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3a: The late 18th and early19th centuries


Student Resource 7[LA]: John Wesley (1703 – 1791)

[image: image2..pict]Wesley, John (1703-1791), a clergyman of the Church of England, was a founder of Methodism. He was the foremost leader in England of the Evangelical Revival, a movement in Protestant Christianity during the 1700's that emphasized personal faith and practical good works. In carrying out his evangelical mission, Wesley traveled about 250,000 miles (400,000 kilometers) and preached over 40,000 sermons, often as many as 4 in a day. His concern for the poor led him to provide loan funds, establish homes for widows and orphans, extend ministries to prisons and the armed forces, and open free medical dispensaries.

As early as 1725, John Wesley was looking for a philosophically satisfying faith, and his language is very Lockean. In a letter to Susanna he wrote that "there is - no Belief, and consequently no Faith - without Rational Grounds." […] 

[…] These words of Wesley himself were written in 1740 in "An Earnest Appeal," 

You know ... that before it is possible for you to form a true judgment of the things of God, it is absolutely necessary that you have a clear apprehension of them, and that your ideas thereof be all fixed, distinct, and determinate. And seeing our ideas are not innate, but must all originally come from our senses, it is certainly necessary that you have senses capable of discerning objects of this kind - not those only which are called "natural senses," which in this respect profit nothing, as being altogether incapable of discerning objects of a spiritual kind, but spiritual senses, exercised to discern spiritual good and evil ...And till you have these internal senses, till the eyes of your understanding are opened, you can have no apprehension of divine things, no idea of them at all. Nor consequently, till then, can you either judge truly or reason justly concerning them, seeing your reason has no ground whereon to stand, no materials to work upon.

Wesley said that at coversion people were given the spiritual ability to receive information from the natural realm. Before conversion, the spiritual mind is dark, a blank slate, just as is the infant's before physical birth.

Wesley's philosophy provided a quasi-scientific basis for the "enthusiasts" and other Christians who insisted on the present, immediate activity of God's spirit, for those who believed in a continuing revelation of God to humans. It was also much more compatible with the emerging dynamic view of Nature, since it assumed a dynamic revelation. Wesley himself insisted that the reality of the immediate revelation must be judged by the authority of Scripture, but for others the inherent tensions between personal faith and common authority would lead to an undermining of Scripture's absolute authority in matters of faith and conduct. The Holy Spirit, as perceived by the individual, became both the source of data and the witness to the validity of that data. The individual, enlightened by the fire of God, could then draw rational - and truthful - judgments, without appealing to either tradition or Scripture. […]
� 	David Lowes Watson, Ph.D., Professor of Theology and Congregational Life and Mission, Wesley Theological Seminary, Washington, D.C. in: World Book Multimedia Encyclopaedia, 2004.
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