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‘GRACE AND TRUTH’: LESSONS FROM JOHN WESLEY

I: -- “The Word was made flesh, and we beheld his glory, full of grace and truth”, announces the apostle.  John Wesley, commenting on ‘grace and truth’, writes laconically, “We are all by nature liars, and children of wrath, to whom grace and truth are unknown.  But we are made partakers of them when we are accepted through the beloved.”
  What is it precisely that the beloved, Jesus Christ, acquaints us with when by faith we are accepted through him?  Wesley continues, “He was most benevolent and upright; [he] made those ample discoveries [i.e., revelations] of pardon to sinners…and exhibited the most substantial blessings.”

   In accordance with the church catholic Wesley associates grace with benevolence and truth with substance.  For indeed the church has always recognized that ‘charis’, grace, pertains to God’s mercy, forgiveness, pardon; ‘aletheia’, truth, on the other hand, pertains to reality.

   While the text we have in mind (John 1:14) is from John and not from Paul, Paul illustrates everywhere the point John states.  Paul’s customary way of introducing an epistle is “Grace, mercy and peace….”  Grace, in the older testament, is God’s covenant faithfulness to us.  In the first place, God was under no obligation to forge a covenant with us; nevertheless he did so out of sheer kindness, therein promising always and everywhere to be our God, and to care for, preserve and save us.  In the second place, the fact that he faithfully keeps his covenant with us while we unfaithfully violate ours with him serves to underline his kindness.  When God’s covenant-keeping grace meets our covenant-breaking sin, grace assumes the form of mercy; and God’s mercy issues in our peace, ‘shalom’, salvation.  The logical order, Paul is aware, is grace, mercy, peace.

   While Wesley doesn’t refer to Paul in expounding Jn.1:14, Wesley is certainly aware of the logic of scripture.  Grace is God’s sheer ‘benevolence’ (Wesley’s word, and a word Calvin customarily uses whenever Calvin is speaking of God’s mercy), yet a benevolence that never denies or sets aside or compromises God’s uprightness or righteousness.  God’s benevolence or mercy, it must be noted, everywhere presupposes God’s righteousness and reinforces it.
   The Hebrew word for ‘truth’, ‘emeth’, has the force of firmness or stability.  When ‘emeth’, ‘truth’, is used of persons it indicates that this person is trustworthy because steadfast, consistent, unvarying, undeflectable, uncompromising.

   The Greek word for ‘truth’, ‘aletheia’, has the force of ‘reality’, that which really is (as opposed to that which only apparently is or seemingly is).  Additionally, ‘aletheia’, the Greek word for ‘truth’, has the force of reality-revealing-itself.

   Combining Hebrew and Greek understandings of truth, we may say that Jesus Christ is the incarnation of reality; namely, God in his uncompromising righteousness coming among us as mercy, pardon, forgiveness, benevolence.

   What’s more, the word ‘truth’, used so very tellingly in John 1:14, is used twenty-five times throughout John’s gospel (e.g., our Lord’s declaration, “I am the truth”).  In addition, we should note in this connection that John insists (3:21) that we must do the truth.  It isn’t enough to apprehend the truth or cherish the truth or even delight in the truth: we must do the truth.  (Wesley says, concerning this verse, that Nicodemus didn’t do the truth at the moment of his encounter with Jesus, but he did do the truth subsequently.
)  Christ’s people must live, live out, the righteous reality of him who has seized them.

   Wesley insists, most pointedly, that in the wake of the Fall, humans don’t live the truth: we are liars, he maintains without softening his pronouncement in any way.  As liars we have provoked God’s anger and now are children of wrath.  Grace and truth, Wesley insists without modification, are simply unknown to us.  If truth is reality, then you and I are unreal; if truth is substance, then you and I are vacuous.  If truth is that solid, substantive person who is trustworthy because steadfast, then you and are vacillators; we are fickle flutterers who have rendered ourselves inconstant and undependable.  It is little wonder Wesley says God is angry with us.  After all, we are fluff compared to God’s density.
II: -- What is the densest substance you can think of?  Lead?  Forget lead.  The flaming hydrogen gas that constitutes the sun is denser than lead.  One milk jug of the sun’s flaming hydrogen gas weighs more than 400 lbs.  Denser still is a neutron star.  When a star explodes (at this point it is called a ‘supernova’) it briefly outshines not merely all the stars in its neighbourhood; when a star it explodes it briefly outshines the entire galaxy in which it is located.  After the star has exploded, gravity concentrates its mass (at this point it is called a ‘neutron star’).  While the neutron star continues to burn brightly it can’t be seen, because its concentrated mass exerts a force of gravity so very strong that light from the star is bent around the star; the light from the star is bent around the star so very tightly that the light never leaves the star’s vicinity.  We call the phenomenon a ‘black hole’, as if nothing were there in space.  In truth, a great deal is there – a brightly burning star – so dense that we can’t see its light.  How dense is the neutron star, how weighty?  One thimbleful of the matter of a neutron star outweighs the earth’s total human population.  

   If a star, a mere creaturely item, is that dense, that weighty; if one thimbleful of neutron star outweighs the earth’s total human population, how dense, how weighty is the Creator who made it?  How dense is God, how substantial, how solid, how real?  And how frothy and fluffy are we?  In the presence of truth, reality, substance, it shouldn’t surprise us that Wesley says without comment or qualification, “We are liars.”

III: -- “The Word was made flesh, full of grace and truth.”  Biblically speaking, grace is God’s covenant faithfulness.
  Grace is God forging a covenant with us as God seeks and creates creatures for fellowship with himself, without consideration for the creature’s supposed merit or manifest unworthiness.

  In thinking about grace we must be sure not to depersonalize grace; we must never look upon grace as a thing, stuff, an ingredient that somehow overcomes spiritual defects; we must not have in mind a God-given injectable medicine that somehow makes us better or overcomes spiritual disease.  Grace is God himself, God-in-person, acting graciously.  God gives himself to us ceaselessly and binds himself to us undeflectably.

   In scripture God’s grace is customarily paired with God’s holiness.  God’s holiness is God’s unique Godness.  God’s unique Godness is that by which God is identified as God.  Since God isn’t inert but rather is living person, agent, possessed of intention and will, God’s identity as holy, as uniquely God, is God willing himself and his way in the midst of anything and everything that wants to be god (but never can be); God willing himself and his way in the midst of anything and everything that wants to contradict his will (but never can).  To say that God is holy is to say that he who is uniquely God cannot be threatened and will not compromise: his purpose cannot be altered and his will cannot be frustrated.

   To be sure, we know God to be holy only because we are admitted to fellowship with him by his grace.  By grace we are admitted to intimacy with God, and therein know him to be God, know him alone to be God, and therein are acquainted with his holiness.

   Admittedly, to say that God is gracious is to say that he gives himself to us.  It is not to say, however, that he gives himself up to us or gives himself over to us.  Ultimately he will go to hell and back for us, so much does he love us; however, he never surrenders himself to us.  The holy One, as holy, ever remains Lord of the fellowship he has forged with us.  
   Since we are sinners, to be aware of God’s Lordship is to be aware of God’s opposition to us.  He, the holy covenant-keeper, opposes our covenant-breaking for our sake; that is, he opposes us for the sake of correcting us.  Lest we become presumptuous, however, we need to understand that he opposes us for our sake only because he first opposes us for his own sake: his holiness cannot endure our violating him.  Here we should recall the witness of Ezekiel.  Ezekiel never doubts God’s love for Israel, and particularly God’s love for Israel now suffering in exile.  Nonetheless, Ezekiel is commanded to say to the people, “It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I [God] am about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations to which you came.  And I will vindicate the holiness of my great name…; and the nations will know that I am the Lord, says the Lord God, when through you I vindicate my holiness before their eyes.” (Eze. 36:22-23)

   In the face of God’s uncompromising rigour we must remind ourselves once more that everything we know about God’s implacable holiness we know only because we have first been rendered the beneficiaries of God’s grace.  It is the believer, rendered such by God’s grace, the believer alone, who is acquainted with God’s holiness.   
   Throughout the Older Testament we stand or fall in the presence of God as we become holy, and we become holy only as the holy God graciously renders us his child.  In other words, what I call the ‘root command’ of the Older Testament, “You shall be holy, as I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2) is never a command to save ourselves.  The command to be holy – with all that this entails for the shape of our concrete, daily existence – is first a command to cling to God’s grace.  To be sure, God’s holiness judges us; yet to flee God’s judgement is always to flee God’s grace.  For this reason the command, “You shall be holy”, is identical with our Lord’s gracious invitation, “Come to me….For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matt. 11:28-30)

   Despite all the talk today about justice, social justice (together with so many other kinds of justice), we do well to remember that the Hebrew word mishpat, frequently translated as ‘justice’, actually means ‘judgement’.  According to Hebrew logic there is no act of God divorced from the person of God.  When God acts God himself is present in person.  
   Justice, however, has nothing to do with God; justice is a philosophical category, an abstract Aristotelian category.  Justice means people get what they deserve, and no better than they deserve; for to get better than they deserve could only be a miscarriage of justice and therefore an injustice.  To campaign for justice is to campaign for an arrangement where people get exactly what they deserve.  Justice condemns people to bleak hopelessness.   Judgement, on the other hand, always entails the presence and purpose and power of the God who is gracious.  For this reason judgement is as hope-ful as justice is hope-less.

   To own God’s grace is to suffer God’s judgement.  Were God’s judgement not the converse of his welcoming grace, then God’s grace would be nothing more than pagan self-indulgence. And were God’s grace not the converse of his scorching judgement, then God’s judgement would be no more than a pagan horror.  God’s holiness prevents us from confusing his grace with sentimental indulgence; at the same time, God’s grace prevents us from confusing his holiness with sheer horror.

   In this matter John Wesley astutely grasped the subtle dialectic concerning the ‘fear of the Lord.’  Wesley never doubted that God is to be feared.  And he never doubted that there remains a distinction between ‘servile fear’ (cowering terror before a deity whose power is arbitrary and aimless) and ‘filial fear’ (the non-presumptuous reverence that dreads offending the God whose approach is sheer grace).   Such fear of the Lord is essential to discipleship.  Wesley consistently maintained that either we fear God and therein are delivered from fearing anything, or we do not fear God and therein find ourselves fearing everything.
  The biblical command to fear God is just that: a command.  Yet, paradoxically, only as we fear him may we love him, love him who first loved us and gave himself for us.  Or as the late Ronald Ward, former professor of New Testament at Wycliffe College, remarked to me in a private conversation, “If we fear God we shall never have to be afraid of him.”

    We have just spoken of the grace and holiness of God.  A related pairing in scripture is the mercy and righteousness of God.  As was mentioned earlier, mercy is the form God’s grace assumes when God’s grace meets our sin.  Mercy, therefore, presupposes our sin-occasioned distress and our helplessness before God.  The God whom Jesus Christ calls Father is merciful (Luke 6:36), rich in mercy (Eph. 2:4) and the Father of all mercies (2nd Cor. 1:3).

   Once again, only because we are beneficiaries of God’s mercy are we simultaneously acquainted with God’s righteousness.  Righteousness, foundationally in the Older Testament, is God’s character as the norm of everything pertaining to God’s people.  Here we must be sure to note that the emphasis is on God’s character.  When we were probing God’s holiness we related God’s holiness to God’s will.  Now we must understand that God’s will isn’t arbitrary, despotic.  God’s will is righteous just because what God wills reflects God’s own character.
   Just as the God who isn’t holy can never be gracious, in the same way the God who isn’t righteous can never be merciful.  It would never be merciful if God forgave humankind only to leave us in our unrighteousness.  The God whose character is spoken of as his righteousness forgives us for the sake of establishing our righteousness.  If God’s mercy aims at our blessedness then God’s mercy must be the triumph of his righteousness effecting our righteousness.

   We must emphasize yet again that a God who wasn’t righteous could never be merciful; a God who wasn’t righteous could only be indifferent – and what could be worse for sinners than an indifference that abandons us?  Conversely, a God who wasn’t merciful could never be righteous; a God who wasn’t merciful could only be ferocious – and what could be worse for sinners than a ferocity that slays us?
   And yet once again, lest we subtly come to presume upon God’s mercy and eventually trade on it, in the wake of our sin the God who is righteous must act; specifically he acts upon us so as to rid himself of the slander our unrighteousness has cast upon his righteous character.  After all, our unrighteousness speaks ill of the righteous One who has made us in his likeness and image.  Having made us in his likeness and image, the righteous One is dismayed to find our unrighteousness obscuring this image so thoroughly as to render it nowhere evident.  Does not Jesus Christ say of every one of us, “You are of your father the devil”? (John 8:44)  No longer able to live with our besmirching his name, God acts so as to vindicate his name and thereby render his true Fatherhood unbesmirched.  Through the prophet Isaiah God cries, “I, I am he who blots out your transgressions for my own sake.” (Isaiah 43:25)  In reasserting his own righteousness the righteous One restores to righteousness, right-relatedness, his people who otherwise would live and die unrighteous, condemned by God (because devoid of his mercy) and nowhere displaying God’s character (because devoid of his righteousness). 

   In sum: grace is the holy God judging us for the sake of maintaining his covenant with us.  Mercy is the righteous God righting our relationship with him so as to render us an advertisement of his character.
IV: -- In the context of discussing John 1:14, “grace and truth”, Wesley maintains that when we own Jesus Christ in faith we are granted “pardon” and “the most substantial blessings”.  Pardon we know: forgiveness of sins, justification, a new standing before God.  But what are “the most substantial blessings”?  Here we need to recall the Protestant Reformer, John Calvin. Calvin maintained there was only one blessing ultimately, Jesus Christ.  Christ is the blessing, the gift.
  And this gift, said Calvin, comes to us with two benefits: justification and sanctification.  These two benefits exhaust the gift.  Christ has nothing more to give us than himself, and in giving us himself he grants us a new standing before God (justification) and a new nature from God (sanctification). Wesley concurs.  “The substantial blessings”, then are the many-splendoured implicates of the Christ-the-blessing.

   More to the point, Wesley insists that while forgiveness of sins gives believing people the right to heaven, sanctification or holiness renders us fit for heaven.  Justification (pardon, forgiveness) admits us; sanctification (holiness, new birth) fits us.  

   Let’s imagine ourselves on the steps of a concert hall, ready to hear a symphony orchestra perform. We shall be admitted to the concert hall if we have a ticket.  The ticket of admission gives us the right to hear the symphony concert.  Let us suppose we possess such a ticket.  We sit down to listen to the glorious music of the masters -- only to discover that we are bored out of our minds, since the music seems much ado about nothing; or worse than being bored, we are jarred, since the concert strikes us as more unpleasant than the shrillest smoke alarm, a painful waste of an evening we could have spent at something fruitful and pleasant -- and all of this just because we are tone-deaf.  The ticket of admission gives us the right to be present; but as long as we are tone-deaf we aren’t fit to be present.  Regardless of our right to be at the concert, it is only our musicality that fits us for the concert.  Without the musicality that fits us for the concert, the concert is an insufferable shriek.  

    Sanctification renders us fit for heaven.  It was for the sake of restoring sanctification or holiness to the church catholic, Wesley insisted, that God had raised up Methodism.

[a]   Let’s approach the matter from a different angle.  Wesley, together with his early-day followers (we are speaking now of the 1740s) joyfully held out a grand truth to any and all: “God can do something with sin beyond forgiving it.”  What can God do with sin beyond forgiving it?  He can unlock its grip upon us; he can get its “hooks” out of us.  
   Never shall I forget one of my greater blunders with respect to spiritual counsel.  A man had come to see me for help with his besetting sin (note: besetting sin, not besetting temptation).  I listened to him carefully, empathetically (I thought), and then attempted to impart reassurance concerning the forgiveness of God, the mercy of God, the patience of God, the kindness of God.  As I spoke I could tell from the expression on the man’s face that he regarded my counsel as entirely off-target.  Politely he waited until I was finished.  Then he said to me plaintively, pleadingly, almost desperately, “Victor, I don’t want forgiveness; I want deliverance.”

   Let us make no mistake.  If the church has lost sight of the fact that God can do something with sin beyond forgiving it, then parachurch groups have not.  Virtually all parachurch groups have one purpose: the deliverance of those who are in chains at present.  Alcoholics Anonymous exists only to facilitate the deliverance of the alcohol-enslaved.  So do the other organizations, whether they address wife-battering or drug-addiction or gambling.

   Wesley had more to say on this matter.  When he looked out over the church-scene of his day he saw a great many church-folk (and a great many more clergy, proportionately) who cavalierly reassured themselves that “of course” their sin was forgiven, even as they were held fast in its grip.  Wesley’s tacit comment was, “Did you say, ‘Of course’?  Never say ‘Of course’.  Don’t presume upon forgiveness.  After all,” he continued, “deliverance from the power of sin is confirmation of our having been forgiven the guilt of sin.”
  Where there is no deliverance, don’t be in any hurry to assume forgiveness.
   “Then did he mean” (someone wants to object) “that unless we have been delivered from every last manifestation of sin, every last vestige of it, we haven’t been forgiven any of it?”  We shouldn’t push Wesley to such an extreme.  He wanted only to startle cavalier, complacent folk who were shallow and presumptuous.  Deliverance from sin’s grip confirms forgiveness of sin’s guilt.

   We need to hear and heed Wesley on this matter, for otherwise we shall come to think, whether consciously or unconsciously, that God cannot do anything with sin beyond forgiving it.  And what would this be except a licence to sin for the cavalier and despair over sin for the serious?  Wesley wanted to move all believers past two pitfalls: cavalier indifference and hopeless despair.

[b] Wesley knew much that the contemporary church has largely forgotten.  He knew that the command of God, beating like a big bass drum over and over in scripture -- “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” -- he knew this to be the root command in scripture.  He also knew that what God commands his people God gives his people.  Therefore “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” was not only the root command in scripture; it was also the crowning promise in scripture.

   Because of his knowledge of Hebrew Wesley knew something more: he knew that the root meaning of the word ‘holy’ is “different”.  In Hebrew the word-group around KADOSH has to do with difference.  God is holy, elementally, in that God, as uniquely God, is different.  God is different from his creation in general, different from any one creature in particular.  God is profoundly KADOSH, different.

   The New Testament Greek word that translates KADOSH is HAGIOS.  In the New Testament it is everywhere used of Christians.  Christians are said to be HAGIOI (plural.)  All the English translations here read “saints”.  Paul writes letters to congregations in a dozen different cities, always beginning his letter, “To the saints in...(Corinth, Philippi, wherever.)  To be holy, a saint, is simply to be different.  Different from what?  Different for what?  Different from “this present evil age”; different from that “darkness” which is “passing away” (to quote the apostle John); different from “the form of this world” which is “passing away” (to quote the apostle Paul).  If Christians are different from this, what are we different for?  We are different for the kingdom of God; different for that “new heavens and new earth in which righteousness dwells”; different for intimate acquaintance with Jesus Christ and conformity to him.

   Wesley always insisted that if Jesus Christ does not or cannot make the profoundest difference to us and within us, then the entire Christian enterprise is pointless.  But it isn’t pointless: our Lord can do within us all that he has promised to us.

   Wesley’s conviction here was one with the conviction (and experience) of the earliest Christians.  Paul wrote to the congregation in Corinth, “Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God?  Do not be deceived; neither the immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor sexual perverts, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor robbers will inherit the kingdom of God.  And such were some of you.  But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.”  “Such were some of you.”  The congregation in Corinth had among its members men and women who had spent years in notorious sin -- undisguisable, undeniable, degrading, habitual sin.  And then they had known release.  Now they continued to rejoice in a deliverance for which they would thank the deliverer eternally.

[c]   When Wesley spoke of holiness he characteristically spoke of “holiness of heart and life.”  By ‘heart’ Wesley meant our inner intent, attitude; his characteristic word is ‘temper’ – i.e., settled disposition.  By ‘life’ he meant our behaviour, conduct, public visibility.  He insisted that an inner disposition that wasn’t matched by outer manifestation was fruitless posturing, while an attempt at outer manifestation not rooted in inner transformation was crass self-righteousness.  Supposed holiness of heart alone dishonoured God in that it was useless.  Supposed holiness of life alone dishonoured God in that it was arrogant.  Holiness of heart and life are one as Spirit-quickened intention is fulfilled in Spirit-generated conduct.

V: -- Wesley, like all Christians before and after him, was aware that the holiness God both requires of his people and promises to them is seen in the law of God.
    Wesley expounds the properties of God’s law, first among which, is that the law is holy; “…internally and essentially holy.”
  By “internally” Wesley intends “inherently.”
  Since God alone is inherently holy, Wesley understands the law of God to be God himself in his inherent holiness, fostering in his people the holiness he purposes for them.  The law, essentially holy, is nothing less than God’s claim upon his people’s obedience.

   The law is also just: “It renders all their due …there is nothing arbitrary in the law of God….”
  Since the law of God is just, non-arbitrary, no one, Wesley reminds us, can repudiate the law on the ground that the law is capricious.  In discussing this aspect of the law Wesley alludes to Revelation 4:11.  The immediate context of the passage informs us that when the seer looks into heaven he sees the throne and the exalted Lord Jesus seated upon the throne.  Lightning, voices and peals of thunder issue from the throne -- a reminder of Sinai, and an especially pointed reminder that the throne of God is essentially related to the promulgation of the law at Sinai, even as the worshipper recognizes in God the holiness that characterizes God, throne and law. 
  And of course Revelation 11:15 insists that the one seated on the throne is none other than Christ.  

   Claiming to embrace Christ while disdaining the law, antinomians are without excuse: they stand self-contradicted. If lawless antinomians are self-contradicted, what about legalistic moralists?  The law of God can’t be a moral code, since Wesley insists repeatedly, in agreement with the Reformed tradition, that Jesus Christ is the substance of the law, and he, the living Lord, is living, speaking person and not abstract moral code.

    Not only is the law holy and just, it is also good, and good in that it flows from the goodness of God, which goodness inclined God “to impart that divine copy of himself to the holy angels.”
  While the law is God’s copy of himself, Wesley maintains that the Mediator is the “copy”.
  Plainly Wesley sees the promulgation of the law comprehended in the one-and-only Mediator himself; i.e., the law is the Mediator claiming those whom he has suffered for and salvaged.  Heaping accolades upon the law (e.g., “sweeter than honey in the honeycomb”) Wesley climaxes such accolades with “mild and kind” and “wherein are hid all the treasures of divine knowledge and love.”
  “Mild and kind” points unambiguously to Matthew 11:29-30 where Jesus insists that his yoke (a common metaphor for the Torah in the Old Testament) is “easy” and “light”.  “Wherein are hid…” is Colossians 2:3, a passage in which Paul refers to Christ alone.  For Wesley, then, “law” and “Jesus Christ” imply each other.  There can be neither Christless law  nor lawless Christ.
   The antinomian enthusiasts think they can be the beneficiaries of Christ while disdaining the law.  The moralist formalists, on the other hand, think they can benefit from the law while disdaining Christ.  Both are wrong, Wesley maintains, since Jesus Christ is the substance of the law.
   The huge item that no individual Christian or congregation or denomination can step around today is: What does the law of God mandate for Christian discipleship?  In the face of secularism’s agenda and its relentless pressure on the church, to ignore this question – What does the law of God mandate for Christian discipleship? – is to pretend that one cannot see the elephant in the room.
V: -- What is the mood in which all of this is to be understood, discussed, announced, and enjoyed?  Here we must go to one of Wesley’s most celebrated ‘sermons’ (tracts), Catholic Spirit.  The fact that this tract, published in 1750, was re-published in 1755 and again in 1770 indicates its cruciality in Wesley’s economy.

   In this tract Wesley insists on distinguishing judiciously the essential core of Christian understanding (without which the gospel is lost) from non-essential (but important) matters, such as styles of worship.  If differing parties can agree on the essentials, Wesley will instantly proffer his right hand of fellowship with his transparent request, “Give me thine hand.” 
  The first essential, according to Wesley, is, “Is thy heart right with God?  Dost thou believe his being, and his perfections?  His eternity, immensity, wisdom, power; his justice, mercy and truth?....Hast thou a divine evidence, a supernatural conviction, of the things of God?”  Our belief in God’s attributes and activity concerns essentials.  Yet Wesley is always aware that we can superficially, one-sidedly cerebrally subscribe to core tenets of the faith in a way that leaves our lives unaltered.  For this reason he is immediately careful to balance ‘essential’ objective with ‘essential’ subjective, the head with the heart, the understanding with that commitment on which we will stake our life.  In this regard he judiciously avoids identifying Christian experience (“Hast thou ...a supernatural conviction...?”) with mere doctrinal assent; and no less judiciously he avoids identifying Christian experience with doctrine-less sentimentality.

   The next criterion in Wesley’s Catholic Spirit is “Dost thou believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, ‘God over all...’?”  The doctrine of the Incarnation is bedrock-essential.  There is no suggestion in Wesley of a crypto-Arianism or crypto-unitarianism.  And then once again there is that careful balance, typical of Wesley, between objective truth and subjective appropriation of him whose truth it is.  His query, “Dost thou know ‘Jesus Christ and him crucified’?” is immediately followed by “Is he ‘formed in thy heart by faith’?”   Then Wesley adds what he, a son of the Reformation, will always insist on; namely, justification by faith.  “Having absolutely disclaimed all thy own works, thy own righteousness, hast thou ‘submitted thyself unto the righteousness of God’, ‘which is by faith in Christ Jesus’?”  And lest those now rightly related to God by faith think that anything but lifelong struggle and discipline await them Wesley comments, “And art thou through him [Jesus Christ] fighting the good fight of faith, and laying hold of eternal life?”  Justification by faith, non-negotiable, is the beginning of the Christian life and the stable basis for everything about it; vigorous, rigorous discipleship, non-negotiable as well, indicates that the faith that rightly relates us to God is simultaneously the faith that fights relentlessly against sin on behalf of the Kingdom.
   Concerning the third aspect of the “catholic spirit” Wesley is brief and blunt: “Dost thou seek all thy happiness in him [God] alone?....Has the love of God cast the love of the world out of thy soul?”  And then he zeroes in: we must love God for no other reason than God is who God is.  We are not to love God instrumentally (that is, because we need something from God, although of course we need much); neither are we to love God primarily to avoid the perils of judgement (although of course such perils are to be avoided).  “Art thou more afraid of displeasing God than either of death or of hell?”, Wesley asks, lest our fear be no more than an excrescence of the self-preoccupation from which we need to be delivered.

   Lastly he asks, “Do you ‘love your enemies’?”

   Then what does Wesley say a catholic spirit is not?

   It is not “speculative latitudinarianism”, doctrinal indifference. “A man of truly catholic spirit”, Wesley insists, “...is fixed as the sun in his judgement concerning the main branches of Christian doctrine”.   To sit loose to the non-negotiable essentials of the faith is to advertise oneself as “nearer the spirit of anti-Christ.”  Wesley’s assertion here must be allowed its full weight: theological indifference reflects the spirit of anti-Christ.

   In the second place a catholic spirit is not “practical latitudinarianism”.  Here, among other matters, Wesley insists that all Christians must be intimately bound to a congregation which is so dear to them that each “regards it as his own household”.

   Wesley’s last admonition to us in his sermon, Catholic Spirit, is for us to remember that the true catholic spirit is manifested in the daily exercise of catholic love. Lest such love be nothing more than sentimental froth Wesley pleads, “Love me with a very tender affection…as a friend that is closer than a brother.”  In case we still fail to understand him Wesley amplifies his point: “Love me with a love that is patient if I am ignorant and out of the way, bearing and not increasing my burden…”  And if you, a believer, find me, a believer too, sinning, Wesley adds, love me so as to recognize that I sinned “in sudden stress of temptation” – and all of this until that day when faith gives way to sight and we behold that love which God is.
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