests that preaching was very much Charles's
life-blood.
IlThere is an overlap in the numbers since seven of the texts contained in the Outler edition of
John Wesley's sermons are included also in the edition of Charles's. The reasons for this overlap are
made Dlain below.
Journal 1:132 (October 15, 1738). CW, Journal, see fn. 6.
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it is plain that he "added much ex tempore" to it. Hence the true spirit and con
tent of Charles's preaching cannot now be recaptured. The historian has a very
deficient body of evidence upon which to base his conclusions. The vast major
ity of Charles's sermons were either not written down in the first place, or have
not survived. Similarly that "much" which Charles "added ex tempore" to some
of his texts has also gone forever. We must bear this in mind. We do not have
the materials necessary for a completely accurate reconstruction of Charles's
experience of salvation.
The situation is not, however, a hopeless one. As I said before, some 23 of
Charles's sermons have been preserved. Most of these are early. Indeed of the
15 surviving sermons that are clearly dated, 13 were composed and preached
prior to 1740. And of the remaining 8, most appear similarly to have been early
compositions.1 3 This fact may be explicable in terms of the early adoption of the
ex tempore method. After 1740, it seems, few of Charles's sermons were com
mitted to paper and hence few have survived.
It would be useful at this point to examine in detail the arguments for and
against the authorship of the sermons that have a claim to being by Charles.
Unfortunately there is no time to enter into that important discussion here. A
quick summary must suffice. 14
Two of Charles Wesley's sermons were published during his lifetime, and both
were eventually to find their way into editions of John Wesley's works. No con
troversy surrounds their authorship since early editions of both carry the name of
Charles as the author. The MS for neither has survived. These sermons are
"Awake thou that sleepest"15 and "The Cause and Cure of Earthquakes."16 No
dispute surrounds the authorship of either text.
In 1987, a major step was taken towards bringing to publication Charles's sermon
materials when six sermons, transcribed by Oliver Beckerlegge and Thomas Albin,
were published as an occasional publication of the Wesley Historical SocietyY
There is no dispute regarding Charles's authorship of these texts. They all stem from
the formative few years following Charles's religious awakening in 1738. 18
13This evidence is based upon an examination of Charles's record of preaching in the journal and
in letters.
14See the detailed discussion in this author's volume. The Sermons of Charles Wesley, 71-90.
15A Sermon Preached on Sunday, April 4th, 1742, before the University of Oxford. By Charles
Wesley, M.A., Student of Christ Church (London: n.d.). The second edition indicates that it was
printed by W. Strahan in 1742. The sermon is included in Outler's edition of John Wesley's sermons
(Works 1.142-158).
16The Cause and Cure of Earthquakes. A Sermon preached from P.mlm xlvi. 8. Occasioned by
the Earthquake on March 8th, 1750 (London: 1750). The second edition (1756) gives the name of
the author as Charles Wesley. The sermon is not included by Outler, but is found in the conference
edition of John Wesley's works (vol. 7.386-399).
17Beckeclegge and Albin, Charles Wesleys Earliest Evangelical Sermons.
18Four of the sermons are dated, and two are not, but all seem to have been composed and
preached before 1742. Those which are dated stem from July 1738-July 1739.
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Consequently they are vibrant and give unmistakable voice to his own evangeli
cal experience. These six sermons, then, have a rea] claim to being the heart of
the surviving homiletic corpus.
The texts of these sermons are in Byrom's shorthand and the difficulty of tran
scribing the material does present something of a problem in bringing the mater
ial to publication for the use of other researchers. In preparing the edition of
Charles's sermons, to which reference has already been made, aU these shorthand
texts have been re-read, and most of the ambiguities in the Albin and Beckerlegge
edition ironed out. The sermons in this category are
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Sermon on 1 John 3:14
Sermon on Titus 3:8
Sermon on Rom 3:23-24
Sermon on Rom 3:23-25
Sermon on John 8: 1-11
Sermon on Luke 18:9-14

1738
1738
1739
1739
1739
No date

(July 16)
(December 21)
(January 1)
(July 1)

Nearly all the sermons in this category, then, are clearly dated from the period
after Charles's "strange palpitation of heart,"19 and the one remaining seems also
to come from this period. As we shan note below, they exude a confidence in the
salvation that comes in Christ.
In 1816 a small volume of sermons appeared under the title Sermons by the
Late Charles Wesley A.M. Student of Christ-Church, o.iford. With a Memoir of
the Author by the Editor. This volume poses major problems. This is not the
place to discuss in any detail those difficulties. 20 Rather we must limit ourselves
to a few key points.
The first problem to be negotiated is that of editorial emendation. Of the
twelve sermons in the 1816 edition, MSS have survived for 11 and in each case
comparison with the originals reveals marked divergence. That problem can of
course be easily overcome by reference to those original MSS.
The second and more major problem is that several of the sermons in the 1816
edition appear to be copies of sermons made by Charles from his brother's MSS.
Indeed, Charles says as much (in shorthand) in the case of seven of the sermons.
This fact was first noted by Richard Heitzenrater in 1969 and his remarks seem
entirely accurate. 21 I have argued at length elsewhere that both common sense
and hard textual evidence suggests, however, that Charles did not copy his
brother's sermons without making editorial changes and that similarly the fact
that Charles preached these sermons, some of them several times, means that they
were in at least this sense "his."22 The other five sermons all stand at least a
19Jackson, pp. 146-147. CW, Journal, see fn. 6.
20See Newport, Sermons of Charles Wesley, 77-78.
21See Richard P. Heitzenrater, "John Wesley's Earliest Sermons," Proceedings of the Wesley
Historical Society 37(1969-1970), pp. 112-113.
22Newport, The Sermons of Charles Wesley. chapter 4.
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chance of being original Charles Wesley compositions. Again we cannot enter
here into full details. However, the evidence suggests that in the case of three ser
mons (1 Kings 18:21; Psalm 126:6;23 Phil 3:13-14) we are dealing with Charles's
own compositions. I am certain that this is the case with 1 Kings 18:21 and think
it entirely probable in the other two. This is not an idle question; these texts, pre
suming they are Charles's own, give a pre-1738 view of his experience of salva
tion.
In summary the sermons represented in the 1816 edition are useful and cannot
be ignored. All those dated are from the early period in America and hence pro
vide a useful contrast to the post-May 21, 1738 shorthand sermons. That con
trast is made here. 24
Having thus described the extent of the Charles Wesley sermon corpus, we
may now turn to examine the content of those materials. Clearly we need to limit
this examination. We shall look in particular at Charles's experience of salvation.
Charles Wesley's theological views have not been the subject of very great
debate. This is not to say that the area has been completely neglected, for several
major studies (a substantial portion of which regrettably remain in the form of
unpublished theses) do exist. However, even when these are taken fully into
account, the fact remains that Charles's theological views have been the subject
of only a fraction of the detailed discussion that has been conducted concerning
those of his brother John.
From both a theological and an historical point of view such a situation is
unfortunate. Charles was a theologian of not insignificant ability, and his analy
sis of the Bible and attempt to explain both the plight of the human condition and
what he perceived to be the divine answer to it deserve careful attention. Both
the systematic theologian and the biblical interpreter will find much in Charles's
writings that is of value. Charles is also of significance in the context of the his
tory of theology (both from the Anglican and Methodist perspecti ve), for his is in
part an attempt to bring together the biblical text and what he considered to be the
authoritative traditions of the church, and it was from these raw materials, imbued
with his own experience, that Charles attempted to fashion a theology which
could survive in the hostile environment of the eighteenth-century.
As is well known, Charles underwent his "evangelical conversion" on May
1738. In the MS jou~nal,25 as in Jackson's edition,26 the day is headed, in
upper case letters, THE IDAy OF PENTECOST, and indeed May 21 was
23Charles actually gives the reference as "126.7" (a verse which does not exist).
24There is one other sermon (on John 4:41) and a sermon-treatise on Acts 20:7, but these need not
be discussed here.
25Meth. Archives at John Rylands Library ref. DDCW 10/2 (Box code of The Methodist Archives,
John Rylands Library, Manchester, UK).
26CW, Journal 1:90.
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Whitsunday in 1738. For Charles, however, the day marked not simply a festival
of the Church, but a major turning point in his own religious experience.
The exact chronological relationship between this experience and the compo
sition of the hymn "And can it be, that I should gain/an interest in the Saviour's
blood?" has been debated.27 However, the hymn, even if it is not the actual hymn
that Charles composed on May 23 "on his conversion" is doubtless a reflection
upon the experience of May 21. Verse 4 reads
Long my imprison' d spirit lay,
Fast bound in sin and nature's night:
Thine eye diffused a quickening ray;
I woke; the dungeon flamed with light;
My chains fell off, my heart was free,
I rose, went forth, and follow'd Thee. 28
As with converts generally, Charles may well have overemphasized the dis
crepancy between his situation before his experience and that after it (a trap into
which some of his commentators may also have slipped). The imagery of the
hymn is dramatic: a soul imprisoned by sin in the darkest dungeonal depths is
contrasted with spirit flying free in the glory of celestial lights. The wider corpus
of Charles's writings do not support the view of such an absolute and total con
trast between his life before May 1738 and that after it. 29 However, the sermons
do certainly suggest that Charles's experience of salvation, and his homiletic
expression of it, underwent a definite shift somewhere between his leaving
America and composing the six shorthand texts.
Eight sermons from this period of "nature's night" have survived in the hand
of Charles Wesley. These are the sermons on Phil. 3: 14-15, 1 Kings 18:21 (two
versions), Psalm 126:6--7, Matt. 5:20, Matt. 6:22-23, Luke 16:8, John 13:7 and
Exod. 20:8. As I have said, of these the first three have a real claim to being
Charles's own compositions. The situation with the remaining five is not so clear,
but, as I have argued, at the very least they were sermons which Charles preached
and hence may be taken as expressing his own views. 30
The dark of Charles's dungeon and that of his "legal night" are seen fairly
clearly in his sermon on Phil. 3: 14-15. In this sermon Charles sets about explain
ing the road to salvation and encouraging his hearers never once to take their eyes
from it or stop to rest along the way. God has set before the Christian an ideal,
perfection; and unless that ideal is constantly striven for (even if never reached)
the believer will not find salvation. As it is reflected in this sermon, Charles's
27See for example Arnold Dallimore, A Heart Set Free: The Life of Charles WesLey (Welwyn,
Herts: Evangelical Press, 1988), pp. 61--63; T. Crichton Mitchell, CharLes WesLey: Man with the
Dancing Heart (Kansas City: Beacon Press, 1994), pp. 70-71.
28PoeticaL Works l.l05.
29 A point made by Baker.
30All eight of these early sermons are found in the 1816 edition.
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world is a threatening and uncertain place. God demands that the Christian be
ever diligent in seeking to reach the ideal of perfection, which includes, for
Charles, the observation of all God's commands (and how unpleasant it will be
for the one caught unawares upon the Lord's return). As if this were not enough,
Charles also perceives that the playing field is far from level. Two major forces
seek to drag the believer down. The first is the devi1 and his evil agents, a com
pany ever seeking to hinder the believer as he treads his difficult path. The sec
ond is human nature itself, which is unwilling to bend to the will of God and
inclination seeks that which is evil rather than that which is good. Not surpris
ingly, then, Christians can "never be absolutely certain of their crown of reward."
The gaining of that crown is dependent upon the waging of a constant battle, and
the ultimate triumph, of the believer over self and the devil. One may never reach
perfection, but God demands that it is a goal after which the believer is constantly
to strive. God, it is true, has promised salvation, "but it must be remembered that
all God's promises are conditional, and that we are bound to fulfil our part of the
covenant." Hence one can never be sure of "the favour of God," and indeed to
be so is a danger in itself, for it may promote a false sense of security and turn
one from the difficult path which alone leads to the narrow gate.
The sermon on Phil. 3:14-15 is, then, a rather gloomy one. Charles urges his
hearers never to rest from their spiritual labours, that is, keeping the command
ments and seeking perfection. Salvation is a "reward which is given" (in the MS
Charles has struck out the even stronger remark that it is "wages" which are
"paid"), and since that reward has not as yet been given, the task must not as yet
be accomplished. Nothing short of perfection is required, and the individual must
not stop short of that highest "pitch of piety." Stopping is fatal for he
that would stand still in the paths of ~ piety must not be suprized if he find that
he goeth back therein. He not only wasteth his time, but loseth his ground too: and
will find, if ever he awakes out of his sleep, that he has not only less time to run
his race in, but more of his course to go through than he before imagined. He that
doth not constantly and daily strive against the storm of vice and torrent of iniq
wherewith the world is now overflowed, wi II be infallibly carried down
thereby. There is not resting in the mid way between heaven and hell. We must
pursue our way to the former, or we shall infallibly make quick advances toward
the latter.

There is, then, no instantaneous salvation. The lot of the Christian is uncertain.
Such thinking is clearly psychologically unhealthy and is perhaps both the
partial cause and resu1t of Charles's pessimistic personality, a trait that has been
noted adequately before. The contrast between the tone of this sermon and that
of many of the later hymns is fairly plain and need not be explored in any great
detail here. The atoning blood of Christ, so central (as Tyson and Renshaw point
out) to Charles's later theology, makes no appearance in this early sermon.
Indeed, Jesus himself is noticeable mainly by his absence, and when he does
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appear is it as a judge and taskmaster. Christ promises and calls, but he also
expects and requires.
The sermon on Phil. 3: 14-15 is not untypical. We have seen that the sermon
on 1 Kings 18:21 is likely to be Charles's own composition and here too we find
the same basic ingredients. In the sermon Charles sets before the audience the
basic choice they have to make. No one can serve two masters and individuals
must choose God or the world. There is no half-way point. The point is elabo
rated. God demands total service and nothing short of that will do. Conditions
for salvation are set:
And it is to that due fulfilling of these conditions of salvation that the promise of
into rest is made us. We know by the covenant that God made with us at
our creation, sinless obedience was indispensably required of us: and though the
rigours of this covenant are now abate and God through his tender mercy, in con
sideration of the manifold frailties and infirmities of our natures hath been gra
ciously pleased to propose heaven to us on other terms; and to accept of repentance
in lieu of perfect obedience, yet should we greatly deceive ourselves, that there was
less to do than ever before was required of men in order to their attainment of
heaven and happiness.

Perfect obedience is not, then, required, for it is not a possibility for those
caught between Eden and heaven. But the quest for it is. It is Charles position
here that Adam was sustained in his Edenic state by his own obedience to the will
of God. Once sin entered in, the situation changed, for with sin came the cor
ruption of human nature and the consequent impossibility of sinless perfection.
However, God is ajust God, and the level of difficulty with which the human side
of the covenant can be kept is no less or more now than it was for Adam. Adam
was perfect and sinless perfection and obedience were required of him. Adam's
children are imperfect, and perfect obedience, though not sinless perfection, is
required of them. Charles writes:
Were we able, we should be obliged to be spotless and without sin. And though,
through the corruption of our nature, a state of perfection is ~ not to be
expected in this world, yet are we commanded to aim at it with all our might: and
whosoever voluntarily stops short of it, for ought he knows to the contrary, stops
short of the mercy of God.

One must, then, do what one can and, if one has done that (and only if), the
shortfall is made up by the merit of Christ. Again, then, Christ is noticeable
mainly by his absence and again the contrast with the later material is
enough. In this sermon, as in Phil. 3:13-14, Charles sets out a difficult path of
constant self examination and the requirement of continual progression from bad
to better.
In the sermon on Ps. 126:6-7, however, there is a sign of what is later to come.
The sermon still exudes a gloomy air, the opening paragraph setting well the gen
eral tone:
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Experience shows us, that even they who are Christians indeed, who serve God
with all their strength may go on their way weeping perhaps for many years, per
haps to the end of their lives. They are followers of him who was a man of sor
rows and acquainted with grief. And if any man will come after him, he must suf
fer with his master more or less; being like him to be made perfect through
sufferings.

However, the sermon faUs somewhat short of the two so far discussed when it
comes to soteriological pessimism. It is still Charles's view that it is the lot of the
Christian to travel the hard road towards final happiness, but seems far more cer
tain that it is a goal that can be reached. The blood of Christ begins to take on
the significance with which Charles will later invest it.
Humility cannot but lead to faith: a sight of our disease makes us soon fly to the
cure of it. Who can feel himself sick and not long to be made whole? What con
trite sinner is not glad of a saviour'? And he is the more glad, the more firmly he
believes, that he is able and willing to save to the uttermost: able to save all that
believe, for he is God! And willing, for he is man. He isjoy! Joy which none can
divide from faith! Joy unspeakable and full of glory! God the Lord God, Jehovah,
God over all, the God to whom all things are possible hath undertaken the cause of
lost man! He hath promised, he hath sworn to save them. Nay he hath done more
than this: he hath bowed the heavens and come down: he hath been made man!
He hath lived, suffered, nay died to save them! Yea tell it out in all the lands! God
Christ hath died! He hath died to save man! Let the heavens rejoice, and let the
earth be glad. Publish ye, praise ye, and say, this is the victory which overcometh
the world, even our faith. If we can believe all things are possible to him that
believeth: to him it is easy, "to rejoice evermore"! Yea, he cannot but rejoice in
strength, 0 Lord Christ, and be exceeding glad of thy salvation!

This is a message which Charles preached as early as April 18, 1736, and
preached at least four more times within the course of the next four months. It is,
to be sure, a break in the otherwise gloomy clouds that seem to hang over his
work during at this time. However, it does give a hint of what is later to come.
With Charles's sermon on Matt. 5:20 we are back on familiar territory. This
is a sermon which may well have been copied from John, though the general tone,
format and style seem to fit well enough Charles's perceived state of mind and the
thrust of his theology during this period. Charles notes that Jesus instructed his
followers to seek a righteousness which is greater than that of the scribes and
Pharisees (Matt. 5:20). According to Charles there are two basic ways in which
such greater righteousness can be obtained. The first is through the performance
of a greater number of good deeds than those done by the scribes and Pharisees,
and especially the performance of good deeds not only in a distinctly religious
(i.e., worship) context, but also in everyday life; more deeds, more righteousness.
Secondly, deeds should be done from good motives. The scribes and the
Pharisees do deeds to be seen by men, says Charles (drawing on Matt. 6:5), but
the Christian does them to please the Father. Salvation, described here again as
a "reward," is rooted in what is done. The Pharisees do too few deeds for the
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wrong motives and will not enter the kingdom. The successful Christian, how
ever, does more good deeds and for the right motives (to please God and not man)
and will get into the kingdom as his just reward.
The other three sermons that have survived from this pre-conversion period
are all copies made from John's MSS and allowance must be made for this fact.
However, the central message of "The Single Intention" (and Charles must at the
very least have agreed with it) is simple enough: God has brought the people
safely to the place in which they now reside (Char1es first preached the sermon
on American soil on March 14, 1736), and it is now their duty to choose whom
they will serve. Once this intention is clear, it will direct actions. The intention
of the Christian must be single and not divided between two ends, for God will
not be served by halves. There is then an obvious overlap here between this ser
mon and the sermons on 1 Kings 18:21 and PhiL 3:14-15 already discussed
briefly, and it shares with those other sermons a sense of soteriological uncer
tainty. The religious life and the quest for salvation are not an easy road. Every
aspect of one's life should be geared towards a single intention. If the "eye" wan
ders, that is, if the individual looks anywhere else other than to God, the conse
quences will be terrible indeed, for
no sooner shalt thou divide thy heart, and aim at anything beside holiness, than the
from which thou tumest away being withdrawn, thou shalt not know whither
thou goest. Ignorance, sin, and misery shall overspread thee, till thou fall headlong
into utter darkness.

The sermon on "The Single Intention" also links very clearly with the sermon
on Luke 16:8 ("Wiser than the Children of Light"). Again in this sermon we find
Charles appealing to his audience to serve only one master. The sermon hinges
on the observation that "the children of this world are ... wiser than the children
of light" in that they know whom it is they serve and serve him with all their
heart. This can be contrasted with the position of the Christian who all too often
offers only a half-service to his master. Thus while the "children of this genera
tion" are not absolutely wise, they are'nevertheless wiser than the children oflight
though they know where they want to be, do not pursue their goal with
proper, single-minded diligence. A sense of the real effort required to achieve sal
vation is, then, as obvious in this sermon on Luke 16:8 as it is in the others I have
briefly discussed.
All these relatively early sermons from Char1es's period in "nature's night"
seem to pull in the same general direction. They do, it is true, touch upon some
other issues, but all five are predominantly concerned with the question of salva
tion and how it is attained. In the sermon on Psalm 126:6-7, there is a break in
the clouds, but the general picture which emerges in these early documents is of
an individual weighed down by feelings of sinfulness and soteriological uncer
tainty. In the face of this comes Charles's appeal to a more determined approach
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to religion and the call of God. Jesus said "1le perfect," and it is to such a state
that the individual must aspire. He may never reach perfection, but the quest for
it (human nature and the Devil notwithstanding) is nevertheless a divine impera
tive. It is in this general context that we must read Charles's reflections on his
conversation with Peter Bohler on February 24, 1738. The story is a famous one,
but a small portion of it is worth quoting here. In his journal Charles wrote:
Soon after Peter Bohler came to my bedside. I asked him to pray for me. He
seemed unwilling at first, but, beginning very faintly, he raised his voice by
degrees, and prayed for my recovery with strange confidence. Then he took me by
the hand, and calmly said, 'You will not die now.' 1 thought within myself, 'I can
not hold out in this pain till morning. If it abates before, I believe 1 may recover.'
He asked me, 'Do you hope to be saved?' 'Yes.' [I replied] 'For what reason do
you hope itT [he asked] 'Because I have used my best endeavours to serve God.'
He shook his head, and said no more. I thought him very uncharitable, saying in
my heart, 'What, are not my endeavours a sufficient ground of hope? Would he rob
me of my endeavours? 1 have nothin!! else to trust to. 31

We must be careful. Charles never lost this insistence that the Christian must
strive to be perfect or that it is the duty of the believer to seek out and do God's
will, and it would be inaccurate simply to suggest that a works-based righteous
ness was replaced by a Christ-based righteousness following the events of May
21, 1738. Indeed, we have seen that the insistence upon the sufficiency and cen
trality of Christ's death in the plan of salvation, an aspect of Charles's theology
which was to become so central in his later work, appears reasonably clearly, if
briefly, in his sermon on Psalm 126:7. However, following his experience in May
1738 a change does seem to have occurred. As Baker has noted
Henceforth ... Whitsuntide was always to be a peculiar time of blessing for him.
Underlying the choppy surface of his Christian experience were the calm deeps of
his new certainty of God's love for him.32

The later sermons reflect that certainty and it is to those texts that we may now
turn. 33 The first sermon to have survived from the period after May 21,1738, is
that on 1 John 3:14. This sermon is divided into two parts and Charles did not
generally preach both parts on the same occasion. Again it would be easy to
overemphasise the extent to which this sermon (both parts I and 2) differs from
the early sermons. However, that they are quite different seems unmistakable. In
this earliest post-"Pentecost" sermon, Charles still finds a place for good works.
They are, says Charles, "the necessary effects or fruits or signs of a living faith."
They are necessary "not to make, but to show us acceptable."
31MS Journal, 114--II5; CW, Journal 1:82.
32Baker, Charles Wesley liS Revealed by His Letters, p. 33.
.BThe two sermons not discussed are those on Exod 20:8 and John 13:7. Both of these were
copies from John's MSS and neither deals very directly with the question of salvation.
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On the question of how one achieves that acceptance in the first place, how
ever, there seems a fair distance between what one finds in this sermon and that
which Charles put forward in these earlier texts. As we saw, Charles's general
position in the earlier material seems to be that God accepts only those who are
daily involved in the difficult task of struggling to draw ever closer to that (always
elusive) state of perfection. Sins must be overcome, progress must be made,
devotion must be complete and single-minded. The individual must do what is
within his power, assured only that Christ will make up the deficit when, and only
when, he has done his very best. In this later sermon, however, the conditions
seem rather easier to fulfill.
Oh that anyone of you would even now arise and go to his Father and say unto
him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before Thee, and am no more wor
thy to be called thy Son!" He sees you now, while you are a great way off, and has
compassion, and only awaits your turning towards him, that he may run and fall on
your neck and kiss you. Then he will say, "Bring forth the best robe (even the robe
of Christ's righteousness) and put it upon him, for this my son was dead and is alive
again; he was lost and is found.

The sermon may even be read as a spiritual autobiography. There are, says
Charles, three types of persons in the world: those who are wicked and seek not
God, those who are wicked and seek God, and those who are righteous. Those in
the first state are without hope so long as they remain in it. Unless they seek God,
God can do nothing for them. The second group seems to resemble quite dis
tinctly Charles in the period leading up to May 1738. These are they who are
wicked, who know they are wicked, and seek to become righteous; "the love of
Christ seems to constrain them, and they want to do great things for him." For a
while the world seems to have lost its hold upon them; "the devil, that roaring
lion, is chained; and the flesh but rarely troubles them." However, temptation
comes once more and "their own wickedness makes head against them" and from
this time such a person
treads the same dreadful round of sin, repenting and sinning again. His comfort is
withdrawn, his peace is lost; he pray[sV 4 resolves and strives, but all in vain; the
more he labours, the less he prevails; the more he struggles, the faster he is bound:
so that after a thousand thousand repeated defeats he finds at last that sin is irre
sistible. Then does he take up that sad complaint (Romans 7) which he feels the
apostle wrote of him, 'That which I do, I allow not: for what I would, that I do not;
but what I hate, that do I. ... Oh wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me
from the body of this death!'

It is at this point according to Charles that righteousness comes. It is instan
taneous. The robe is thrown around the sinner. He has come home.
34Corrected from "prayed." The sense seems odd in this context. It may be a simple error on
Charles's part, or perhaps even a slip brought about as a result of his remembering his own experience.
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There is an obvious sense, then, in which this sennon differs from those that
have gone before it. The gloom-Iadened soul searching seems largely to have
gone and in its place has come a conviction that God in Christ has done in a
moment what Charles had thought would take a life-time. This is not to say, how
ever, that the pilgrim has landed so safely on the other shore that he need never
fear a return to his fonner state. In fact, says Charles, the belief that the justified
sinner might never fall from the state of grace is nothing short of an "arrogant
doctrine of devils." However, Charles assures his audience that no one may fear
that he will (as opposed to may) fall from grace so long as he remembers that it
is a real possibility. Even in this sennon, then, there is a sense in which salvation
is uncertain. There is also a place for good works. Neither of these aspects of
Charles post-"Pentecost" theology, however, seems to occupy so central a posi
tion in his thinking as it did in the earlier corpus. The other shorthand sennons
express similar thoughts. In the sennon on "faith and good works" (Titus 3:8),
for example, Charles retur~s to the question of the relationship between the two
and again puts forward the view that works come after faith and are the conse
quence and not the cause of divine acceptance.
First we are to insist that a man is justified, that is, forgiven, and accounted right
eous by grace only through faith, exclusive of all good works and righteousness of
his own; then, that he is to evidence this justification by universal obedience;
continually exercising himself unto godliness; by expressing the whole mind that
was in Christ Jesus.

The sennon continues this general line of argument throughout, but one
should not underestimate the continued insistence on the necessity of good works
as a part of religious life. Indeed, at one point Charles makes the remark "His
[Christ's] righteousness is not imputed to me unless I manifest it by righteousness
inherent in me," which, if it is not straightforwardly Pelagian, surely verges on
synergism. Drawing on the epistle of James, Charles points out that a faith that
is not manifest in works is a dead and worthless faith. Similarly in the sennon on
John 8:1ff. Charles presses home the point that Christ said to the woman go and
sin no more.
Thus in these early sennons the basic framework of a thoroughly Anninian
soteriological system seems already finnly in place. Works are still important.
They are the signs of justification, but more than that they are still, in Charles
thinking, necessary to it. Thus Charles asks with St, James, "For what doth it
profit, my brethren, that a man say he hath faith, and hath not works?" Can a faith
which is without works save him? Can an idle, dead and devilish faith avail for
his salvation? To which comes in effect the answer "no," albeit that the reply is
partially hidden behind a logical smoke-screen (faith that does not manifest itself
in works is not true faith, therefore the absence of works indicates and absence of
[true] faith. Hence the individual who has not works cannot be saved since it is
evident from his lack of works that he also lacks [true] faith, which is requirement
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of salvation). This having been said, however, there is an obvious sense in which
these early post-"Pentecost" sennons exude a soteriological confidence absent
from the earlier texts, and while it may be possible to put the materials under suf
ficient logical pressure to reveal inherent theological cracks, this is perhaps to
miss the real power of the sennons, which is their appeal to experience and rev
elation. According to Charles, God can and does save sinners. That same God
also requires a certain standard of behaviour from those whom he has justified on
the basis of their faith. Such assertions make popular religious sense, even if to
the theologian they seem to require significant further explication. (And speak
ing as one who was originally trained in New Testament studies I would have to
say that Charles seems to summarize Paul adequately on these points-but that is
another study).
The remainder of the shorthand sennons, and the sennon on Eph. 5: 14, con
tinue in the same general vein and need not be discussed in any greater detail
here. With all six of these texts the one overriding concern is salvation and how
it is achieved and the one consistent answer that is given is that it is by faith in
Christ, who has paid the price of human sin. 35
There is, then, much in the sennons that could usefully be explored and here
some indication of that richness has been indicated. Charles, as others have
noted, often found that pessimism and depression dogged his steps. This mood
is reflected in many of the sennons. However, while caution has properly been
urged on the point, it is nevertheless doubtless true that in the sennons one can
see a distinct change. Charles's heart may on occasions have been recaptured, the
chains refastened and flaming light partially extinguished. But that Charles did
go through a moving experience somewhere in the latter part of the 1730s (and
we should of course take the journal seriously and note Charles's own account of
the "DAY OF PENTECOST"). The sennons which come after the 1738 water
shed display a new-found confidence, which, while it was sometimes prone to
assaults from Charles's congenital depressive personality, was never lost. Baker
has put it well: the surface of Charles'S Christian experience was choppy, but it
reached great depths.
In concluding this article I should like to make three points. First, it is hoped
that enough of the evidence has been given to suggest that Charles's "strange pal
pitation of heart," which, we should note, took place three days before John's
"strange wanning" of the same bodily organ, marked a definite turning point in
his religious experience. The sennon evidence seems to confinn that found in the
journal and the hymns that this was an experience which was to strike deep into
Charles's religious life. We have taken care not to overemphasize the extent to
35Charles is, as we would expect, thoroughly Anselmian on this point, as a reading of the materi
als will show. This point comes across very strongly in the sermons on Rom. 3 where, even allowing
for the fact that much of the terminology is taken from the Homilies, Charles's acceptance ofthe satis
faction theory is plain enough.
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which a works-righteousne$s was replaced by a faith-righteousness after May 21,
1738, but that the event did bring Charles to a different perspective seems indis
putable.
Second, and I think just as importantly, it is hoped that this study has given at
least some indication of the wealth of material that has yet to be subjected to seri
ous and intensive analysis. In fact, of Charles's prose works the sermons repre
sent by far the smallest body of evidence. The letters in particular hold out great
promise of further insight into the life of Charles, his spiritual development, and
his often stormy relationship to his brother John. The journal also is a virtually
unused resource.
In this context we should note that for many the fact that the hymns and poems
have been mentioned in this lecture only infrequently will be a cause for great
concern, and properly so. No adequate account of Charles's theological views
can be given without making reference to the poetical corpus, which must remain
central to Charles Wesley research. The point is so obvious it hardly needs men
tion. However, one of the purposes of this discussion has been to seek to high
light the wealth of information that is to be found in the prose materials and it is
hoped that that has now been done.
Third, and finally, I would like to press again the point that Charles was a the
ologian in his own right and that as a theologian he was able to use the head no
less than the heart. The best example of this from the sermon corpus is Charles's
treatise on Acts 20:7, a document to which we have not here referred, but even
ignoring that text, it is plain that Charles was able to develop theology systemat
ically throughout the sermon corpus. It shows signs of development, but it is, one
might say, a systematic theology that appeals to the reason and to Scripture no
less than to religious experience for verification.
Charles did give wings to his brother's theology, and he was perhaps primar
ily the "heart" rather than the "head" of early Methodism. However, to restrict
Charles to the role as his brother's echo or to listen only to his poetic voice is, I
believe, to miss a great deal. I might not go as far as John in describing Charles's
talent for poetry as his "least"; I am not altogether confident, however, that John
was speaking entirely tongue-in-cheek when he said this or that he was thereby
seeking to extol longed-for virtues at the expense of actual ones. He was a letter
writer, ajournalist, and certainly a preacher. Further research is needed into these
other areas of Charles's literary and theological legacy and it is my hope that The
Charles Wesley Society will continue to promote the same.

A Single, Steady Aim
Images of Hope in Wesleyan Hymnody
Elaine A. Robinson
May 21, 1738, stands as a watershed event in the life of Charles Wesley: It is
the day when he first experienced the assurance for which he longed, the day in
which the "Spirit of God ... chased away the darkness of [his] unbelief.'" Then,
writes Wesley, "I now found myself at peace with God, and rejoiced in hope of
loving Christ."2 In this watershed event, Wesley names, specifically, the three
theological virtues of faith, hope, and love: He believed and rejoiced in the hope
of loving Christ. Often we think of Wesley's hymns and sacred poems as partic
ularly centered on faith and justification and on love and sanctification, but for
Wesley hope was also a recurrent theme in his hymns and sacred poems and plays
a key role in both justification by faith and being perfected in love. In this arti
cle, I intend to examine Charles Wesley as a purveyor of hope and to suggest the
possibility of understanding him as an ecclesial theologian. I approach my analy
sis as a constructive theologian who seeks to draw upon and enhance the theo
logical contributions of the Wesleys and thus illuminate how their theological
contributions are particularly relevant to our contemporary era. Before exploring
Wesley's hymnody, I begin by establishing a framework which defines the nature
and task of an ecclesial theologian and indicates the integral function of hope in
theology.

Ecclesial Theology and Christian Hope
In my doctoral dissertation I argued for a redefinition of academic theology in
terms of "ecclesial" theology as distinguished from "secular" theology. 3 While
both are legitimate and necessary enterprises, an ecclesial theologian maintains a
personal commitment to the life of faith and writes academic theology on behalf
of the church. Ecclesial theology begins and ends in the worshiping community
and should thus be understood as a practice of the community of faith. In no way
do I intend to discredit the secular theologian who studies but does not practice
the faith; rather, I suggest that an ecclesial theologian begins his or her work from
within the church as a member of the body of Christ, as an active participant in
the practices of the faith.
Modern theology has often operated on the assumption that credible theology
requires a certain ability to stand apart from the community in order to judge the
appropriateness and fittingness of the Christian witness, which subscribes to the
ICharles Wesley, Journal entry of Sunday, May 21,1738, in Charles Wesley: A Reader, edited by
John R. Tyson (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 99.
p.99.
A. Robinson, A Narrative of Hope: Renewing Christian Hope Through the Imaginative
Practice of Ecclesial Theology (Emory University, Dissertation, 2000).
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post-Enlightenment distinction between first-order and second-order discourse.
The theological task is taken to be that of reflection on the primary discourse of
the Christian community, rather like an anthropologist observing rites of passage
in Papua New Guinea. This assumption suggests that to understand oneself as a
full participant would bias one's objectivity and cloud one's judgment. This same
dichotomy is at work in Teresa Berger's valuable study, Theology in Hymns?, in
which she distinguishes theological language from doxology, as she asserts the
reflective nature of theological language.4 Of course, neither John nor Charles
Wesley was operating on this assumption of primary and secondary discourse;
indeed, sennons were a chief source of doctrinal expression in the Anglican tra
dition. This distinction is 'Il post-Enlightenment development which need not be
so narrowly construed and rigidly ordered, if we understand theology as, funda
mental1y and legitimately, a practice of the Christian community. The first point,
then, regarding ecclesial theology, is that, by nature and task, it consists of doing
theology from within the church as a practice of the church on behalf of the
church.
Ecclesial theology involves, secondly, what I refer to as "embodied experi
ence." If a theologian considers himself or herself an ecclesial theologian, then
two dimensions of experience must be successfully negotiated: First, the experi
ence of the structures of our lives or the situation and context in which we live.
This is a common claim, for if theology is to be relevant, it must consider and
account for the immediate context and situation. Yet, at the same time, the eccle
sial theologian also negotiates the experience of God, and, for the Wesleys, the
experience of God is a fundamental dimension of the authentic Christian life and
was wholly lacking in their Church of England. The experience of God allows
us or invites us to participate in and respond to the divine life in the world. The
experience of God enables us to approach our lives through the eyes of faith, and
such participation in the divine life is possible by means of the theological virtues
of faith, hope, and love. Hope has the particular quality or role of helping us nav
igate through the structures of existence as they are experienced at any given time
and place, in any given cultural fonn, while participating in the divine life. 5
In John Wesley's sennon, "The Marks of the New Birth" (1748), he suggests
that being born of the Spirit is marked by the three scriptural qualities of faith,
hope, and love. These are the three virtues which increasingly enable us to par
ticipate in God. Faith is "a disposition which God hath wrought in [our hearts];
'a sure trust and confidence in God that through the merits of Christ [our] sins are
I

4See Teresa Berger, Theology in Hymn.~?: A Study of the Relationship of Doxology and Theology
According to A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (1780), translated
by Timothy E. Kimbrough (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1989).
5"Culture" is best understood a<; an ordering principle; it reflects the forms and substances of our
lives and projects the practices and values we prefer. One might say that any particular cultural
expression instills or inculcates certain beliefs and practices in those who participate in and belong to
it.
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forgiven, and [we are] reconciled to the favour of God."'6 Hope is the mark of
the witness of the Spirit, as it implies "first, the testimony of our own spirit or
conscience that we walk 'in simplicity and godly sincerity'; but secondly and
chiefly, the testimony of the Spirit of God, 'bearing witness with', or to, 'our
spirit, that we are the children of God; and if children, then heirs; ... '''7 Last but
not least, Christian love is the mark of reconciliation to God, delight in God, and
joy and peace. The fruit of this love of God is the love of neighbor and obedi
ence to God. Thus, as a starting point, in Wesleyan theology the virtues of faith,
hope, and love, which result from or grow out of the event of regeneration, are
central to our participation in the divine life and our growth in holiness. In con
trast to "The Marks of the New Birth" and John Wesley's understanding of hope
as the quality that bears witness to our relationship to God, in Charles Wesley's
hymns, hope will appear in a slightly different light. For Charles, legitimate or
living hope can be seen to take shape in, perhaps, two different states or stages:
one prior to justification and one prior to entire sanctification.
To speak of faith, hope, or love becomes a complex but essential task for the
ecclesial theologian. How does one speak of and make meaningful that which is
unseen? Expressing hope in the unseen requires concrete images or symbols
which relate to and make sense within the context and structures of particular
human experiences. The experience of God meets us in and through the struc
tures of our experience, and if theology is to be meaningful, relevant, and coher
ent, it must reflect and give shape to our experience of the situation in which we
live. At any given time, in any given place and culture, meaningful theology cor
responds to the structures of our lives, yet remains uniquely directed by faith,
hope, and love as the primary marks of the Christian culture. Our experience of
God and our experience of the world in which we live are both embodied expe
riences, and for theology, the body of Christ performs a constitutive and regula
tive function. Embodied as a member of the body of Christ, the theologian pro
vides an imaginative, structural bridge which can bring to light the manifestation
of the human condition under the given factors of time, space, and culture; that
within the actuality of our historical existence, but always from within the real
ity of participation in God. The community of faith, the body of Christ, serves as
the basis for and corrective to individual experience. Theological proposals and
beliefs are thus adjudicated within and through the practices of Christian life
together. These notions of embodiment within the body of Christ and of embod
ied experience are certainly characteristic of Charles Wesley the hymn-writer,
6John Wesley, "The Marks of the New Birth," John Wesleys Sermons. edited by Albert C. Outler
and Richard P. Heitzenrater (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991), 175. Wesley's understanding of faith
evolves over time as it moves from faith as fides to faith as fiducia and finally to a blended position
expressed by Hebrews II: I, "Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things
not seen." See W. Stephen Gunter, The Limits of "Love Divine" (Nashville: Kingswood Books,
1989).
7Wesley, "The Marks of the New Birth," p. 177.
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preacher, and purveyor ofihope. Thus, my second point regarding ecclesial the
ology is that it bridges the experience of God and the experience of existence in
and through the constitutive and regulative functions of the body of Christ, the
church.
My third point about ecc1esial theology relates specifically to the characteris
tic of Christian hope. To make real the encounter between the structures of exis
tence and the reality of God, theology must cultivate genuine hope, for it is hope
that enables us to navigate the world in which we Jive while participating in the
divine life. As a working definition of hope, let me suggest that hope is a prac
tice, a way of existing in the world which is better narrated, experienced, and
entered into as a story than it is described and analyzed like a laboratory experi
ment. Hope is an empowering source of the Christian life; it is a way of living
and participating in God and the promises of God, which is practiced and embod
ied by the Christian community. Without hope, we lose our direction or our way
in the world. Without hope, we either become hopelessly trapped in the condi
tions of the created world, mired in the present with no sense of the past which
frees us and the future which leads us; or we become no earthly good whatsoever
as we cling to the past and await the promised future, but fail to navigate our way
in and through the concreteness of life. Hope, as a theological virtue, enables us
to participate in the world by means of our participation in God. Thus, hope is
not strictly a matter of the last things, of eschatology, though it certainly does
relate to eschatological concerns, but hope is more properly related to regenera
tion or the opening to a distinctive way of living as fo]]owers of Christ and the
ongoing process of growing in relationship to the divine life; what Wesley would
understand as inward and outward holiness.
In my doctoral dissertation, I examined the writings of Saint Augustine
(354-430) and Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) at some length to demonstrate
that the ecc1esial theologian expresses hope in terms of the love of God and the
love of neighbor, works of piety and of mercy. In addition to the expression of
hope, hope provides the Christian with a direction for the journey of faith; hope
serves as a compass for navigating through this world while participating in the
divine life. Ecc1esial theologians structure or organize their theological works in
ways that offer both the expression and direction of hope to others. Thus,
Christian hope manifests a certain narrative quality or a sense of our journey
through life from the onset of faith to the fullness of love. Hope is a quality that
becomes real in our movement through life, but it is about moving in particular
ways and in a different direction from what the assumptions of the surrounding
cultures would have us accept. The destination for which we hope does not arise
out of the existing reality, but enters into the structures of existence to transform
them. In hope, we participate in that transformation process as members of the
body of Christ, bearing witness to God's transforming power and grace.
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The Christian story, the symbolic system in which Christians live and by
which we are formed, displays certain continuities or particular themes that are
rehearsed, retold, and re-embodied over time and place in worship and service.
This cultural system enables the purposeful or guided movement of our Christian
journey. Hope must be located in a communal context and not in an individual
sense only. We journey together toward the destination, sharing our common
story of faith, hope, and love. In other words, hope is not an abstract concept, but
it is a practice of the Christian community that provides direction to our lives in
the world and finds expression in our love of God and neighbor. To rpltpr!l1tp
this third conclusion about ecclesial theology: It expresses hope as it
toward and participates in the practices of the love of God and the love of neigh
bor, and it figures hope as a narrative which forms us and gives direction to our
lives before and with God and others. As we explore Wesley's hymns, I will
focus on the direction hope provides for the Christian life and demonstrate that
Wesley's hymns provide such direction. This narrowing is done in the interest of
time, thus leaving the task of delineating the expression of hope for a more com
prehensive study in the future.
The fourth point about ecclesial theology relates to its imaginative dimension.
Because Christian hope is always hope in and for that which is unseen and, yet,
it enables us to participate in that unseen, hoped-for thing from within the body
of Christ, the imaginative task of theology becomes clear: The structure of the
ology with its metaphors and images both draws upon biblical imagery or the
scriptural imagination and also takes that biblical imagination as a model or guide
for its own imaginative practice. Ecclesial theologians find new and powerful
ways of bringing to light the divine reality, ways that are relevant to the configu
ration of time, space, and culture as experienced, but also consistent with the bib
lical witnesses and the beliefs and practices of the body of Christ. This imagina
tive work, I believe, is a hal1mark of Wesley's hmnnnnv
Let me define imagination in terms offered
the imagination as, first, Kantian rule-governed in vention or what we
describe as the structuring of the text-in this case the hymn or poem-in imag
inative ways that invite the reader, singer, or hearer into the narrative; and sec
ond, imagination as a power of redescription which opens up possibilities for
being in the world in front of the text. s In essence, Ricoeur is suggesting that
when we understand differently as a result of entering into the text, then the world
does change, the word does transform the world because we travel in a different
way or with different eyes before engaging that text. Both aspects of the imagi
nation are central to the task of theology. In other words, whereas most of the
contemporary literature is about the imagination in theology, ecclesial theology
8Paul Ricoeur. "The Bible and the Imagination," Figuring the Sacred, translated by David
Pellauer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), pp. 144ff.
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demands imaginative engagement. Ecclesial theology seeks to facilitate the
Christian journey, to bring to light the divine reality, to enable believers to see and
participate in the unseen while traveling in the world. Wesley's hymns invite the
singer and hearer into the text and the music in order to experience imaginatively
the reality of God and engage the world differently and in particular ways as a
result of that experience. The ecclesial theologian uses the imagination, as
Ricoeur would say, to name the unnamable, to name God more fully and poeti
cally, albeit always incompletely, for the sake of others.
My fourth and final point, then, is that ecclesial theology is imaginative as it
functions both to structure the theological text in ways that draw in the reader and
to create powerful images to convey the reality of life together, as the body of
Christ, within the structures of existence, thereby cultivating and nourishing
Christian hope. In examining Charles Wesley as a theologian, this fourth point is
of particular significance because it suggests that a theologian may be creative,
not in an originative sense, but in a re-creative manner, and the latter is a valid
and necessary dimension of theological engagement. Thomas Langford has
claimed that "it seems safe to attribute to John the primary role as theologian of
the Methodist movement. Charles served a supportive, encouraging, and propa
gandizing role to and for John."9 Although Langford does illuminate the impor
tance of Charles' hymns as practical theology, I am suggesting that enduring and
meaningful theology not only engages in originative thought-which Charles
does to some extent-but that it also engages in re-creative thought, which is
modeled to us in and by the evolving scriptural witnesses. Imaginatively recre
ating biblical images and theological expressions in powerful ways is one of the
characteristics of ecclesial theology at its best-and, I would go so far as to ven
ture, often leads to lasting and enduring works (e.g., Augustine's Confessions or
Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Discipleship). While we might all agree that John's con
tributions were more essential to the evolution of Methodist theology itself; apart
from the question of who is the "real" theologian of early Methodism, we might
simply suggest that Charles is a valid and valuable ecclesial theologian in his own
right. As we turn, momentarily, to some of Charles Wesley's hymns, I offer this
overview of ecclesial theology to suggest that he might fit well the model of an
ecclesial theologian: he is imaginative in his adaptation of biblical and other
images; he is embodied within the church and the experience of life in God; and
he is hopeful in that he offers his hymns as a compass by which we might navi
gate our lives in the world, and he expresses that hope as the love of God and
neighbor.
Finally, while I do not intend to dwell on methodological concerns, they can
not be ignored entirely, especially in the case of Wesley's hymns. The need for
9Thomas A. Langford, "Charles Wesley as Theologian," Charles Wesley: Poet and Theologian,
edited by S T Kimbrough, Jr. (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1992), pp. 100-101.
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critical editions and complete, pubJished works continues to complicate any
attempt to make a comprehensive and comparative study of theological themes in
Wesleyan hymnody. I particularly wish to avoid falling into the trap which
Heitzenrater has critiqued, that is, the method of proof-texting or portraying
Charles as holding some specific idea and then simply finding a verse which sub
stantiates the claim.1O My first intention is to establish some theological patterns
and consistent themes or insights regarding hope in various hymns, which, inso
far as possible, may be sustained over time. Secondly, as possible, I will support
the theological patterns and themes by drawing on journal entries, letters, and ser
mons. In a more comprehensive study in the future, I hope to apply this method
more fully than I have accomplished in this initial study of Charles Wesley's
understanding of hope.
The Direction of Hope in Wesleyan Hymnody
In light of the above framework, I want to explore, specifically, the direction
of hope evidenced by Wesley's hymns. If hope is seen as the momentum for the
Christian journey or the compass by which believers navigate through the world
from the onset of faith to the goal of love, then how does Wesley express, image,
and understand the virtue of hope? To set the framework for this discussion, I
begin with his hymn, "For Believers Praying," from which I have drawn the title
for this article.
1.

Jesu, my Strength, my Hope,
On Thee I cast my Care,
With humble Confidence look up,
And know Thou hear'st my Prayer.
Give me on Thee to wait,
'Till I can al1 Things do,
On Thee Almighty to create,
Almighty to renew.

2.

I rest upon Thy Word,
The Promise is for Me,
My Succor, and Salvation, Lord,
Shall surely come from Thee.
But let me still abide,
Nor from my Hope remove,
'Till Thou my patient Spirit guide
Into Thy perfect Love.

3.

I want a sober Mind,
A Self-renouncing Will

IORichard P. Heitzenrater, "Charles Wesley and the Methodist Tradition," Charles Wesley: Poet
and Theologian.

p. 182.

38

Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society

1999-2000

Th~t tramples down and casts behind
The Baits of pleasing Ill;
A Soul enur'd to Pain,
To Hardship, Grief, and Loss,
Bold to take up, firm to sustain
The Consecrated Cross.
4.

I want a Godly Fear,
A quick discerning Eye,
That looks to Thee, when Sin is near,
And sees the Tempter fly;
A Spirit still prepar'd
And arm'd with jealous Care,
Forever standing on its Guard,
And watching unto Prayer.

5.

I want an Heart to pray,
To pray and never cease,
Never to murmur at thy Stay,
Or wish my Sufferings less,
This Blessing above An,
Always to pray I want,
Out of the Deep on Thee to
And never, never faint.

6.

I want a true Regard,
A single steady Aim,
(Unmov'd by Threat'ning or Reward)
To Thee and thy great Name;
A jealous, just Concern
For Thy immortal Praise,
A pure Desire that An may learn,
And glorify Thy Grace. 11

This lovely hymn sets the stage for Wesley's understanding of hope. First, it
offers the image of hoping as a single, steady aim: singular in its source and goal,
steady in its pursuit, and headed toward a clear telos of perfect love. It is the
image of an arrow released from the bow and headed toward the bull's eye on the
target. It is the movement toward a desired and certain destination with a sure
trajectory and guided by a steady, unwavering hand which points it in the right
direction and does not allow it to be misdirected by any threat or reward. Second,
it points to Jesu, my strength, my hope; namely, Jesus as the source, center, and
power of Christian hope. Third, it points to a sense of waiting and expectation
for the future, but also of having and knowing in the present. To reframe these
three Doints. then, let me suggest that "For Believers Praying" introduces us to
l'Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: Felix Farley, 1742), 146-148.
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hope as a singular and steady movement, soaring toward perfect love by means
of a christological body supported by two wings of waiting and expectation: one
wing prior to justification by faith and the other following justification but prior
to entire sanctification.
First, echoes of this theme of a single, steady aim are found in other hymns, but
the "aim" or destination is imaged in different ways. One image Wesley uses lib
erally for that singular aim is "home"-an image that echoes Saint Augustine's
restless heart yearning for home. Wesley also, like Augustine, refers to the journey
toward the distant shore. It is important to recognize that Wesley's images fre
quently bring out themes which are not only biblical, but also might wel1 be asso
ciated with the theology of Saint Augustine; indeed, Wesley's incomplete autobio
graphical poem is written in the genre of the Confessions. The journey toward
home or the distant shore are two such examples. Furthermore, contrary to John
Tyson's assertion that four basic images reflect the concept of redemption in clas
sical Christian theology; namely, purchase language, legal or courtroom language,
cleansing notions, and allusions to armed conflict; 12 there is also the Eastern ther
apeutic tradition or the language of healing (for example, the Great Physician and
the sin-sick soul), and Charles Wesley frequently uses therapeutic images as well. n
In his hymn on "Christ's Kingdom," a hymn of hope, the image of home as that
toward which we aim comes to the forefront. Wesley offers in stanzas 3 and 4:
3. Come, Lord, the Glorious Spirit cries,
And Souls beneath the Altar groan,
Come, Lord, the Bride on Earth replies,
And perfect all our Souls in One.
4. Pour out the Promised Gift on
Answer the Universal Come,
The Fulness of the Gentiles call,
And take thine Ancient People home.
This theme closes the poem in stanzas 7 and 8:
7. Thee, Lord, let every Tongue confess,
Let every Knee to Jesus bow:
O! All-redeeming Prince of Peace,
We long to see thy Kingdom now.
8. Hasten that Kingdom of thy Grace,
And take us to our heavenly home,
And let us Now behold thy Face:
Come, glorious God, to Judgment comeP4
12Tyson, p. 36.
!JIn Responsible Grace. Randy Maddox highlights the therapeutic motif in the theology of John
Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).
14Hymns and Sacred Poems. 2 vols, (Bristol: Felix Farley, 1749), 2:87-88.
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Not only is the destination of the journey clearly portrayed as "home" or our
"heavenly home," but in this hymn Wesley also emphasizes the universal nature
of that invitation to travel toward home.
In discussing hope as providing direction for the faith journey, I would be
remiss if I failed to mention that "Wrestling Jacob" or "Come, 0 Thou Traveler
Unknown" is a narrative of the Christian's struggle toward the destination of per
fect love and of steadfastness toward that destination, having accepted the uni
versal love of the Savior. Along with the imagery of the destination, we should
also note both the sense of movement and the therapeutic imagery throughout,
beginning at stanza 11:
11. I know Thee, Saviour, who Thou art,
Jesus, the feeble Sinner's Friend;
Nor wilt Thou with the Night depart,
But stay, and love me to the End;
Thy Mercies never shall remove;
Thy Nature, and Thy Name is Love.
12. The Sun of Righteousness on Me
Hath tose with Healing in his Wings;
Wither'd my Nature's Strength; from Thee
My Soul its Life and Succour brings;
My Help is all laid up above;
Thy Nature, and Thy Name is Love.
13. Contended now upon my Thigh
I halt, till Life's short Journey end;
All Helplessness, all Weakness I,
On Thee alone for Strength depend,
Nor have I Power, from Thee, to move;
Thy Nature, and Thy Name is Love.
14. Lame as I am, I take the Prey,
Hell, Earth, and Sin with Ease o'ercome;
I leap for Joy, pursue my Way,
And as a bounding Hart fly home,
Thro' all Eternity to prove
Thy Nature, and Thy Name is Love. 15
Staying with this motif of the traveler on a journey, Hymn II from "MS
Deliberate" provides the image of traveling through life's storms to arrive on the
"Happy Shore" or "thy holy Hill":
1. Heavenly Counsellor
Waiting for thy Will I stand,
15Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), 117-118. Changed to "Hart" in errata of first edition.
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Both mine Eyes, Thou know'st are Thine,
Reach me out an Helping Hand:
Thou my faithful Pilot be
While these threat'ning Billows roar
Guide thro' Life's tempestuous Sea,
Land me on the Happy Shore.
2. In this howling Wilderness,
Lo! I trust on Thee alone,
Thee in all my Ways confess,
Sole Disposer of Thine own:
Sure to err without thy Light,
Sure to contradict thy Will,
Guide my wandering Footsteps right,
Bring me to thy holy Hill. 16
Finally, let me round out the images of hope's aim or destination with a common one
used by Wesley; namely, the throne. I begin with the well-known hymn on Christ's birth:

1. Come, thou long-expected Jesus,
Born to set thy People free,
From our Fears and Sins release us,
Let us find our Rest in Thee:
Israel's Strength and Consolation,
Hope of all the Earth Thou art,
Dear Desire of every Nation,
Joy of every longing Heart.
2. Born thy People to deliver,
Born a Child and yet a King,
Born to reign in Us forever,
Now thy gracious Kingdom bring;
By thine own eternal Spirit
Rule in all our Hearts alone,
By thine all-sufficient Merit
Raise us to thy glorious Throne. 17
Also in this hymn we find the notions of yearning to rest in God, of the strength
and steadfastness provided by God's grace, and of the universality of the invita
tion to the journey. Another striking example of the "throne" imagery as the des
tination of hope is found in the hymn for New Year's Day, which contains the
metaphor of life as a journey and the direction traveled by the believer who fol
lows Christ and does his work on earth:
16S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Oliver A. Beckedegge, The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley, 3
vols. (Nashville: Abingdon/Kingswood, 1988, 1990, 1992), 1:218; henceforth cited as Unpub. Poet.
followed by volume and page numbers.
17Hymnsfor the Nativity of our Lord (London: WilHam Strahan, 1745), 14.
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1.

Come, let us anew
Our Journey pursue,
Roll round with the year,
And never stand still, 'till the Master appear;
His adorable Will
Let us gladly
And our Talents improve
By the patience of hope, and the labour of love.

2.

Our Life is a Dream,
Our Time as a stream
Glides swiftly away,
And the fugitive Moment refuses to stay,
The Arrow is
The moment is gone,
The millennial Year
Rushes on to our view, and Eternity's here!

3.

0 that each in the day
Of His coming might say,
'I have fought my Way thro' ,
'I have finish'd the work thou didst give me to do!'
o that each from his Lord
May receive the glad word,
'Well and faithfully done,
'Enter into my joy, and sit down on my throne!'18

To summarize this first point, hope directs the Christian toward a singular des
tination which may be imaged as home, the happy shore, perfect love, or the throne,
among others. With this pattern of images related to the single, steady aim in
we can now turn to the christological body or center of Wesley's hope. Jesus is fre
quently depicted as the source of and the empowerment for this hopeful journey.
At the outset of this article I pointed toward the words found in Wesley's journal
on May 21, 1738, "I ... rejoiced in hope ofloving Christ;" though, admittedly, his
is a bit ambiguous because we cannot be sure whether he rejoiced in the hope
of being enabled to love Christ or if he rejoiced in the hope flowing from the love
of Christ in whom he now believed or, perhaps, both. Nevertheless, the centrality
of Christ remains constant in his hymns to his dying day, when he dictated,
In age & feebleness extream,
Who shall a helpless worm Redeem?
Jesus! my only Hope thou art,
Strength of my failing flesh and Heart;
18Hymnsfor New Years Day 1750 (Bristol: n.p., 1749), No.5; text here from the first edition as
published by Frank Baker, Representative Verse of Charles Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 126.
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Oh! could I catch a smile from Thee,
And drop into Eternity! 19
The consistency of Christ as the source or center of Christian hope can be
more narrowly attributed to Wesley's understanding of the atonement. For exam
ple, Charles' hymn on "Free Grace," which first appeared with John's sermon
the same name, offers images of the atonement as the ground of hope and foun
tain of good. Stanzas 1-4 serve to illustrate this emphasis:
1. And can it be, that I should gain

An Int'rest in the Saviour's Blood!
Dy'd He for Me?-who caus'd his Pain!
For Me?-who Him to Death pursu'd.
Amazing Love! how can it be
That Thou, my God, shouldst die for Me?
2. 'Tis Myst'ry all! th'lmmortal dies!
Who can explore his strange Design?
In vain the first-born Seraph tries
To sound the Depths of Love Divine.
'Tis Mercy all! Let Earth adore~
Let Angel Minds enquire no more.
3. He left his Father's Throne above,
(So free, so infinite his Grace!)
Empty'd Himself of All but Love,
And bled for Adam's helpless Race:
'Tis Mercy all, immense and free!
For 0 my God! it found out Me!
4. Long my imprison'd Spirit lay,
Fast bound in Sin and Nature's Night:
Thine Eye diffus'd a quick'ning Ray;
I woke; the Dungeon flam'd with Light;
My Chains fell off, my Heart was
I rose, went forth, and follow'd Thee. 20
This same theme comes through in a number of Wesley's eucharistic hymns. For
example, two different "Hymns for Those That Wait for Full Redemption," con
vey the notion of Christian hope as stemming from the atonement and, in partic
ular, imparted righteousness. Wesley's view of the possibility-with the accom
panying theological dangers--of instantaneous perfection can also be noted. 21
19Baker, 376. See also Frederick C. Gill, Charles Wesley: The First Methodist (London:
Lutterwonh Press, 1964), 224.
and Sacred Poems (London, 1739), 117-118; stanzas 1-4 of original 6 stanzas.
211t is clear that by 1762 (Short Hymns on Select Passages ofthe Holy Scriptures) he was strongly
opposed to this possibility.
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Stanza 1 points to imparted righteousness, then stanza 3 illuminates the imputed
righteousness of the atonement:

1. Jesus, in thine All-saving Name
We stedfastly believe,
And lo! the promis'd Power we claim,
Which Thou art bound to give:
Power to become the Sons of God,
An all-sufficient Power,
We look to have on Us bestow'd
A Power to sin no more.
3. On both thy Natures we rely,
Neither can save alone;
The God could not for Sinners die,
The Man could not atone.
The Merit of a Suffering God
Hath bought our perfect Peace,
It stamp'd the Value on that Blood
Which sign'd our Souls Release. 22
In another hymn entitled, "Waiting for Full Redemption," stanzas 1 and 8 suggest that
through the atonement the promises of God and the hope of the believer are secure:
1. And shall we then abide in Sin,
Nor hope on Earth to be set free?
Hath Jesus bled to wash us clean
To save from all Iniquity,
And can He not His Blood apply,
And cleanse, and save us-'till we die?
8. Lord, we believe, and rest secure,
Thine utmost Promises to prove,
To rise restor'd, and throughly pure,
In all the Image of thy Love,
Fill'd with the glorious Life unknown,
For ever sanctified in One. 2J
Finally, in his "Short Hymn on Rom. 8:24," Wesley illuminates that the ground
of hope is faith in the atonement of Christ and that hope is the momentum that
keeps us moving toward the destination of Christian perfection:
1. Sav'd by faith we once have been
From the guilt and power of sin,
22Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:181.
23Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:186-187.
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But while the dire root remains,
Hope our fainting soul sustains:
Tempted to give up our shield,
Sav'd by hope we cannot yield,
Sav'd by hope, we wait to prove
All the holiness of love. 24
This hymn or sacred poem leads to a second, more narrow consideration about
the christological center of hope; namely, that the goal of our hope, while always
leading us to the happy destination of God or universal Love, is also to be under
stood as perfect love within the individual.
Turning now to a few representative hymns which illustrate the narrow goal
of perfection, I want to begin with the well-known Christmas hymn, "Hark How
All the Welkin Rings," as originally penned (or "Hark the Herald Angels Sing"
as amended by Whitefield), and point in particular to the last four stanzas (7-10),
which are little known:
7.

Come, Desire of Nations come,
Fix in Us thy humble Home,
Rise, the Woman's conqu'ring Seed,
Bruise in Us the Serpent's Head.

8.

Now display Thy saving Pow'r,
Ruin'd Nature now restore,
Now in Mystic Union join
Thine to Ours, and Ours to Thine.

9.

Adam's Likeness, Lord, efface,
Stamp thy Image in its Place,
Second Adam from above,
Reinstate us in thy Love.

10. Let us thee, tho' lost, regain,
Thee, the Life, the Inner Man:
O! to All Thyself impart,
Form'd in each Believing Heart. 25
Wesley's "Hymns for Christian Friends: 16" offers another clear example of the
imagery of the divine image stamped upon the believer's heart:
1. Author of the Peace Unknown,
Lover of my Friend and me,
Who of Twain hast made us One,
One preserve us still in Thee,
24Short Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures, 2 vols. (Bristol: Felix Farley, 1762),
2:282-283.

25Hymns and Sacred Poems (1739), 207-208.
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All our heighten' d Blessings bless,
Crown our Hopes with full Success.
2. Center of our Hopes Thou art,
End of our enlarg'd Desires:
Stamp thine Image on our Heart,
Fill us now with holy Fires,
Cemented by Love Divine,
Seal our souls for ever Thine.
3. All our Works in Thee be wrought,
Level'd at one common Aim,
Every Word, and every Thought
Purge in the refining Flame,
Lead us thro' the Paths of Peace
On to perfect Holiness.
4. Let us both together rise,
To Thy glorious Life restor'd,
Here regain our Paradise,
Here prepare to meet our Lord.
Here enjoy the Earnest given,
Travel hand in hand to Heaven. 26
I chose this particular hymn, written for his wife, to illustrate the stamped-image
metaphor because it brings to light several other important theological consider
ations. In this hymn of hope, which expresses hope for perfection, we see that
the restoration of the imago Dei is not construed by Wesley as a purely individ
ual matter-though so many of his hymns are set in a more personal context.
Here we see that the aim of Christian hope is one common aim and that together
Christians rise to life, regain paradise, prepare to meet the Lord, enjoy the
promises of God, and travel hand in hand to heaven. This communal aspect is of
considerable importance, and the hymn points us toward two senses of the com
munal dimension of perfection: first, his Arminian view of the universality of the
invitation to the journey, and second, his understanding of the journey toward
perfection as one that takes place as a community, as one body in Christ.
Wesley's hymn "CathoHck Love," written to accompany John's sermon,
"Catholic Spirit," brings out this twofold communal sense of Christian perfection.
Stanzas 5-7 are particularly insightful, as they demonstrate the narrow aim of
individual perfection but also suggest that al1 believers are bonded together in
perfect love within the body of Christ:
5. My Brethren, Friends, and Kinsmen these,
Who do my heavenly Father's Will,
26Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:282-283.
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Who aim at perfect Holiness,
And all thy Counsels to
Athirst to be whate' er Thou art,
And love their God with all their Heart.
6. For these, howe'er in Flesh disjoin'd,
Where'er dispers'd o'er Earth abroad,
Unfeign'd, unbounded Love I find,
And constant as the Life of God:
Fountain of Life, from thence it sprung,
As pure, as even, and as strong,
7. Join' d to the hidden Church unknown,
In this sure Bond of Perfectness,
Obscurely safe, I dwell alone,
And glory in th'uniting Grace,
To me, to each Believer giv'n,
To all thy Saints in Earth and Heav' n. 27
A number of similar examples could be offered, but let me briefty note two com
plementary stanzas, the first from the hymn, "For the Society, Praying," stanza 3,
and then, ··Fellowship," stanza 1, which suggest the journey motif of traveling
together in hope toward the destination of perfect love:
3.

Didst Thou not make us One,
That Both might One remain,
Together travel on,
And bear each other's pain,
'Till Both Thine utmost Goodness prove,
And rise renew'd in perfect Love. 28

And the second hymn:
1. All Praise to our Redeeming Lord,
Who joins us by his Grace,
And bids us, Each to Each restor' d,
Together seek his Face.
He bids us build each other up,
And, gather'd into One,
To our high Calling's glorious Hope
We Hand in Hand go on. 29
27Baker, 204; stanzas 5-7 of a poem of7 stanzas first published at the conclusion of John Wesley's
sermon on 2 Kings 10: 15 in 1755.
28Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:279.
29Hymns for those that seek and those that have Redemption in the Blood of Christ (London,
(747), No. 32.
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Thus, to conclude this section which has examined Wesley's more narrow under
standing of the aim of the Christian journey as entire sanctification or perfection,
it is important to note that the restoration of the image of God, that image stamped
upon the believer's heart, is always, in theological terms, set in a communal con
text. The hope of the Christian community thus serves to build up and increase
the personal hope of arriving at the desired destination. Throughout these hymns
and poems, the center of Christian hope-that which enables both our justifica
tion and sanctification-is depicted unmistakably in christo logical terms. 30
The last point I want to explore with regard to the direction which hope pro
vides for the Christian journey is the idea of waiting and expectation. Based upon
scriptural witnesses, Wesley knows well that hope is always hope in that which
remains unseen and not yet fully realized. Thus, how the Christian waits and how
that waiting is described and imaged makes an important theological statement.
For Charles Wesley, as I noted at the outset of this article, his hopeful expectation
seems to point toward two separate stages or states of hoping: first, the hope that
awaits justification (a more passive state) and, second, the hope that awaits entire
sanctification (a more active state). Of course, the processive or progressive
nature of Wesleyan theology leads me to suggest that these are not exclusive, dis
crete states, but indeed, overlap and complement one another.
First, Wesley's hymn based on John 5:2ff., "The Pool of Bethesda," illustrates
the sense of hoping to be justified, of being in a state of helplessness which
requires the imputed righteousness of Christ. The water imagery suggests the state
of awaiting baptism. The first four stanzas convey the gist of this form of hope:
1.

Jesu, take my Sins away,
And make me know Thy Name,
Thou art now, as Yesterday,
And evermore the same:
Thou my True Bethesda be;
I know within Thy Arms is Room,
All the World may unto Thee,
Their House of Mercy, come.

2.

See the Porches open wide!
Thy Mercy All may prove,
All the World is justified
By Universal Love.
Halt, and wither'd when they lie,
And sick, and impotent, and
Sinners may in Thee espy
The Saviour of Mankind.

l°lt would be appropriate at this stage, in a more comprehensive study, to discuss the importance
of expressing hope in terms of the love of God and the love of neighbor and partaking in the inward
and outward means of grace.
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3.

See me lying at the Pool,
And waiting for thy Grace
o come down into my Soul,
Disclose Thy Angel-Face,
If to me thy Bowels move:
If now Thou dost my Sickness feel,
Let the Spirit of thy Love
Thy helpless Sinner heaL

4.

Sick of Anger, Pride, and Lust,
And Unbelief I am;
Yet in Thee for Health I trust,
In Jesu's Sovereign Name.
Were I taken into Thee,
Could I but step into the Pool,
I from every Malady
Should be at once made whole. 31
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The hymn continues in this vein, extending the therapeutic metaphor of helpless
ness to heal oneself and the expectation of receiving Jesus' healing power.
Significantly, in stanzas 6 and 7 he expresses the helplessness again but now also
indicates that there is an additional dimension at work; namely, the abilitv to
resist the universal offer of grace:
6.

Mercy then there is for Me
(Away my Doubts and Fears)
Plagu'd with an Infirmity
For more than Thirty Years.
Jesu, cast a pitying Eye;
Thou long hast known my desperate Case,
Poor, and helpless here I lie,
And wait the Healing Grace.

7.

Long hath Thy Good Spirit strove
With my distemper'd Soul,
But I still refus'd Thy Love
And would not be made whole:
Hardly now at last I yield,
I yield with all my Sins to part;
Let my Soul be fully heal'd,
And throughly cleans'd my Heart. 31

This sense of waiting and hoping for the forgi veness of sins, the cleansing that
casts out sin, is seen in one of his hymns. The sense of justification as an ongo
ing process of cleansing becomes evident. In this poem, the believer waits for
3lHymns and Sacred Poems (1742),98-99, stanzas 1-7 of eleven stanzas.
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grace upon grace to provide the faith upon faith which casts out more and more
sin.
9. What is our Calling's Glorious Hope
But Inward Holiness?
For This to Jesus I look up,
I calmly wait for this.
10. I wait, 'till He shall touch me clean,
Shall Life and Power impart:
Gives me the Faith that roots out
And purifies the Heart.
11. This the dear redeeming Grace,
For every Sinner free:
Surely it shaH on me take Place,
The Chief of sinners me.
12. From all Iniquity, from All
He shall my soul redeem:
In Jesus I believe, and shall
Believe myself to Him.
At this point in the hymn, Wesley shifts to the state of hoping for complete per
fection:
13. When Jesus makes my Soul his Home,
My Sin shall all depart:
And lo! He saith, '
To cleanse and
14. Be it according to thy Word,
Redeem me from An Sin;
My Heart would now receive Thee, Lord:
Come in, my Lord, come in p2
The movement from the hope of being justified by faith to the hope of being per
fected in love is also evident, though in a more abbreviated fonn, in the poem on
Matthew 4: 16, "the people which sat in darkness saw great light." By extending
the metaphor of light, Wesley expresses the movement from night to day through
the dawning of hope in that first illumination of the heart, followed by the rising
of the Day-star, and then the increasing luminosity which increases the believer'S
hope of heaven:
1. In our unregenerate state,
Strangers to ourselves and God,
32Hymns and Sacred Poems (1742), 244; stanzas 9-14 of 14 stanzas.
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We in grossest darkness sat,
In the shades of death abode,
Confines of that hellish night;
When we saw the gospel-grace,
Saw the great eternal Light
Beaming from Immanuel's face.
2. Suddenly the Light sprung up,
Rose the Day-star in our hearts:
Earnest of our heavenly hope,
Jesus still himself imparts;
Grows the pure, celestial ray
More & more with faith's increase,
Makes at last the perfect day,
Opens into endless bliss. 33
Finally, as one last example of the movement from the hope for justification to
the hope for entire sanctification, Wesley's poem on Jeremiah 31:17, "There is
hope in thine end," tells the story of a sinner waiting in despair, accepting his
wretchedness and unworthiness, living as an aimless wanderer lacking direction.
Yet, oddly enough, he hopes for the Redeemer to appear and end his sin and pain.
The speaker appears as a Wesleyan "backslider" who has fallen from grace but
can convey to others that waiting for justification is unnecessary, the invitation is
extended to all, and once accepted, the hope for perfect holiness may ensue.
1. Hope in my end, my latest hour!
Indulg'd with this, I ask no more,
But hug my misery,
But suffer out my evil days,
Nor see the Saviour's smiling face
Till I in glory see.
2. Dark as I am, bereav'd of sight,
In the full blaze of gospel-light,
No longer I complain,
With death if my Redeemer come,
To dissipate th' infernal gloom,
And end my sin and pain.
3. Till then my punishment I bear,
Shut up in temporal despair,
Wretched, and unforgiven;
A sinner against light and love,
Far from the banks of peace I rove,
As far as hell from heaven.
3~Unpub.

Poet., 2: 19.
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4. But let not those in darkness dwell,
The dreary neighbourhood of hell,
Till life's extremity,
Who know not yet the Saviour's ways,
But never forfeited his grace,
Or quench'd his Spirit, like me.
5. They need not wait their Lord to know,
But freely to the Fountain go:
This is the gracious day,
This is the accepted time for Them:
They now may plunge into the stream
And wash their sin away.
6. They now may savingly believe,
And walk in Him whom they receive
And in his love abide,
Till Jesus crowns with perfect peace,
Fills up their faith and holiness,
And takes them to his side. 34
The helplessness of ho~e or waiting for the faith that leads to justification is
thus seen as a passive state in which the unregenerate person is alone and cannot
act to move toward the desired destination. Indeed, Wesley almost goes so far as
to intimate that despair is a form of hoping, in that it leads to the recognition of
our helplessness in the absence of the grace of God through the atoning power of
Christ. Once saving faith is a present condition, then the hope of the believer
takes on the form of active hoping, and brings to light the theological under
standing of imparted righteousness. Active hoping is possible by and through the
Holy Spirit and leads increasingly to the elimination of sin as the image of God
is gradually restored and love grows to fullness. Let me offer a few examples
from among a vast number of illustrative possibilities-before concluding this
article.
In the second part of his early hymn on "Primitive Christianity," Wesley
demonstrates the Spirit at work in the midst of life's ongoing difficulties for indi
vidual believers, as well as the community:
1. Jesus, from whom all Blessings flow,
Great Builder of thy Church below,
If now, thy Spirit moves my Breast,
Hear, and fulfil thine own Request!
2. The Few that truly call Thee Lord,
And wait thy sanctifying Word,
J4Unpub. Poet.. 2:456-457.
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And Thee their utmost Saviour own,
Unite, and perfect them in one.
3. Gather them in on every Side,
And in thy Tabernacle hide;
Give them a Resting-place to find,
A Covert from the Storm, and Wind.
Then skipping down to stanza 5:
5. Thither collect thy little Flock,
Under the Shadow of their Rock:
The holy Seed, the royal Race,
The standing Mon'ments of thv Grace.
6. 0 let them all thy Mind express,
Stand forth thy Chosen Witnesses!
Thy Power unto Salvation shew,
And perfect Holiness below:
7. The Fulness of thy Grace receive,
And simply to thy Glory live;
Strongly reflect the Light Divine,
And in a Land of Darkness shine.
8. In Them let all Mankind behold
How Christians liv'd in Days of old;
(Mighty their envious Foes to move,
A Proverb of Reproach-and Love.)
9. 0 make them of one Soul and Heart,
The All-conforming Mind impart;
Spirit of Peace, and Unity,
The sinless Mind that was in Thee.
10. Call them into thy wondrous Light,
Worthy to walk with Thee in white;
Make up thy Jewels, Lord, and show
The Glorious Spotless Church below.
11. From every sinful Wrinkle free,
Redeem'd from All Iniquity;
The Fellowship of Saints made
And, Oh! my God, might I be one!
12. 0 might my Lot be cast with These;
The least of Jesu's Witnesses!
o that my Lord would count me meet
To wash his dear Disciples' Feetp5
35Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:334-336.
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The poem continues through several more stanzas, but the sense is clear at this
point: Wesley looks to the ancient Christians and the invisible church, the body
of Christ, as models and guides who increase his hope to participate in the per
fect love of Christ. He hopes in the past promises, bears witness to the future
glory, and seeks to act in the present, through the power of the Spirit, in the way
that leads in that direction. This is active hoping toward entire sanctification. Yet,
this poem also hints at the possibility of instantaneous perfection, which he, per
haps, indicates was the state of primitive Christians who hoped unto fulfillment
in this life.
Another early example of this active state of hoping is found in the hymn,
"For Those That Wait for Full Redemption," cited previously. In it, he waits for
future perfection while experiencing present forgi veness and love. This under
standing thus provides the sense of the ongoing nature of the sanctification
process, though it continues to hold open the possibility of instantaneous perfec
tion. In stanza I, the believers receive the promise of the power to become sin
less children of God; namely, imparted righteousness:
I. Jesus, in Thine All-saving Name
We stedfastly believe,
And lo! the promised Power we
Which Thou art bound to give:
Power to become the Sons of God,
An all-sufficient Power,
We look to have on Us bestow'd
A Power to sin no more.

At the end of this hymn, stanzas 10 through 13 demonstrate the sanctification
process and the active hoping that accompanies it:
10. Our Jesus Thou from future Woe,
From present Wrath Divine,
Shalt save us from our Sins below,
And make our Souls like Thine.
Jesus from all the Power of sin,
From all the Being too,
Thy Grace shall make us throughly clean,
And perfectly renew.
11. Jesus from Pride, from Wrath, from Lust,
Our Inward Jesus be,
From every evil Thought we trust
To be redeem' d by Thee.
When Thou dost in our Flesh appear,
We shall the Promise prove,
Sav'd into all Perfection here,
Renew'd in sinless Love.
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12. Come, 0 Thou Prophet, Priest, and King,
Thou Son of God, and Man,
Into our Souls thy Fulness bring,
Instruct, Atone, and Reign.
Holy, and Pure, as Just, and Wise,
We would be in thy Right,
Less than thine All cannot suffice,
We grasp the Infini teo
13. Our Jesus Thee, Entire, and Whole
With willing Heart we take;
Fill ours, and every faithful Soul
For Thy own Mercy's sake:
We wait to know thine Utmost Name,
Thy Nature's heavenly Powers,
One undivided Christ we claim,
And All Thou art is OurS. 36
A third example of the active hope of entire sanctification, from a hymn which
is, presumably, of a later date since it is found in MS. Luke, focuses on the wait
ing far more than the reception of perfect love, even suggesting that perfection

Doth never in a moment rise. It is based upon Luke 8: 15, "They ... bring forth
fruit with patience."
1. The word, the seed of righteousness,
Sown in our hearts we gladly feel.
With joy our proffer'd Lord embrace,
With rapturous joy unspeakable
Recei ve the news of sin forgi ven,
And taste in love our present heaven.
2. Yet the incorruptible seed
Doth never in a moment rise,
But buried deep, as lost and dead,
Long in our earthy hearts it lies,
Water'd, before the fruit appears,
With showers of grace, and floods of tears.
3. Howe'er our hasty nature fret,
Or instantaneous growth require,
We must, we must, with patience wait,
With humble languishing desire,
And when ten thousand storms are pass'd,
Bring forth the perfect fruit-at last.
J6Hymns and Sacred Poems (1749), 2:181-184.
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4. Patience we need the word to keep,
Patience in persevering prayer,
Patience to urge our way, and weep,
And wait the proper time to bear,
The season due which God ordains,
The end of all our griefs and pains.
5. Patience in doing good we need,
Patience in meekly bearing ill,
Patience till the immortal seed
Victorious o're our sins we feel,
Patience to toil, and strive, and pray,
And fight, and suffer-to that day.37
In light of the active hopeful waiting of toiling, striving, praying, fighting, suf
fering in and through the sanctification process which is expressed by that poem,
this article now comes full circle and returns to the single, steady aim. The sanc
tification process is depicted by Wesley as manifesting an increasingly singular
aim over time and continued response to God's grace. In other words, the hope
for the final destination narrows into a confident, steadfast movement toward a
single point. First, returning to a previously considered hymn, "Hymns for
Christian Friends: 16," the third stanza now appears in greater clarity, for all
works aim at the one single thing, that destination of perfect love:
3. All our Works in Thee be wrought,
Level'd at one common Aim,
Every Word, and every Thought
Purge in the refining Flame,
Lead us thro' the Paths of Peace
On to perfect Holiness.
In one of Wesley's later hymns from MS John, on John 21:18, the narrator
suggests that the enthusiasm and unrestrained movement of his younger hopeful
days have matured into a far more deliberate sense of movement, or a more nar
row all-encompassing foc~l point. Of course, this should not be taken to mean
biological years necessarily, but rather, a maturing in the Christian life and faith.
The first and last stanzas bring this to light:
L When young & full of sanguine hope
And warm in my first love,
My spirit's loins I girded up,
And sought the things above;
Swift on the wings of active zeal
With Jesus' message flew,
37Unpub. Poet.• 2:104.
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O'rejoy'd with all my heart & will
My Master's work to do.
6. Wholly at thy dispose I am,
No longer at my own,
All self-activity disclaim,
And move in God alone;
Transport, do what Thou wilt with me,
A few more evil days,
But bear me safe thro' all to see
My dear Redeemer's face. 38
This movement in God alone is echoed in his
which suggests leaving all and following Christ
tion which leads toward perfection:
1.

on Luke 18:28 (MS
as that single, steady direc

It matters not how small
The sacrifice we make,
For Christ we then forsake our all,
When we our hopes forsake,
Our every vain desire,
Our every creature-love,
And nought on earth but Christ require,
And nought but Christ above. 39

Thus having feasted on but a sampling of Wesley's hymnody, we arrive again
at the single, steady aim of Charles Wesley's hope. Yet, I have barely scratched
the surface of the images and theological understandings of the hope he
expresses; a much more systematic and in-depth study remains to be done. I have
offered only a glimpse of the hymns which reflect the direction of hope or the
momentum for the journey from the onset of faith to the fullness of love. But,
perhaps, in the incompleteness of this journey and in the lingering sense that there
is more yet to be revealed, we are left with a sense of hope, with the anticipation
of more to come, even while, for now, we see and know only in part. Perhaps this
sense of expectation sheds one final light on the poet, preacher, ecclesial theolo
gian, Charles Wesley, for we grasp in a deeper way that he undoubtedly contin
ued to write and rewrite his prodigious hymnody over the course of his lifetime
as an expression of his own hopeful, active waiting to reach that final destination
of Love. On this final note, then, we see that Wesley lived in and out of that sin
gle, steady aim and offered it to others as an enduring, imaginative gift of hope.

38Unpub. Poet.. 2:281-282.
39Unpub. Poet.. 2:173.

"Experimental and Practical Divinity":
Charles Wesley and John Norris
J. Richard Watson
The purpose of this essay is to suggest some ways in which John Norris
(1657-1711) may have been an influence upon Charles Wesley, in the context of
his "experimental and practical divinity." Norris is more often discussed with ref
erence to John Wesley, and so is the phrase itself. The most convincing descrip
tion of John Wesley's "experimental divinity" is that of Robert E. Cushman, who
discusses the interdependence of doctrine and life which is implied in it with ref
erence to The Character ofa Methodist, 1742. He identifies it as "the present and
immediate working of the Holy Spirit," together with scriptural holiness in
church and nation; with an inner recognition of sin, followed by repentance, jus
tification, and newness of life. I
However, Cushman also uses Charles Wesley's hymns to illustrate this, and he
is right to do so. Indeed, the "Large Hymn Book" of 1780 is the fullest expres
sion of "experimental and practical divinity," as John Wesley's 1779 preface rec
ognized, not because it explains these things, but because it exemplifies them
through hundreds of incomplete statements: as if each hymn is an attempt, nec
essarily part-exploration, of the great mystery. In the individual hymns, then,
Charles Wesley explores the condition of the religious mind and spirit, especially
in relation to the "experimental" and "practical" elements of it. These words have
similar resonance: the Oxford English Dictionary, using seventeenth-century
examples, tends to conflate the two things, describing "experimental religion" as
"practical experience of the influence of religion on the powers and operations of
the soul," and "experimental divinity" as "the method of dealing with the con
science and religious feelings." "Practical," in the OED, is simpler: it is the word
"applied to that department of the subject, art, or science, which relates to prac
tice as distinguished from theory."
Elements of early Methodist experience are caught up and held, as if in a
strong solution in a test tube, by this phrase "experimental and practical divinity."
Into it must have gone a whole range of experiences-reading, prayer, and schol
arship, and also prison-visiting, the voyage to Georgia with the Moravians, the
unhappy experience there for John and Charles. The texts which result-the
hymns and journals of Charles, the journals, letters and sermons of John---carry
within themselves a multitude of different impressions, aims, hopes, and fears.
The present essay examines the influence of one writer, John Norris; in doing so,
lRobert E. Cushman, John Wesleys Experimental Divinity. Studies in Methodist Doctrinal
Standards (Nashville, Tennessee: Kingswood Books, 1989),37,62-3. The other most helpful essay
on the subject is by Thomas A. Langford, "John Wesley and Theological Method," in Randy L.
Maddox, ed., Rethinking Wesleys Theology for Contemporary Methodism (Nashville, Tennessee:
Kingswood Books, 1998),35-47.
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I am aware that I am deliberately over-simplifying by selecting out one writer for
discussion.
John Norris is well known to students of John Wesley, though not, I think, to
students of Charles. He was born in 1657, the son of a clergyman: educated at
Winchester College, where he would probably have sung Bishop Ken's morning
and evening hymns in chapel, and then at Exeter College, Oxford. He became a
Fellow of All Souls', and ~hen a country vicar, ending up as Rector of Bemerton,
near Salisbury, where he died in 1711.
All writers on John Wesley mention Norris at some point. Martin Schmidt
says that Wesley read Norris "time and again" and particularly commended him
in his correspondence. 2 Schmidt was probably thinking of two references to
Norris in the letters of 1756. In one, dated 14 March, he called Norris's
Reflections upon the Conduct of Human Life, with Regard to Knowledge and
Learning "that masterpiece of reason and religion, ... every paragraph of which
must stand unshaken (with or without the Bible) till we are no longer mortal"; and
in another, dated 16 April, he said that "I have followed Mr. Norris's advice these
thirty years, and so must every man that is well in his senses."3 V. H. H. Green,
in The Young Mr. Wesley, describes him reading "the somewhat heavy lumber" of
sermons, including those of Norris, in his first months as a Fellow of Lincoln.4
Wesley was reading Norris with his pupils in 1729, and published for them an
abridgment of Norris's A Treatise on Christian Prudence in 1734. 5 Henry Rack
has described John and Charles and their friends reading Norris in 1730, and
notes the remark at the end of Reflections upon the Conduct of Human Life in
which Wesley speaks of reading books which "warm, kindle and indulge the
affections and awaken the divine sense in the soul," as he is "convinced by every
day's experience that I have more need of heat than of light." As Rack notes, he
repeated that last phrase from Norris more than once in later years: 6 though one
has to add the somewhat self-questioning evidence of the letter of 28 September
1745, "Fourteen years ago I said (with Mr. Norris) 'I want more heat than light.'
But now I know not which I want most." 7
Because John Wesley read Norris with his pupils and friends in the Oxford
years, and had a high opinion of his work, it is hard to believe that Charles was
not also affected by his work and his thinking; if this did not happen at Oxford
(though I suspect that it did), it would have happened in the close confines of the
2Martin Schmidt, John Wesley. A Theological Biography. vol. 2, Part 2, translated by Denis Inman
(London: Epworth Press, 1973), 108.
3See also Schmidt, vol. 2, Part 2, 132, 257.
4y. H. H. Green, The Young Mr. Wesley (London: Edward Arnold, 1961), 70.
5Green, 131.
6Henry Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast. John Wesley and the Rise ofMethodism (London: Epworth
Press, 1989), 548.
7The Works of John Wesley. vol. 26: Letters II. 1740-1755. ed. Frank Baker (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1982), 161.
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voyage to Georgia, where John Wesley was reading Norris's A Treatise on
Christian Prudence to a sick servant of General Oglethorpe's (Journal 2
December 1735; Diary, 8 December). I wish to suggest that Norris's influence is
found in a number of places in Charles Wesley's hymns, always remembering
that the sources of those hymns are so complex and manifold that such as exer
cise is an over-simplification. The French post-structuralist critic, Roland
Barthes, for example, would deny what he calls "the myth of filiation" (the direct
influence of one writer upon another), speaking rather of the text as "a tissue of
quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture." And I would agree
that Norris's influence in these hymns is only one of the many "tissues of culture"
that go into them. But examining Norris's work does bring into prominence cer
tain features of Charles Wesley's thinking, and also of his technique. Norris
anticipates Wesley in a number of features of his experimental and practical
divinity: an awareness of death, an interest in wisdom, a stress on the importance
of divine love, and a sense of the unfathomable mystery of the purposes and acts
of God.
In addition, Norris was a poet, who had a sense of the importance of poetry as
a serious expression of the highest moral and spiritual truth. In his best known
poem, he used (rather loosely, as was the English seventeenth-century habit, fol
lowing Abraham Cowley) the form of the Pindaric Ode, used for dramatic, pas
sionate and inspired utterance. I shall argue that Charles Wesley, while not using
the Pindaric Ode himself, was influenced by its mode of presentation, using ques
tions and metaphors to address the sublime.
I begin with wisdom. One of the things that impressed the Wesleys about
Norris was his learning, his stress on the importance of wisdom: it remained an
objective throughout John Wesley's life to have followers who were not ignorant,
but who were furnished with truths from the great Christian writers of the past.
This emphasis is found chiefly in Norris's A Treatise on Christian Prudence,
which Wesley abridged in 1734-before the visit to Georgia, and before the con
version experience of 1738 (it may have been from his abridged version that he
was reading on board ship). Norris says that in his title "by Prudence I here mean,
the same with Wisdom" (p. 3). Wisdom is associated with happiness. It is clear
to Norris that "the Happiness of Man is not to "be found in any Thing but in God"
and "it cannot consist in sensual Pleasure, Riches, Honour or Power" (p. 3):
that which is the Object of Happiness must be such a Good, as perfectly satisfies
the Mind, contents all its Desires, and gives it an absolute Tranquillity and Repose.
But that no Creature does this is plain from Experience, from the Vanity which we
find in all Things, and that restlessness and Desire of Change which is consequent
upon it. We try one Thing after another, as the searching Bee wanders from Flower
to Flower; but we go off from every one with Disappointment, and a deluded
Expectation; .... (pp. 3-4)
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What is needed, says Norris is the right disposition: "a certain Temper of Mind,
which as the Apostle speaks, is to make us meet Partakers of the Inheritance of the
Saints in Light" (p. 9: his use of "temper" here is 1ike Charles Wesley's use of the
phrase "holy temper"). Norris goes on to speak, in terms that became common in
eighteenth-century devotional prose (and beloved of the followers of John Wesley)
of "religious warmth" and of the "flame of devotion": the purpose of prayer, he
says, is "to maintain a religious Warmth in our Minds, and to keep up there a Spirit
of Devotion, the Flame of which would soon be extinct without the Breathings of
Prayer to fan it, and give it Motion" (p. 21). Obviously the image of fire and flame
is common in Charles Wesley's hymns, and I do not need to give instances. I am
trying to point out the consonance of Norris's thinking with Wesley's imagery,
though both would have had much in common with other expressions of devotion.
In Chapter IV of Christian Prudence, Norris turns to "the Conduct of a
Prudent Christian, with regard to the Government of himself." This is to do
chiefly with the control of his understanding, the discipline which is required, and
which is assumed everywhere in Charles Wesley's work (and in John's "experi
mental and practical divinity"). It is followed by a Chapter which contains the
word "Practice" in the title: "A Perswasive to Christian Prudence, with some
Advices relating to the Practice of it." In that chapter, the Christian is exhorted
to "get Wisdom." If he does so:
Then shall the Remembrance of Wisdom be sweet unto us, and we shall delight in
her Conversation, and every Step in her Ways will give us more Comfort than all
the little Things of the World. (p. 30)

The conjunction I wish to point out here is that between wisdom, and the practice
of wisdom, which is an important element of experimental and practical divinity:
as Char1es Wesley was to put it in his hymn "Omnipotent Redeemer," there is a
"church of pardon'd sinners" who are "practical believers." These are those who
do not "profess" Christ (the word "professor" has a very bad meaning in this
period, denoting one who has all the outward appearance of being a Christian,
without being genuinely one in his heart): this is the import of his hymn "Canst
thou with specious word deceive," in which the theoretical Christian "professes":
Fair words thou may'st to mortals give,
Persuading them how good thou art,
May'st perfect love to Christ profess;
But God thine inmost substance sees.
Actions He more than words requires,
Actions with right intention done,
Good works the fruit of good desires,
Obedience to His will alone,
Pure hope which seeks the things above,
Practical faith, and real love.
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In Norris's work, this practical Christianity finds its way into the end of his
treatise on Christian prudence, by which he means wisdom. His words about the
beauty of wisdom are echoed in Charles Wesley's "Happy the man that finds the
grace," published in Hymns for those that seek, and those that have Redemption
in the Blood ofJesus Christ of 1747. It is based upon Proverbs 3:13-18: "Happy
is the man that findeth wisdom," but it may also have been influenced by Norris
in its reference to the joys and delights of wisdom:
To purest joys she all invites,
Chaste, holy, spiritual delights;
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
And all her flowery paths are peace.
A Treatise on Christian Prudence was important enough for John Wesley to
abridge it; but John also admired Norris on death. Writing to the Monthly
Reviewers on 9 September 1756, he exhorts them: "Be persuaded, gentlemen, to
give yourselves the pains of reading either Mr Herbert's 'Providence', or the verses
which Norris entitles 'The Meditation'; and you will find them scarce inferior either
in sense or language to most compositions of the present age."8 "The Meditation"
is a strange poem (and in no way comparable, either in subject-matter or interest,
to Herbert's "Providence"). It reminds the reader of the inevitability of death:
It must be done-my soul-but 'tis a strange,
A dismal and mysterious change,
When thou shalt leave this tenement of clay,
And to an unknown somewhere wing away;
When Time shall be Eternity, and thou
Shalt be thou know'st not what, and live thou know'st not how.

This is an "Amazing state," one which it is hard to conceive of. Death is
all wrapt up in clouds, as if to thee
Our very knowledge had antipathy.
Norris then appeals to "some courteous ghost" to tell him what being dead is like,
but the ghost takes a malicious pleasure in seeing others suffer uncertainty:
you, having shot the gulph, delight to see
Succeeding souls plunge in with like uncertainty
So the soul, at the point of death
stands shivering on the ridge of life;
With what a dreadful curiosity
Does she launch out into the sea of vast Eternity!
SThe Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., ed. John Telford (London: Epworth Press, 1931),
III: 197.
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At this point, the reader expects a conclusion which will draw attention to the
redeeming love of God and the soul's salvation. Norris surprises (and disap
points) by likening the state of the soul approaching death to the "astonished sin
ners" viewing the approach of the flood (Genesis 7:21-23).
John Wesley, while commanding Norris's poem, throws it into relief by his
translation from the German of Johann Andreas Rothe:
Though waves add storms go o'er my head,
Though strength, and health, and friends be gone,
Though joys be withered all and dead,
Though every comfort be withdrawn,
On this my steadfast soul reliesFather, thy mercy never dies!
The sea, which Norris saw as the sea of death, is for Wesley the sea of Christ's
mercy:
With faith I plunge me in this sea,
Here is my hope, my joy, my rest ....
We find the same pattern in Charles Wesley.
inevitability of death:

He also vividly realizes the

And am I born to die?
To lay this body down?
And must this trembling spirit fly
Into a world unknown?
A land of deepest shade,
Unpierced by human thought,
The dreary regions of the dead,
Where all things are forgot!
The idea that death is "unpierced by human thought" is very close to Norris's
sense of it in "The Meditation": Wesley's hymn, astonishingly, is from Hymns
for Children, 1763, and appeared in the 1780 Collection in the section
"Describing Death." The difference between Wesley and Norris, however, is that
Wesley appeals:
Jesus, vouchsafe a pitying ray:
Be thou my Guide, be thou my Way
To glorious happiness!
Norris's poem finishes on the dead end of a simile:
So when the spacious globe was delug'd o'er,
And lower holds could save no more,
On th'utmost bough th'astonished sinners stood,
And view'd th'advances ofth'encroaching flood.
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O'er topp'd at length by th'element's encrease,
With horrour they resign'd to the untry'd abyss.
The idea of the sinners climbing higher and higher is vivid; but as a descrip
tion of death, and as an enquiry into its nature and consequences, it leaves the
reader no wiser than before. In the Wesleys' experimental and practical divinity,
death is part of the natural process which is subsumed into the overall pattern of
sin and forgiveness, of redemption and love.
Norris has a particular approach to the matter of love, from his reading of
Plato and his contacts with the Cambridge neo-Platonists. One of his first
cations was entitled The Picture of love Unveil' d: Being An Answer to One, who
was very inquisitive to know what Love was, a translation of a Latin text by
Robert Waring (1613-58); and he later wrote The Theory and Regulation ofLove:
A Moral Essay, in Two Parts. To which are added, Letters Philosophical and
Moral between the Author and Dr. Henry More.
Henry More was, of course, the celebrated Cambridge Platonist, from whose
Divine Dialogues and Divine Hymns of 1668 John Wesley took his hymns
"Father, if justly still we claim" and "On all the earth thy spirit shower." The
major Cambridge Platonists, Henry More, Benjamin Whichcote, and Ralph
Cudworth, rejected the materialism of Hobbes and the severity of Calvin, believ
ing that human love was valuable and that the search for truth was the search for
God. Their affinity with the sublime work of Plato is shown in their belief that
sense revealed only appearances, and that there were realities in ideas and con
cepts of the divine, so that there was no conflict between reason and revelation.
Norris's book is dedicated to Lady Masham of Oates (1658-1708), who was
Ralph Cudworth's daughter Damaris. In it Norris argues that love is "the motion
of the soul towards good" (p. 14). He quotes from Plato's Symposium, where
Socrates describes love as the oldest of the Gods, and argues, as a Platonist
would, that "God is the Centre of our Spirits, as the Earth is of Bodies" (p. 27).
This distinction between the physical world and the world of the mind and spirit
is continually insisted upon:
As the good state of the Natural World depends upon those laws of Regular
Motion, which God has established in it ... so does the Welfare and happy state of
the Intellectual World depend upon the Regularity of Love. (pp. 58-9)

Above all, perhaps, he stresses the importance of the desire for God, and ends
with an impassioned final prayer:

o Spirit of Love, who art the very Essence, Fountain and Perfection of Love;

be
thou also its Object, Rule, and Guide. Grant I may love thee, and what thou lov'st,
and as thou lov'st. 0 Clarify and refine, inlighten and actuate my Love, that it may
mount upward to the Center and Element of Love, with a steddy, chast, and unsul
lied Flame; make it unselfish, universal, liberal, generous and Divine, that loving as
I ought, I may contribute to the Order of thy Creation here, and be perfectly happy
in loving thee, and in being lov'd by thee eternally hereafter. Amen. (p. 120)
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Norris's vocabulary is found everywhere in Charles Wesley's hymns: words
such as "refine" suggest "refining fire, go through my heart," and "actuate" is
found in "Move, and actuate, and guide"; so are images such as "Object,"
"Guide," "Fountain," and "Essence." The idea of "Essence" is found in "Spirit
of truth, essential God" from Hymns on the Trinity (1767), and although Charles
Wesley alters Norris's "Essence ... of Love" to "Spirit of Truth," the second
verse of that hymn is powerfully concerned with the presence of God within the
written word: it is as if the Holy Scriptures, being material things, are trans
formed by what lies behind them:
Still we believe, almighty Lord,
Whose presence fills both earth and heaven,
The meaning of the written word
Is by thy inspiration given;
Thou only dost thyself explain
The secret mind of God to man.
There is a very important sense here of the mystery of God, but also of human
attempts to understand it, the most notable of which, for Charles Wesley, was
Milton's Paradise Lost, the avowed aim of which was "to justify the ways of God
to men." Wesley argues that to understand the Scriptures properly will be to wor
ship God, the divine Interpreter:
Come then, divine Interpreter,
The Scripture to our hearts apply;
And, taught by thee, we God revere,
Him in three Persons magnify,
In each the triune God adore,
Who was, and is, for evermore.
God interprets himself. He is the "divine Interpreter" who can provide a
meaning in Scripture which is superior to any that can be attained by human
hermeneutics. The process involves a return to the mystery, the essence from
which the hymn set out: it is significant that the reference in the final verse is to
the great mystery of the Holy Trinity.
There is a very deep sense in Charles Wesley's hymns of the movement of the
soul upwards towards God, found most sublimely perhaps in "Love divine, all
loves excelling" and "Jesu, lover of my soul." We find this in an essay by Norris,
printed in his A Collection of Miscellanies: Consisting of Poems, Essays,
Discourses, and Letters, Occasionally Written (1687). One essay is entitled
"Contemplation and Love: or, The Methodical Ascent of the Soul to God,
steps of Meditation." Elsewhere in the same book, we find him at his most
Platonic, arguing that "Platonic Love is the Love of beauty abstracted from all
sensual Applications, and desire of corporal contract, as it leads us on to the Love
of the first original Beauty, God" (p. 444). Thus "the Love of abstract Beauty
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must need be a very generous and divine Affection" (p. 444). Religion, in an ear
lier essay, therefore becomes "the Perfection of a Man, the improvement and
accomplishment of that part of him wherein he resembles his Maker, the pur
suance of his best and last end, and consequently to his happiness" (p. 284).
These all point towards a doctrine of Christian Perfection. They also return us
to the idea of the mystery of God, which Norris links very clearly with love in
The Theory and Regulation of Love: "the great Mystery of Godliness is nothing
else but a Mysterious Expedient for the Promotion of Regular Love." The word
"mysterious," of course, has connotations of a holy mystery, and it is evident that
Norris was thinking in terms of love as leading upwards towards the central holi
ness of the Divine. It is found in Charles Wesley, again and again:
Amazing Mystery of Love!
While posting to eternal Pain,
God saw his Rebels from above,
And stoop'd into a Mortal Man.
His Mercy cast a pitying Look;
By Love, meer Causeless Love inclin'd,
Our Gui1t and Punishment he took,
And died a Victim for mankind.
This is from Hymn XXXVI of Hymns on the Lord's Supper. The word "mystery"
occurs again in "And can it be"-"'Tis mystery all: the Immortal dies!": in that
hymn it is again echoed by "'Tis mercy al1 !", in a conjunction which is a favorite
word-play of Wesley's. The mystery is the mercy and the mercy is the mystery.
This is the great theme of the early years of Charles Wesley's hymn writing.
His decision to write in such an impassioned way must have come from hundreds
of examples: from poets such as Milton, he would have acquired the sense of
poetry as having a high and holy purpose. It is to this concept, and to the Pindaric
Ode as a literary form, that I now turn.
In 1687, Norris published his poems with a preface which suggested that
poetry was becoming trivial and superficial. Poetry had declined, he wrote in the
address "To the Reader":
'tis now for the most part dwindled down to light, frothy stuff, consisting either of
mad extravagant Rants, or slight Witticisms, and little amorous Conceits, fit only
for a Tavern entertainment, and that too among readers of a Dutch palate. (p. iii)

The "Dutch palate" was an indication of coarseness, derived from images of
boors in taverns as represented in Dutch painting. Norris argued that he was
attempting "to restore the declining genius of Poetry to its Primitive and genuine
greatness ... and accordingly I have made choice for the most part of Divine and
Moral Subjects, ..." (p. ii). It is as if he was thinking of religious painting, per
haps ofItalian pictures; and it is clear that he was one of those writers from whom
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Charles Wesley would have acquired the idea of poetry with a high moral sense.
It is in this context that Norris's best known and most ambitious poem, "The
Passion of our Blessed Saviour, represented in a Pindarique Ode," should be
examined.
The fact that Norris wrote a Pindaric Ode, and saw fit to advertise the fact, is
important. The Pindaric Ode was based upon the technique of the Greek poet
Pindar (c. 522-443 B.C.), and had been popularised in England by Abraham
Cowley. It was bold, impassioned, and exalted, with daring metaphors and a
powerful diction, suited to the expression of the sublime. The Ode, writes Stuart
Curran, "became the principal lyric vehicle for the sublime."9 More importantly
for our purposes, Curran suggests a transition from the ode as a public poem to
an expressive poem of individual passion: "throughout the eighteenth century the
ode of public celebration that Cowley transposed from Pindar continually reverts
to the poet himself as centering force."10 He then goes on, very perceptively, to
see a connection between the hymn and the ode: the hymn, which is an ancient
form for worshipping the godhead, is joined with the ode to celebrate that god
head. He identifies Milton's "On the Morning of Christ's Nativity" as an exam
ple of this: it is "a poem erected upon the opposing stresses of hymn and ode, of
a hymn to the recreated godhead and an ode celebrating his human incarnation."ll
Curran's insight is worth thinking about when one considers Charles Wesley's
approach to writing his "Conversion Hymn," and those which corne immediately
after it, such as "And can it be." His verse is that of worship, so a hymn; but it
is also a verse which is trembling with the passion of celebration, a Pindaric
attempt at the sublime:
Where shall my wond'ring soul begin?
How shall I all to heaven aspire?
I have written about Wesley and the unanswered question before: here it may
be sufficient to note the ode-like character of the hymns, or the hymn-like char
acter of the ode to his conversion. They certainly center on the self, as Curran
suggests: the question about "where to begin?" is the same question that Samuel
Crossman asked when writing about the Passion of Christ in "My song is love
unknown"-"What may say?" In that poem it is inextricably connected with the
other question-"Oh who am I'?":
Oh who am I,
That for my sake
My Lord should take
Frail flesh and die?
9Stuart Curran, Poetic Form and British Romanticism (New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1986),65.
'OCurran,66.
lICurran, 64.

"Experimental and Practical Divinity"

69

Charles Wesley asks almost the same question: "Died he for me?" These
questions suggest a passionate response more powerful1y than an answering state
ment might do, and point to Charles Wesley's ode-like utterance. What Curran
calls "the inherently dramatic character of the ode"12 is found here, and in
Norris's Ode:
Say bold licentious Muse,
What noble subject wilt thou chuse;
Of what great hero, of what mighty thing,
Wilt thou in boundless numbers sing?
Sing the unfathom'd depths of Love,
-For who the wonders done by Love can tell,
By Love, which is itself all miracle?
Here in vast causeless circles may'st thou move;
And like the travelling planet of the day
In an orb unbounded stray.
Sing the great miracle of Love divine,
Great be thy genius, sparkling every line,
Love's greatest mystery rehearse:
Greater than that,
Which on the teeming chaos brooding sate,
And hatch'd with kindly heat the Universe.
How God in mercy chose to bleed and dye,
To rescue man from misery:
Man, not His creature only, but His enemy.
The elements of Wesley's "Conversion Hymn," and of "And can it be," are
here. The poem begins with the question to the Muse, which is "licentious,"
meaning not what it would mean today, but free, unrestrained: what will you
choose to sing about, in your boundless numbers? "Where shall my wond'ring
soul begin?" The poem goes on to speak of Love as "all miracle," or (as Wesley
puts it) "Who can explore his strange design?" Wesley prefers the word "mys
tery" to "miracle," rightly: but Norris comes to it later in the verse: "Love's
greatest mystery rehearse." Love's greatest mystery, he continues, is not the
Creation but the Redemption: "How God in mercy chose to bleed, and dye/To
rescue man from misery." Here mercy is juxtaposed to misery: Norris sees mys
tery in the context of the other two words. The misery is depicted by Wesley
more vividly as imprisonment-"Long my imprisoned spirit lay /Fast bound in
sin and nature's night," but his verse has the same excited use of key words.
Finally, Norris reminds us that Man was not only God's Creature (as he was at
the miracle of Creation) but his Enemy. Wesley makes this more immediate by
referring it to himself.
12Curran, 69.
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Died he for me, who caused his pain?
For me, who him to death pursued?
Norris's poem is a long olne, and the most important part of it, for the student
of Charles Wesley, is this first stanza. It goes on to depict the Passion of Jesus
Christ in somewhat extravagant terms, and ends, not with his Resurrection, but
with his return to the bosom of the Father. Like "The Meditation," it surprises
and disappoints: it describes the Passion and leaves out the Easter
I return, finally, to the subject of mystery. I have given examples of specific
instances of this word in Charles Wesley and in Norris: I want now to remember
that this was part of an intense debate at the time, principally against Deism and
Gnosticism. Norris's chief contribution to this is his book An Account ofReason
and Faith: In Relation to the Mysteries of Christianity, published in 1697. It is
an attack on John Toland's Christianity Not Mysterious, which Norris described
as "one of the most Bold, daring and irreverent pieces of Defiance to the
Mysteries of the Christian Religion that even this Licentious Age has produced"
(Preface, p. iv). He painted a picture of an age which was, in his view, degener
fast: "We are posting as fast as we can into Heathenism, and stand even
upon the brink of Infidelity" (p. 6). It is difficult to think of a worse state than
this, but Norris seems to imagine it:
But why do I talk of running into Heathenism? I am afraid we are tending further.
For as from a Socinian 'tis easie to commence a Deist; so he that is once a Deist is
in a hopeful way to be an Atheist whenever he please. (p.7)

He argues against the overweening pride that goes with the
human reason. The argument against Christianity, he says, rests on a false
gism:
Whatever is above our reason is not to be believ'd as true;
But the Reputed Mysteries of Christianity are above our Reason:
Therefore the Reputed Mysteries of Christianity are not to be believ'd as true.
(p. 11)

Norris's contempt for this argument would have found favour with such writ
ers as Pope and Swift, who satirized the way in which the trust in reason led to
human pride. The Christian opposition to this is led by faith, which is associated
with what Norris calls "intuition": "We attribute the way of Intuition to the most
Perfect Beings, God and Angels" (p. 47). Faith "signifies a certain Assent,
Judgement or Persuasion of the Mind, particularly that which is founded upon
Testimony or Authority" (p. 47). We find the same argument in Charles Wesley's
"Author of faith, eternal Word":
By faith we know thee strong to save
Save us, a present Saviour Thou!
Whate'er we hope, by faith we have,
Future and past subsisting now ...
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The things unknown to feeble sense,
Unseen by reason's glimmering ray,
With strong, commanding evidence
Their heavenly origin display.
The phrase "reason's glimmering ray" is common at the time: James Dale has
discussed instances of it in his splendid essay "The Literary Setting of Wesley's
Hymns" in the modem edition of the 1780 book. I bring Norris into the argument
to show yet another writer who was engaged in the controversy between reason
and mystery. In his 1697 book, the crucial chapter IV is entitled "That Human
Reason is not the Measure of Truth." In this chapter he writes of
those Truths which respect those Divine Ideas of the Superiour Order, that are of
the Absolute Essence of God as it is in it self purely and simply Consider'd, and so
are not only Essentially, but even Representatively Divine, as truly representing
God. (pp.205-6)

We are back with "Spirit of truth, essential God," in which God is his own inter
preter:
Thou only dost thyself explain
The secret mind of God to man.
These mysteries are what Norris calls "the Absolute Ideas and Perfections of
the Divine Essence" (p. 204). In order to try to describe them better, he uses a
metaphor, almost apologizing for doing so:
In the Contemplation of the Infinite Idea of the Divine Immensity we are like
men that commit themselves to the Main Sea, at the very first Plunge out of our
depth, and ready to be overwhelmed, swallow'd up and lost in an Abyss that knows
no bottom.
I use a little Figure and Imagery here the better to impress this upon the
Imagination of those who are not so well habituated to the Conception of things
pure Intellection, but the thing itself needs none of the advantages of the
Metaphorical way, being strictly and severely true. (p. 202)

We shall come across the bottomless abyss again in the hymn already men
tioned, John Wesley's translation of Johann Andreas Rothe's "Ich habe nun den
Grund gefunden," "Now have I found the ground wherein":

o Love, thou bottomless abyss,
My sins are swallowed up in thee! ...
(where, we may note in passing the original has "abyss"-"Abgrund"-but not
"bottomless"); and in the next verse:
With faith I plunge me in this sea,
Here is my hope, my joy, my rest; ...
Charles Wesley's version is found in "Come, Holy Ghost, all-quickening fire":
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Eager for thee I ask and pant:
So strong, the principle divine
Carries me out with sweet constraint
Till all my hallowed soul is thine,
Plunged in the Godhead's deepest sea,
And lost in thine immensity.
This supremely ski1lful verse is based on the same image that is found in Norris,
though in this case it is beautifully held back and only revealed in the last two
lines.
I am not suggesting that either John or Charles Wesley necessarily took it from
Norris. What I am suggesting is that Norris is one of these late seventeenth- and
early eighteenth-century writers whom they read, and whose work influenced
their thinking and their poetry. And if I may go back to Barthes for a moment, I
would remind you of the argument that a poet's text is a tissue of quotations from
the innumerable centres of culture. There is a whole hinterland of such writing
which shapes and forms the Wesleys' "experimental and practical divinity": all I
have done is to try to explore, very simply, one possible part of it.

Charles Wesley's View of the Self
Martin Groves
The question which lies behind this exploration is a universal one. Put most
the question is "How is it best to regard one's self?" In this article the
parameters will be narrowed. The question becomes "How should Christians
regard their own selves?" and narrower still, "What view of the self was held by
Charles Wesley?" I am not a Charles Wesley scholar; I am not even a Wesley
scholar, but having been brought up a Methodist my spiritual and possibly theo
logical character owes more to Charles Wesley than to anyone else by a long
stretch. It seems to me that Charles Wesley had a very clear and very distinctive
answer to the question "How should we regard ourselves?" It seems to me that
Charles Wesley's view of how we ought to regard (or not regard) ourselves is
strongly stated in his hymnody. Given the role of those hymns in the formation
of the Methodist spiritual and ecclesiological identity, it seems to me that Charles
Wesley's view of the self is of considerable importance to anyone who would
seek to understand the character of Methodism and its historical development.
This paper trespasses onto the territory of Wesley textual and historical studies
only in pursuit of its primary intention which is to explore this central question of
Christian spirituality and its relevance and application to the Methodist Church
and the Christian soul.
The hypothesis of this paper is that there is in the hymnody of Charles Wesley
the leading idea that the self is best lost in the other. This hypothesis will be pre
sented and tested by suggesting and exploring six or seven of its aspects or
cations.
Those aspects are these: Firstly, that this leading idea is given very general
expression throughout the entire corpus of his hymnody. Secondly, that it repre
sents a clear, significant and focused expression of a radical, apophatic, kenotic,
mystical spiritual theology. Thirdly, that (whilst the idea is all-or-nothing, either
or, not-capable-of-compromise) Charles presents it in different modes of accessi
bility. Fourthly, that this view of the self has probably been one of the most sig
nificant characteristics of Methodist spirituality. Fifthly, that this view of the self
is so commonplace in Methodist spirituality that it has been almost completely
ignored in the literature about Methodist theology, spirituality, belief and prac
tice. Sixthly, that this idea-this view of the self-is not only radical and strik
in its own terms, but that it stands in uncomfortable relation to the way in
which the self is regarded in contemporary thought and culture; this modem view
of the self having been cultivated by nineteenth-century political economy and
twentieth-century psychological and psychoanalytical theory. Lastly that Charles
Wesley's view of the self has influenced not just how individual Methodists
regard themselves and their souls, but has had an influence on the character of
Methodist ecclesiology. I will explore these seven elements of my thesis in the
73
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hope of clarifying not only my own thesis but of demonstrating and illustrating
the importance of Charles Wesley's view of the self.
The fourth point was that Charles gives the idea different modes of expres
sion. What I really mean by that, is that the idea comes in what you might call a
hard and a soft form. In order to leave as little doubt about what it is that I am
talking about I will take a hymn which gi ves expression to the central idea in its
harder form.
Holy, and true, and righteous Lord,
I wait to prove Thy perfect will~
Be mindful of Thy gracious word,
And stamp me with Thy Spirit's seal.
Confound, 0' erpower me by Thy grace,
I would be by myself abhorred;
All might, all majesty, all
All glory, be to Christ my Lord.
Now let me gain perfection's height,
Now let me into nothing fall,
Be less than nothing in Thy sight,
And feel that Christ is all in all. l
For the purposes of this paper the hymn is paradigmatic because, firstly it
begins with reference to the other, i.e. the glory of God, which is the necessary
not necessarily chronological) starting point. Here the primacy
of the other is acknowledged in structural form. The other is the beginning as
well as the end of the journey. Like so many of Charles Wesley's hymns, this one
begins with the glory of God and ends with the sufficiency of Christ.
It is the last verse of this hymn which offers the clearest statement of Charles
Wesley's view of the self which I am exploring in this article. Like all true poetry,
it is hard to find worlds to expand, or amplify or clarify its meaning. Here the
paradox of the idea is to the fore. The strange togetherness of gain and loss, per
fection and nothingness. It used to be fashionable to talk about Barthian and
neoorthodox theology as the theology of paradox. Well here it is. Though if and
when we have time to explore this thought, the reference will be not so much to
Karl Barth as to Anders Nygren and his work Agape and Eros. 2
Thirdly, whilst it is the last verse that is the important one just now, still I can
not resist drawing attention to the second verse and to the line "Confound, o'erIThe Methodist Hymn Book (London: Methodist Conference Office, 1933). It is significant that
this hymn was not included in this form in Hymns and Psalms (London: The Methodist Publishing
House, 1983). UK Methodists familiar only with the 1983 hymn book will recognize the verse "Now
let me gain perfection's" height" as the last verse of 726 "God of all power, and truth and grace"
where Wesley's apophatic theology assumes a much softer form.
2A. Nygren, Agape and Eros, English translation by A. G. Hebert (London, 1932, republished in
London: SPCK, 1953). The original title was Den kristna kiirlekstanken (Stockholm, 1930).
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power me by Thy grace." If we have here a spiritual theology which begins with
the glory of God and ends with the sufficiency of Christ, there is, somewhere on
the journey, an account to be given of the detailed dynamics of the loss of self.
It is hard to overstate the importance of the hymn "Wrestling Jacob"J to this
Wesleyan spiritual tradition. And to be fair I think it is the case that those who
have attempted to consciously reflect on the tradition have recognized the impor
tance of "Wrestling Jacob" in this respect. Leaving Charles Wesley to one side,
the binding of Isaac, and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the kenosis of Philippians
2 are all about this same matter, all about the dynamics of a necessary loss of
self. 4
A fourth reason for considering this hymn to be paradigmatic (for this author
at least) is because it gives unfashionable expression to the unfashionable idea
that it contains. The hymn illustrates the harder more ascetic expression of
Charles's view of the self. The second line of the second verse, "I would be by
myself abhorred ..." states the case in its least fashionable and possibly least
attractive form. This line and its counterparts elsewhere in the corpus, lead to a
consideration of the sixth of the points I made as suggestions for exploration.
Charles Wesley's view of the self is seriously at odds with the modern view of the
integrated self. The modern view being rather that the self is to be cherished and
affirmed that it may better give itself to the other in the dialectic of love. Clearly
here is a central point to debate. Whether or not Charles was right or wrong on
this central point (and which ever way you look at it the issue is critical) his view
of the self is sufficiently out of fashion to go a long way in accounting for the
demise of his hymns in the Methodist Church of Great Britain over the last quar
ter of a century.
Be that as it may,. it is important to note that my argument about Charles
Wesley's view of the self is not dependant on any view that he may have had
about the quality (the goodness or badness) of his own or anyone else's charac
ter. When speaking of these things Charles needs to use the future conditional
tense "] would be by myself abhorred ...." He is not saying that because he dis
likes himself so he would rather be rid of himself and in the presence of the other.
On the contrary, the sequence is the other way round. Only in the light of having
first been captivated by the other so does the desire to loose the self arise.
Biographers of Charles Wesley will be able to shed light on the relationship
between the spiritual theology being articulated in the hymnody and the consti
tution and well being of his character and personality at any given point. Here,
however, I wish to argue that Charles's negative view of the self has little, or
maybe even nothing, to do with any prior evaluation he mayor may not have
made of the human condition in general or in particular. There is no logical or
3"Come, 0 thou Traveller unknown," in Hymns and Psalms. 434.
4Genesis 22:1-19, John 18 and 19, Phil. 2:5-10.
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theological reason why an apophatic spirituality should depend on morbid, patho
logical or pessimistic views of the character of the existing self.
This point gives me opportunity to illustrate the softer forms of expression of
Charles's kenotic spirituality and to turn from the abhorrence of self to something
seemingly quite opposite in the so called "birthday hymn."5 AjoUy hymn if ever
there was, and at first Charles Wesley seems quite pleased with himself:
Away with our fears!
The glad morning appears
When an heir of salvation was born!
However, even here the leading idea of this particular hymn is probably that of
dedication and commitment which is not very far from the leading idea I am
exploring in this article. The familiar theme is that of a life consecrated and ded
icated to the point of loss of self. And here it is right at the start in the second
half of the first verse.
From Jehovah I came,
For his glory I am,
And to him I with singing return.
But there is more on which we can draw to illustrate the theme even in this soft
and jolly hymn. Verse four articulates a very Wesleyan reference to the eschato
logical joys of fellowship.
What a mercy is this,
What a heaven of bliss,
How unspeakably happy am I;
Gathered into the fold,
With thy people enrolled,
With thy people to live and to die.
It turns out that Charles's view of the joy and zenith of Christian fellowship is
that we can die together. Unsympathetic commentators reading these lines might
be tempted to make reference to the tragic phenomenon of mass cultic suicide.
Happily Methodism seems a long way from all that. The version of the birthday
hymn as it appears in Hymns and Psalms (1983) ends with the verse,

My remnant of days
I spend in his praise,
Who died the whole world to redeem:
Be they many or few,
My days are his due,
And they all are devoted to him.
Wymn.~

and Psalms (London: Methodist Publishing House. 1983),664.
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An interesting theological sidelight which connects this aspect of the theology
of Charles to that of his brother John, can be picked up from Theodore Runyon's
book John Wesley s Theology for Today. 6 Near the beginning of his book Runyon
makes the point that what John understood by the imago Dei was not so much
that there is a bit of God as it were genetically grafted into human beings (which
would give us the potential for becoming what we could not otherwise have
been-a kind of divine genetic modification) rather that human being (the self if
you like) is like a mirror which has the capacity to reflect the image of God. I
make reference to this because in both cases the issue does not have to do with
the goodness, badness, sinfulness or sanctity of the self, rather it has to do with
the primacy and the sufficiency of the other which in the view of both John and
Charles is in danger of being obscured by considerations of self consciousness.
The spiritual dynamic that lies around Charles Wesley's view of the self has lit
tle if anything to do with morality and almost everything to do with love.
It could be argued that the positive presentation of Charles's view of the
dynamics of self as an aspect of the modem liberal romantic view of love has
obscured the radicalism of his sacrificial, ascetic, apophatic spiritual theology.
Since the early 1980s British Methodists have only known the paradigmatic verse,
Now let me gain perfection's height,
Now let me into nothing fall,
Be less than nothing in thy sight,
And feel that Christ is all in all
as the last verse of the hymn God ofall power and grace and truth. 7 In this hymn
it is possible to get well on into verse five before having any strong indication of
real self sacrifice. A modern liberal reading of Wesley's hymns can obscure the
crisis of kenosis by interpreting it through the lens of a romantic view of love or
as being no more than a particularly full expression of Christian commitment and
dedication.
This latter tendency is illustrated by another hymn which has survived in the
affections of modern Methodists, maybe because it has been read and sung
through the same interpretative lens, "Behold the servant of the Lord."8 It is a
beautifully constructed hymn, every line and thought of which is about the aban
donment of self. The last line is typical, "And to thy glory live and die."
Sometimes it seems that all Wesley's hymns end with reference to love or death.
And that is precisely the point. His view of the self is such that love is fully dis
covered only in death, the one cannot really be considered without the other.
6See also Theodore Runyon, The New Creation: John Wesleys theology today (Nashville: Abing
don Press, 1998) , 13.
?Hymns and Psalms. 374.
8Hymns and Psalms. 787.
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It would be tempting to carryon with an exposition of the hymns but for the
purposes of this paper I think that I have by now given sufficient indication of the
subject of my inquiry. Now I would like to spend some time on the matter of how
this topic has been dealt with in the conscious and critical reflections of
Methodists and their theologians.
One reason for wanting to introduce some thoughts about the literature and
secondary material is that there may be some who will respond to my thesis with
the thought that they never had any doubt that this notion of self sacrifice was at
the heart of Methodist and Wesleyan theology. I am sure it is the case that there
are thousands, if not millions, of Methodists who never doubted but that this sac
rificial view of the self was at the heart of their Christian faith, a faith which
would readily confess to having been taught through the hymns of Charles
Wesley.
But what puzzles me is why this leading idea of the Wesleyan spiritual life is
so absent from the secondary literature. Indeed, it is this apparent absence which
has motivated my inquiry into Charles Wesley's view of the self. So striking is
this absence I fear I must have missed some important text and I look forward to
guidance and correction. But here is what I found (or more to the point did not
find) when I trawled through the books on my shelves looking for references to
Charles Wesley's radical, kenotic, apophatic, ascetic, sacrificial view of the self,
a striking view of the self which it seemed to me presents itself from the lines of
the vast majority of his hymns, hymns which have filled Methodist hymn books
and have formed the Methodist tradition.
I present the results of this rather random and cursory survey chronologically.
In the index of Henry Bett's The Hymns ofMethodism, 1913,9 there is no ref
erence to self or sacrifice. His very useful chapter entitled, The Hymns and the
Fathers: The Liturgies and the Mystics points to some of Charles' mystical and
other sources but I could finr no reference to the substantive dynamic to which I
am now drawing your attention. Chapter 5, "Mystic and Seeker after God," in
Luke Wiseman's Charles Wesley (1932),10 sounds promising. Here is material on
perfection, the dark night of the soul, imago Dei, the beauty of nature and someon love, but nothing about Charles Wesley's view of the self. In 1934,
Newton Flew published his work on The Idea of Peifection in Christian
Theologyll sometimes cited as itself a classic of twentieth-century spiritual theol
ogy, written by one of the most competent English Methodist theologians of the
twentieth century. Again neither "self' nor "sacrifice" appear in the index.
Chapter 14 on "Methodism" is a critical presentation of John Wesley's Plain
Account of Christian Peifection. Whether or not it is an accurate treatment of
9Henry Bett, The Hymns of Methodism (London: Epworth, 19(3).

1OF. Luke Wiseman, Charles Wesley (London: Epworth, (932).
1lR. N. Flew, The Idea of Peifection in Christian Theology (New York: Humanities Press, (968),
originally published in 1934.
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John Wesley's views on perfection is not relevant for the argument in this paper.
But I do note that it does not appear to have any reference to the mystical, ascetic,
via negativa towards perfection that I discover in the verse of Charles, classically
represented in the
Now let me gain perfection's height
Now let me into nothing fall.
An important text in the bibliography of Methodist spiritual theology is J.
Ernest Rattenbury's The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles Wesley's Hymns, pub
lished in 1941.12 Again it is possible that I have missed important material within
it. The headings are all there; "Charles Wesley's Quest for Love," "Charles'
Doctrine of Suffering, Love and Death," but under none of these heads does
Rattenbury present the importance, the systematic importance of self sacrifice in
Charles Wesley's hymnody. A year later Bernard L. Manning wrote The Hymns
of Wesley and Watts. n Manning was not a Methodist but can be forgiven for that
since he held Charles's hymns in the highest regard. He wrote,
Nothing is more untrue than to represent the heart of Wesley's religion as personal
experience or even personal feeling. The heart of Wesley's religion is sound doc
trine. 14

This is an very we]] but there is nothing here on self sacrifice which, if I am right,
is the leading idea in the hymns of Charles Wesley.
Perhaps then the very idea of self, or at least our preoccupation with it, is a
modern, post-war thing. In 1989 Tyson wrote 500 pages on CharlesWesley.15
Here at last is an index entry "Self renunciation a path to Christian perfection"
but it leads to only one reference and that only to half a page of the introduction.
What is written there is indeed to the point but the position and scale of the ref
erence is in my view incommensurate with its importance in the work of Charles
Wesley. The seminal collection of essays which issued from the Charles Wesley
Publication Colloquium which met in Princeton in 1989, entitled Charles Wesley
Poet and Theologian,16 does not have an essay on Charles's spirituality or his
spiritual theology and again like the rest of the literature I could not find signifi
cant reference to his view of the self.
In 1997 J. Richard Watson published The English Hymn. 17 Elsewhere I have
described this book as an elegant and splendid work. From my amateur perspec
tive it seems to me that chapter 10, "Charles Wesley and His Art," is unlikely to
121. Ernest Rattenbury, The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles Wesley:s Hymns (London: Epworth,
1941).
uBernard L. Manning, The Hymns of Wesley and Watts (London: Epworth, 1942).
'4Manning,75.
1510hn R. Tyson, Charles Wesley on Sanctification (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1986).
16S T Kimbrough, lr., editor, Charles Wesley: Poet and Theologian (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1992).
171. Richard Watson, The English Hymn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).
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be quickly superseded as an appreciation of Charles's hymns in their literary con
text, but I did not find any references that bore directly on this theme of mine.
The next book off the shelf could not have been more different. Methodism and
the Future (1999)18 by Craske and Marsh is a book by young British Methodists
about Methodism and the future. I looked for a chapter on Methodist spirituality
and found the penultimate chapter by Craske subtitled Towards a Holy Church,
which sounded promising, but the section headings were (1) Connexionalism, (2)
Diversity, (3) Mission, (4) A vision of holiness and the possibility of change. It
said nothing much about sacrifice or indeed about how Charles Wesley had come
to that.
Lastly and most recently published I looked at Gordon Wakefield's Methodist
Spirituality published in 1999 as part of the Exploring Methodism series. 19 As a
fonner editor of the SCM Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, Gordon Wakefield
was well qualified to write on Methodist spirituality.20 It contains a mass of fas
cinating bits and pieces, many of which will infonn the work of scholars going
on to research aspects of Methodist history and Catholic spirituality. Inevitably
there is material here that is pertinent to my theme. But again the book seemed
to miss completely what I still want to call the central theme or dynamic of
Methodist spirituality as it is represented in the kenotic spiritual theology of
Charles's hymns.
The literature search having been conducted with so little result I had to enter
tain the possibility that I had simply got it wrong. Perhaps I was misreading the
hymns. So I went back to Hymns and Psalms (1983), the current British
Methodist hymn book. Bearing in mind that Hymns and Psalms was compiled in
the late 1970s and early 1980s when the idea of self sacrifice was not at the fore
front of cultural orthodoxy, I was impressed to discover that 56 of the 156 Charles
Wesley hymns in Hymns and Psalms had a significant bearing on this view of the
self with which I was concerned. Bear in mind also that hymn books old and new
are arranged in sections some of which do not lend themselves to any reflection
on self or nonself at all.
Then I turned to one of the most valuable tools that was employed by the
working Methodist ministers and scholars of mid-twentieth-century Methodism,
namely The Subject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book. 21
And there in the thematic index under Self I found the following sub themes:
Self-abasement, Self-dedication, Self-consecration, Self-sacrifice, Self-denial,
Self-despair, Self-righteousness renounced, Self-security, and Self-surrender, an
extraordinary list. These were the index entries that I had expected to find in my
18), Craske and C. Marsh, eds., Methodism and the Future (Cassell, 1999).
19Gordon S. Wakefield. Methodist Spirituality (Peterborough: Epworth, (999).
2°Gordon S. Wakefield, ed., A Dictionary of Christian Spirituality (London: SCM, 1983).
2lSubject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book (London: Methodist Publish
ing House, 1934).
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previous literature search but discovered only their remarkable absence. The
author of The Subject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book
certainly seemed to share in my apprehension of this significant theme of
Methodist spirituality contained within its hymnody. For what it is worth, the
numbers of the hymns listed are these (though bear in mind these are the total
numbers from the whole of The Methodist Hymn Book and not just the hymns of
Charles Wesley): Self-abasement 47, Self-dedication, consecration and sacrifice
41, Self-denial 13, Self-despair 44, Self-righteousness renounced 4, Self-security
4, Self-surrender 73.
It seems to me remarkable that this dominant strand of apophatic Methodist
spirituality should have been so neglected and under-represented in the bibliog
raphy and secondary literature of Methodism which after all is (if you will for
give the pun) Methodism's view of itself. It seems that Methodism has been so
forgetful if itself that it has forgotten that its major contribution to the spirituality
of a nation may well have been the presentation of the idea that the self is best
lost in relation to the other. It is worth considering how many hundreds of thou
sands of English Methodists must have sung the apophatic hymns of Charles
Wesley and considering what effect that must have had on the English view of the
self in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It would of course require an
extended and relatively sophisticated historical analysis to demonstrate the wider
cultural influence of this idea and that is well beyond the scope of this paper.
At the outset I suggested that there were some applications of Charles
Wesley's view of the self which might be usefully considered as part of the exam
ination and explication of the argument I have attempted to develop. The first of
these applications concerns a possible relationship between Charles Wesley's
kenotic anthropology and the place of the Covenant Service in developed
Methodism.
It is commonly observed that the main contribution that Methodism has made
to the worship of the western Church has been through the revival of hymnody,
after which it is sometimes said that the other much smaller but still significant
contribution to Western liturgical development is the Covenant Service. That
mayor may not be the case but it is true that Methodists have taken the Covenant
Service very seriously and have felt that they were being most Christian and most
themselves when they were sharing in the Covenant prayer. It seems to me sig
nificant that the leading idea of that Covenant prayer is self-kenosis and apophatic
renunciation, indeed Charles Wesley's view of the self. This is the 1975 version
of the Covenant prayer:
The Minister prays:
We are no longer are own but yours.
And the people then pray
I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, rank me with whom
you will; put me to doing, put me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid

82

Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society

1999-2000

aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me be
empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly
yield all things 10 your plecuure and disposal. 22

I cite this in support of my thesis that this view of the self is one of the lead
ing ideas (I really mean the leading idea) of Methodist spirituality. And also to
suggest that the reason whey generations of Methodists have felt "at home" with
this Covenant prayer is that they had been tutored in its view of the self by the
hymns of Charles Wesley.
Secondly, I suggested at the outset that Charles Wesley's view the self has
influenced not just how individual Methodist regard themselves and their
but has had an influence on the character of Methodist ecclesiology. It seems to
me not unreasonable to suggest that Wesley's view of the self has had a signifi
cant and direct influence on the self identity and consciousness of the Methodist
Church. Whilst I am not in a position to comment on the situation in North
America and elsewhere, I would suggest that Charles Wesley's view of the self
has had and still has seriously complicating implications for Methodist ecclesiol
ogy in Britain. What is the first thing that Methodists say about the Methodist
Church? It is that Methodists do not claim to have any identity which is sub
stantially different from the whole Catholic and Apostolic Church. 23 What
Char1es Wesley taught Methodists to do with themselves in relation to God they
have applied to their church in relation to the whole people of God. I think the
ecclesiological implications of Charles Wesley's view of the self are somewhat
problematical.
More positively I think that it could be argued that it is this same dynamic that
has motivated, enabled, and sustained Methodist involvement in the ecumenical
movement. The preparedness of British Methodists to enter into unity schemes
with other churches, particularly the Church of England, can to some extent be
explained by the thought that this giving up of the self has a deep resonance with
its tradition of spiritual theology. David Butler's book on the history of the ecu
menical movement in this country is called Dying to Be One. 24 That is a very
Methodist title and a very Methodist thought.
All of which is well and good for the ecumenical economy. It did however
lead to significant problems for Methodists in the 1970s and 1980s when the unity
schemes to which they had been committed and for which they had worked for
more than a decade collapsed. When that happened there was almost nobody
around who had given any th~ught to the self identity of Methodism. 25 Indeed at
the zenith of ecumenical movement in the 1960s it would have been almost
22Methodist Service Book (Methodist Publishing House, (975).
2lFor example see Rupert E. Davies, Methodism (London: Penguin, (963).
24D. Butler, Dying to Be One (London: SCM, (996).
25Though this was a view expressed at the time in J. J. Vincent, OK, Let's Be Methodists (London:
Epworth, (984).

Charles Wesley s View of the Self

83

unthinkable and unseemly to give consideration to matters of a distinctive
Methodist identity. To do so would have been like a bridegroom thinking about
a bachelor life just prior to the wedding. I will not pursue this though save to
remind you of my contention that there may well be a connection between the
weakness of Methodist ecclesiological self identity and Charles Wesley's view of
the self.
By way of conclusion I am conscious of the fact that I haven't really offered
any explanation for the central historiographical or critical problem that I have
raised in this paper. Why is it that Methodists and Methodist scholars, historians
and theologians, have not commented on the significance or even observed the
importance of Charles Wesley's view of the self? My purpose in this paper has
been to pose the question more than to define the answer. But one suggestion
may be is that it is a matter of critical distance. The idea that the self is best lost
in the other is so utterly central and all pervasive in the culture and discipline of
the Methodist life that most Methodists have failed to recognize it. It is said that
the one thing fish know very little about is water. I suspect that something anal
ogous may be the case for Methodists. I also think that it is only now that the rise
of liberal secularism and the institutional demise of the Methodist Church in this
country have advanced to such a point that the particularity of Methodist spiritual
theology can be seen and appreciated for what it is. Fifty years ago many more
people would have just assumed this negative, apophatic, and kenotic view of the
self to be the normative position for Christians. Today it is an idea which is
regarded as difficult, contentious, and possibly dangerous, certainly distinctive.
It is also the case that there is contained within the idea itself a discourage
ment to think too long or hard about the virtue of self sacrifice. Therein lies the
central paradox which as it happens Charles Wesley was particularly good at han
dling and which is perhaps best treated in the form of verse and poetry. Perhaps
then it was no accident that the father and framer of Methodist spiritual identity
was a poet.
Not all Methodists will agree with my interpretation of Charles Wesley and his
view of the self. Some who accept the accuracy of my account of Charles
Wesley's spiritual theology would nevertheless wish to dissociate themselves
from it. They are certainly right to consider the matter carefully. It is a matter of
more than theoretical or poetic interest whether or not we accept his radical view
of the self in its kenotic and self-sacrificing relation to the other. If the deep
dynamics of creativity and love are hinged on a reflexive and seemingly para
doxical act of self sacrifice that is something which (as it happens) will be proved
or disproved only in the most fearsome of all experiments. If, on the other hand,
the dynamics of creativity and love are built on the celebration of the self in all
its heroic individuality and particularity that it may enjoy itself and be enjoyed by
an other, then that is a different matter. We need to know that we need to have a
view of the self, be it the one held by Charles Wesley or not.
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By way of a conclusion, let me end in the way that thousands of Methodist
acts of worship must have ended with another typical expression of Charles
Wesley's view of the self.
Let him to whom we now belong
His sovereign right assert,
And take up every thankful song
And every loving heart.
He justly claims us for his own,
Who bought us with a price;
The Christian lives to Christ alone,
To Christ alone he dies.
Jesus, thine own at last receive,
Fulfil our hearts' desire,
And let us to thy glory live,
And in thy cause expire.
Our souls and bodies we resign;
With joy we render thee
Our all, no longer ours, but thine
To all eternity.26

26Hymns and Psalms. 698.
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