CHAPTER EIGHT

“THE WORLD IS MY PARISH”
—IS IT? WESLEYAN
ECCLESIO-MISSIOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS FROM A
CONTEMPORARY LATIN
AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE
Paulo Ayres Mattos
What mystery is this! . . . Is not scriptural Christianity preached
and generally known among the people commonly called
Methodists? . . . Why is not the spiritual health of the people called
Methodists recovered? . . . Why has Christianity done so little good,
even among us? . . . Plainly because we have forgot, or at least not
duly attended to those solemn words of our Lord, “If any man will
come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily and
follow me.” . . . But why is self-denial in general so little practised
at present among the Methodists? Why is so exceeding little of it to
be found even in the oldest and largest societies? . . . The
Methodists grow more and more self-indulgent, because they grow
rich. . . . But how astonishing a thing is this! How can we understand it? Does it not seem (and yet this cannot be!) that
Christianity, true scriptural Christianity, has a tendency in process
of time to undermine and destroy itself? . . . Riches naturally beget
pride, love of the world, and every temper that is destructive of
Christianity.1
As Wesley neared death, Methodism had become sick. In this
sermon of 1789 Wesley recognized that after five decades of revival
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it was not holiness, “inward and outward in all its forms,” that had
spread over the land, but the sickness of “wickedness of every
kind.” As in Wesley’s latter days, it seems to me that Methodism
today is sick in many parts of Latin America, as it may be elsewhere.
A problematic theological issue for Latin American Methodism
is a weak ecclesiology. I would therefore like to explore, from a
Latin American perspective, within the context of changes in North
American Methodism that have affected Latin American churches,
the following missiological affirmations of John Wesley: “I look
upon the world as my parish,”2 and “you have nothing to do but
to save souls.”3 These affirmations will guide us as we seek theological criteria for an ecclesiological reorientation that may help
our Latin American churches overcome our corporate weaknesses,
and, at same time, reaffirm our missiological calling “to reform the
nation, particularly the Church, and spread scriptural holiness
over the land.”4

IS THERE A WESLEYAN ECCLESIOLOGY?
Raised more than four decades ago, Outler’s question, “Do
Methodists have a doctrine of the church?”5 is still a controversial
issue in the field of Methodist studies. David Carter has pointed
out that this is not a new question for Methodism, particularly
for British Methodism, due to its genetic vinculum with the Church
of England.6 North American Methodism is another story. The lack
of interest in ecclesiological themes among North American
Methodist theologians during the nineteenth century is one of
the striking consequences of the changes the new church experienced.7 In the twentieth century as well, not much attention has
been given to the theme in mainline North American Methodism.8
One of the most crucial problems faced by ecclesiological studies
among Methodist scholars today is the subordination of the
doctrine of the church to the doctrine of mission, that is, mission
as the key for the church’s self-understanding, as illustrated by
the maxim “church is mission.” Kissack affirms that “Methodism
has traditionally been less concerned with what the Church is,
than what it is for, and has found no activity more important than
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soliciting the right response of faith to the preaching of the gospel.
The word ‘sent’ has more significance for the Church’s understanding of itself than the word ‘is.’ ”9 Much has been said about
the missional understanding of Methodist ecclesiology, according
to Outler, and later Baker, as functional. This rationale often goes
back to Outler’s argument that Methodists are much more concerned with church in actum than with church per se.10
In light of the tendency that Kissack has rightly articulated,
Bryan Stone makes a somewhat surprising statement from a Latin
American perspective:
The ecclesiology that currently underwrites the contemporary practice of evangelism—at least that which predominates in North
America—is at best an ecclesiology where the church is either
instrumentalized in the service of “reaching” or “winning” nonChristians, or a reduction of the church to a mere aggregate of
autonomous believers, the group terminus of individual Christian
converts. Such an ecclesiology derives from an alternative social imagination made possible by modern, liberal philosophical and capitalist economic assumptions about history and about the nature of the self and its agency
in the world. . . . The Church becomes a whole that is actually less
than a sum of its isolated, autonomous parts, each of which is busy
pursuing its own private self-interests (including “getting saved”).11
[emphasis mine]

Furthermore, reacting to the notion that in Methodism church
was derived from mission, which makes mission a central and crucial mark of the church, Stone makes a sharp comment:
Especially in North America, missional ends are . . . developed as if
the salvific social creation called “church” does not really matter.
Mission becomes the central and crucial mark of the church rather
than ecclesiality being the central and crucial mark of mission. It is
then a simple step to disembody mission, separating it from the
worship, practices, disciplines, and saintly lives—in short, “the
body”—that constitute the church as God’s holy new creation. From
this development, I think, Wesleyans in North America have never
quite recovered.12
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With Stone’s methodological approach, in which missiology
depends on ecclesiology and ecclesiology on soteriology, we will
surely reach different conclusions about the relations between
Wesley’s soteriology, ecclesiology, and missiology.13

WESLEY’S ECCLESIOLOGY
Wesley’s ecclesiology is defined sometimes as Anglo-Catholic,
other times as classical Reformed, and yet again as radical
Protestant. Without ignoring the importance of such contributions
to the discussion of Methodist ecclesiology, I would like to take
another entry point for this discussion, trying to explore a different
trajectory at the center of Wesley’s theology and practice: Christian
life as via salutis. Wesleyan theology in Brazil, particularly the work
of Rui Josgrilberg, prioritizes this soteriological emphasis in
Wesley’s theology.14
Wesley’s irregularities, particularly after 1738, were justified not
only by pragmatic and functional reasons raised out of the
missionary-evangelistic demands faced by the Methodist revival15
but also by other theological opinions and pastoral experiences
that came to influence Wesley’s thought and practice over those
years. By the late 1740s, in the context of his “irregularities,”
Wesley had gone through some crucial theological reinterpretations of the doctrine of the church in his pastoral and evangelistic
practices, and more “lawful or unlawful” actions were in store for
the Methodist movement in the next four decades. Willingly or not,
Wesley developed throughout his life an ecclesiology that much of
today’s Methodist scholarship recognizes as a complex balance
between the Anglo-Catholic understanding of the church and
Moravian-Pietist traditions.16
It seems to me that this insight is crucial for a more accurate
understanding of Wesley’s ecclesiology, a corrective to its
“functional” understanding. To define Wesley’s ecclesiological
developments as functional is, in my opinion, to downplay the
critical balance between his soteriological and sacramental views
of the church. Wesley’s theology and practice were primarily
centered in his soteriology. If soteriology, as “the scriptural way
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of salvation” more than “the order of salvation,” was the pivotal
element in Wesley’s preaching and teaching, then to characterize
his ecclesiology as functional says too little. I would prefer to
characterize it as soteriological ecclesiology. Wesley understood
salvation as “the entire work of God, from the first dawning
of grace in the soul, till it is consummated in glory.”17 Furthermore, Maddox insists that Wesley was much more than a pragmatic evangelist.18 Wesley was a practical theologian, pastor, and
evangelist who kept theology and pastoral work in relational
interconnectedness.19
Another soteriological axis present in Wesley’s work was the
church as a means of grace. It is in the context of the Church of
England that the Methodist revival and its societies promoted and
developed its soteriological work. Wesley believed that the original design of the church of Christ was “a body of men compacted
together, in order, first, to save each his own soul; and then to assist
each other in working out their salvation: and, afterwards, as far as
in them lies, to save all men from present and future misery, to
overturn the kingdom of Satan, and set up the kingdom of
Christ.”20 Henry H. Knight reminds us that Wesley did not consider being a faithful member of the Church of England and at the
same time a committed participant in the Methodist society at all
contradictory. Because the Church of England was presupposed to
be the context for Wesley’s Methodist societies, he “saw the means
of grace associated to the church as complementary to those of the
societies, and as themselves necessary to the Christian life.”21 Thus
“Wesley had no reservations about encouraging his people to seek
God’s grace through the various outward signs, words, and actions
that God has ordained as ‘ordinary’ channels for conveying saving
grace to humanity.”22
It is with this soteriological perspective that we must understand
the famous emblematic directives of early Methodism: “You have
nothing to do but to save souls,” “I look upon the world as my
parish,” and “to reform the nation, particularly the Church, and
spread scriptural holiness over the land.” These directives constituted an intrinsic and indivisible unity of Wesley’s practical divinity between soteriology, ecclesiology, and missiology.
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THE HISTORICAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LATIN
AMERICAN AND NORTH AMERICAN METHODISMS
After an initial unsuccessful attempt to bring Methodism to
Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay in the 1830s, Methodist missions
were established and consolidated in several Latin American countries by both northern and southern Methodist churches in the second half of the nineteenth century. After so many decades of work,
mainline Methodism in many parts of Latin America is yet weak.
This observation does not ignore, much less deny, the transformations that thousands of people have experienced in their lives
through the work of Methodism. However, many of our Methodist
churches in today’s Latin America live through serious instabilities
and deficiencies in their praxis as God’s people. Within the recent
globalized capitalistic context, under neoliberal market economy,
surrounded by all sorts of postmodern “evangelical” extravaganzas,
many of our local congregations and their pastors have succumbed
to a new spiritual idolatry of “novelties,” as Wesley surely would
describe such events. Many of our churches exist largely in a grave
crisis in their Methodist identity.
Latin American Methodism cannot be understood without
taking into consideration its North American origins. Therefore,
the study of the historical developments of early North American
Methodism that shaped its ecclesiological doctrine is fundamental
for the understanding of the Methodism that was carried to
Latin America by the missionaries of both Methodist Episcopal
Churches, especially in the late-nineteenth century and earlytwentieth century.
I will now explore from a Latin American perspective some
ecclesio-missiological considerations related to crucial alterations
in North American Methodism. The following considerations are
not intended to be a judgment of good or bad, right or wrong, purity or impurity, but are offered as an understanding of continuities
in discontinuities and also of discontinuities in continuities in these
mutations. The intention of this approach is the development of a
theological critique that may help us understand the sources of an
ecclesiological weakness in those churches established by the missionary enterprise in Latin America of both Methodist Episcopal
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Churches during the second half of the nineteenth century and the
first decades of the last century. I am aware that this kind of
approach may fall easily into what Russell Richey has identified as
a jeremiadic historical reading of North American Methodism.23
However, in light of Richey’s argument, my intention is not to
deploy criticism as a strategy of coping with our scarce membership growth or with the continuing feuds in some of our churches.
Nor do I want to employ any uncritical positivistic reading of and
claim to Wesley’s teachings to cure our present ecclesiological troubles in Latin America. But neither do I want to ignore their historical mutated mediations in and by North American Methodism.
The first Methodist preachers appointed by Wesley arrived in
America as representatives of a renewal movement within the
established Church of England, in connection with and under the
supervision of earnest Tory churchmen. They arrived in North
America a few years before the independence of the thirteen
colonies. Their task was to support the early North American
Methodism established by migrant lay people outside Wesley’s
connection in Great Britain. The North American context, however, was quite different from eighteenth-century England. In fact,
America at that time was on the periphery of a colonial power. On
the one side of the Atlantic, a new industrial and urban society was
being engendered in the womb of British power; on the other, the
rural and agrarian periphery as the source of raw materials for
the imperial center struggled against the exploitation imposed by
the metropolis. Preachers sent by Wesley were very early confronted
by a political revolution that did not believe in divine royal rights
and proclaimed that all people had the right to political and religious freedom. John Wesley’s Methodism and revolution were at
odds. However, a few years later, in 1784, in order to assure that in
the new country Methodists could preserve their soteriological
design, Wesley felt that there was a necessity to form an independent Methodist connection in America, albeit still under his
supervision but “at full liberty simply to follow the Scriptures and
the primitive church.” In order to assure full spiritual assistance to
Methodist people in America, Wesley considered his providences
the “more rational and scriptural way of feeding and guiding those
poor sheep in the wilderness.”24 But his first concern above all in
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the formation of a church was to provide an order that could assure
believers’ access to the instituted means of grace.
The new religious world remained in its labor pangs for some
decades. The Great Awakening that swept New England not only
created a new religious mood unknown before, but, with the cooperation of George Whitefield’s irregularities,25 had challenged the
established religious monopolies in the colonies. Market economy
development was the context for the construction of a North
American religious setting in which free enterprise and competition shaped the constitutional separation between church and state
and the rise of the American Protestant denominations, a different
sort of religious voluntary society.
The experimental reinventions of Wesleyan theology took place
within a process that Thomas Langford has defined as the
“Americanization of Wesleyan theology.”26 North American
Methodists had to reinvent their soteriology, particularly Wesley’s
understanding of the fundamental place and role of the poor in the
sanctification process;27 reinvent their ecclesiology, in particular
the practice of the different Wesleyan expressions of Christian
conference as means of grace; and reinvent the nature of their missiology, changing the original Wesleyan design for Methodist preachers, not “to form any new sect; but to reform the nation, particularly
the Church; and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”
In my opinion, Wesley’s soteriology was deeply changed by the
early controversy over slavery immediately after the Christmas
conference. Soon the struggle against American slavery, “the vilest
that ever saw the sun,”28 became, gradually but persistently, a
political affair subordinated to planters’ economic interests,
instead of an article of holiness of heart and life. The soteriological
presence of the poorest among the poor in North American
Methodist ecclesiology and spirituality was left behind, and discrimination and later segregation were theologically and ecclesiastically sanctioned.29
Notwithstanding, British Methodist preachers appointed by
Wesley to North America strongly witnessed to the Methodists’
deep aversion to the sin of slavery. Russell Richey reminds us that
“freedom from sin and freedom from slavery belonged together, so
early Methodists thought.”30 In the organization of the Methodist
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Episcopal Church, American Methodists followed faithfully
Wesley’s admonition regarding the exercise of their full liberty.
Under the leadership of Thomas Coke and Francis Asbury, the
1784 Christmas Conference once again openly reiterated Methodist
opposition to slavery. Yet, when the Methodist founding fathers
determined that all Methodists who owned slaves between the
ages of forty and forty-five should emancipate them in twelve
months, they also opened an exception to their strongly worded
opposition. The rule would be applied only when the law of the
states in which Methodists lived allowed such emancipation. The
whole issue of slavery was going to receive a reinterpretation quite
different from that understood in Wesley’s General Rules. Within
the political framework of the North American capitalist society,
“the cost of antislavery proved high, too high for Methodism to
sustain. But the cost of giving up proved high as well.”31
In 1780 Asbury considered “purity, as he defined it, . . . far more
important than unity—an admirable sentiment—as purity for
Asbury at this time included both sacramental and social purity,
but four years later Asbury was of opinion that unity was more
important than the loss of purity that attended slaveholding.”32 For
the next three decades a soteriological necessity would yield more
and more to a very controversial political expedient, within and
outside the Methodist camp; freedom from slavery became more
and more a “spiritual” matter and institutional slavery was viewed
as an economic necessity. General and annual conferences sometimes had fierce confrontations on the issue of slavery, but several
of them were quite silent on it. The 1792 Conference deleted the
expression “of the bodies and souls” from the Discipline that
restricted “the buying or selling of the bodies and souls of men,
women, or children, with an intention to enslave them.”33 Thus salvation of the soul was to become the core of North American
Methodist soteriology. Amelioration instead of emancipation was
accommodation to worldly standards—to the slaveholder’s world.34
In the decades following Asbury’s death, the change in the
understanding of slavery among North American Methodists was
motivated by their increasing concern for growth and organization.35 However, church growth, understood as increasing membership numbers, was not a major priority in the very beginning of
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the Methodist Episcopal Church—holiness was. Despite facing
internal and external troubles for their antislavery witness, Coke and
Asbury in their introduction to the 1796 Minutes of the General
Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church would still dare to
affirm, “Our grand object is to raise and preserve a holy and united
people. Holiness is our aim; and we pay no regard to numbers, but
in proportion as they possess the genuine principles of vital religion.”36 Political pressures against Methodist antislavery preaching
increasingly became an obstacle to Methodist evangelistic work,
including among the slaves. In the retreat to a more introverted
understanding of Christian salvation, “Methodism lost something of
itself. . . . For Methodists, as for many religious movements, growth
and development may look like progress and success from some
angles but appear retrogressive and ambiguous from others.”37
The strong argument in favor of a more cautious and moderate
attitude toward slavery accompanied the unquestionable church
growth of North American Methodism in the following years.38
The increasing membership of the Methodist Episcopal Church
manifested God’s approval of Methodist preaching and practices.
Donald Matthews calls our attention to this point when he states,
The great success of Methodist preaching was interpreted as the
result of Divine pleasure. Excited evangelical oratory, emotional
ecstasy, and the constant organization of new societies swept converts into the new Zion at such a speed that it grew from 15,000
members in 1784 to 58,000 in 1790. Confronted with such spectacular results, many preachers might have turned away from enthusiasm for emancipation and contented themselves with religious
instruction of the slaves.39

Thus Methodist soteriology in North America was to suffer deep
change in its content and form, particularly as regards the
Wesleyan doctrine of entire sanctification in its close and inseparable connection with works of mercy and works of piety. This
process was influenced by the social and economic transformations
experienced within North American society and ended by focusing
on individual soteriology, thus disregarding the church’s teaching.40 In face of such theology, ministry with the poor as a soteriological mark of the church lost its theological relevance.
—— 134 ——

“THE WORLD IS MY PARISH”—IS IT?

Now we turn to an ecclesiological issue in order to clarify matters. North American Methodism in its early stage in the late eighteenth century reproduced Wesley’s social religion of societies,
classes, and bands as prudential means of grace and as an intrinsic
part of his soteriology and ecclesiology.41
Wesley is clear on this point of social religion when he says, “By
Christianity I mean that method of worshipping God which is here
revealed to man by Jesus Christ. When I say, this is essentially a
social religion, I mean not only that it cannot subsist so well, but that
it cannot subsist at all, without society, without living and conversing with other men.”42 Thus, reflecting on the character of the social
religion in the process of the growth in holiness of heart and life,
Wesley affirms that in order that “his followers may the more effectually provoke one another to love, holy tempers, and good works,
our blessed Lord has united them together in one body, the Church,
dispersed all over the earth; a little emblem of which, of the Church
universal, we have in every particular Christian congregation.”43
Wesley’s revival was built on the necessity for social religion.44
Christian experience can take place not in solitary encounter with
God but only in the relational context of Christian community.
The emphasis of ecclesiology on social religion, however, later
suffered a deep alteration when Christian conference as a means of
grace became, gradually but persistently, merely a meeting that
focused on church polity and business, while revival was engulfed
by camp-meeting, and sanctification turned into subjective and
individualist experiences. Richey has noted that in North
American Methodism “when revivalism became an end in itself, an
interiorization and individualization of religion resulted . . . as
Methodism found its place in American society.”45 However,
Richey recognizes that while early Methodist revivalism was indisputably individualistic, it is nevertheless possible to portray it “as
a communal affair.”46
As the Church prospered numerically, financially, and institutionally, the spiritual aspect of conference gave way to business and
legislation. The Methodist response for the split between conference
and revival was, in Richey’s view, the “miracle” of camp meeting.47
Camp meeting with its individualism, and its instantaneous and
emotional message of salvation, radically changed the corporate
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nature of the Wesleyan Christian conference. As a consequence,
Methodist soteriology increasingly lost its social character and the
balanced tension between social and personal holiness, between
the works of piety and works of mercy in their interconnectedness,
so characteristic of Wesley’s social religion.
North American Methodist soteriological holiness became more
and more a private and domestic affair.48 It became an intimate and
introverted experience motivated by and lived in camp meeting
revivals and nourished in Methodist chapels and homes, and over
the years, less and less at class meetings. A unilateral emphasis on
the subjective works of piety displaced works of mercy and tended
to obscure the nature of “the church as a means of grace.”49 In its
multiple diversity, from the bottom to the top of the “Methodist
machinery,” from class meeting to General Conference, Wesley’s
Christian conference lost its ecclesiological dimension as a means
of grace. According to Maddox, this began “the eclipse of the
Church as a means of grace in American Methodism.”50
Such ecclesiological mutation was also expressed in North
American Methodist reinterpretation of God’s design for
Methodism on this continent, evidenced by a deep change in the
original Methodist missional self-understanding. Twenty-five
years after Aldersgate, when John Wesley in 1763 faced the wellknown question, “What may we reasonably believe to be God’s
design, in raising up the Preachers called Methodists?” his reply
was “To reform the nation, and, in particular, the Church; to
spread scriptural holiness over the land.”51 The evangelical revival
was a spiritual response to England’s national and ecclesial crisis.
At stake was the evangelical missional calling vis-à-vis corruption
in nation and church. Wesley’s concern for the salvation of his soul
and the souls of others made clear that not only the nation should
be reformed but, in particular, the church. The soteriological
importance of the church as a means of grace made its reformation
an urgent necessity. Wesley’s perception of Methodism’s urgent
missional calling derived from his soteriological ecclesiology:
doing defined by being, being expressed by doing.
The Christmas Conference in 1784, reflecting a different selfunderstanding in response to a different historical-missiological
context, affirmed that God’s design in raising up Methodist
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preachers in North America was “to reform the continent, and to
spread scriptural holiness over these lands.”52 “Continent” instead
of Wesley’s “nation,” no more reference to “the church,” and the
singular “land” replaced by the plural “lands.”
The United States of America was a new nation trying to establish and consolidate its political institutions and capitalist economic structures, of which slavery was one of the foundations. It is
clear that the Methodist Episcopal Church, in such economic and
political context, had to show full loyalty to the new nation, to its
regimen and government, especially after many Methodists had
refused to take the prescribed oath of allegiance during the
Revolution.53 But they did this in a very subtle way, substituting
“the continent” for Wesley’s “nation, and particularly the Church.”
The separation between church and state, as it was established
in the new nation of the United States of America, did not eliminate
the deep structural relationship and interconnectedness between
religion and society. Since the very beginning of Methodism’s institutional life as an independent denomination, North American
Methodists could not avoid theological and practical adjustments,
the religious accommodations that would respond to concrete economic, political, and social needs of the new country. Therefore,
even when Methodists in North America were aware of national
sins such as slavery, an economic and social structure so fundamental for the development of the agrarian and industrial North
America, they pretended to maintain distance from such worldly
evils. They erected strict boundaries between the Methodist family
and the “world.” The new church did not understand that God’s
design for them necessarily implied national reformation as
Wesley had discerned for his own England. The American continent was their missional locus, not the North American nation. Not
just the “land,” but the “lands,” much land, to be conquered,
explored, and, surely, exploited.54
Such missional understanding of Asbury and other early
Methodist Episcopal leaders in North America about “the continent” reproduced the common ideology of terra nulla (empty land)
of most colonizers since Columbus55 invaded the “lands” that came
to be known as Americas. Missing in these descriptions are
the peoples of “the lands,” the Native Americans. When Richey
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mentions the firsthand experience of the Methodist itinerant
preachers vis-à-vis the challenges of the continent, the words he
uses have to do mostly with geography, not people: rivers, mountains, swamps, thickets, forests, downpours, snowfalls, and mosquitoes, the “wilderness” of the first colonizers! What about the
first dwellers of those lands? Furthermore, in Asbury’s Journal and
Letters the references to Native Americans are almost always in
very negative terms, as dangerous, cruel, and barbaric peoples. It
is true that on different occasions Asbury manifested his concern
about the evangelization of the Native Americans, trying to follow
Wesley’s strong recommendations in his 1787 letter on the neglected
evangelization of the Indian nations in North and South America.56
However, only in 1815, twenty-eight years after Wesley’s letter and
one year before Asbury’s death, was the Methodist work among
Native Americans unofficially initiated when an irregular preacher established a mission to the Wyandot Indians in Ohio. This was
the beginning of official missionary work.57
The understanding of the continent as terra nulla led North
American Methodism to reinforce and deepen its theological and
practical schizophrenia already implied in its compromises with
slavery interests and in the alterations that broke continuity with
Wesley’s social religion as means of grace. In that sense, Methodism
in North America renounced Wesley’s concern for the reformation
of nation, as well of church, as part of holy living on the way of
salvation. It thereby lost touch with Wesley’s soteriological ecclesiology and missiology. According to Richey, the church adopted a
“political passivity that made Methodists relatively uninterested in
the nature and the meaning of the American political experiment.”
North American Methodists ended up adjusting their theology and
missionary practices to hegemonic capitalist political and economic interests that have shaped in many ways North American social
and religious structures: (1) soteriological “free grace” was reduced
to anthropological “gracious ability,” and later to “free will”;
(2) Wesley’s social religion was changed to intimate, subjective,
emotional, individualistic experience, in which church became
merely an instrument for the salvation of individuals; (3) the mutual accountability of the Christian conference, social and personal,
across varying Methodist expressions of Christian conversations,
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from the inner circle of class meetings to annual preachers’ conferences, dissipated in the midst of the massive camp meetings and in
the business and politics of the annual conferences; (4) works of
mercy, as expressions of Jesus’ option for the poor, lost their soteriological nature when turned into charitable “works of benevolence”; (5) “nation,” as a concrete reality, with its corporate virtues
and sins, the result of human experiments, an arena in which the
divine and the demonic reflected the ways people respond to God’s
love and grace, was turned into an ambiguous “continent,” the
empty land to be conquered, subjected to the naturalization of politics and socioeconomic relationships; and (6) evangelization was
reduced to numeric church growth and middle-class respectability.
These transformations led decades later to the need many
Methodists in North America felt, on one side, for a national movement that promoted scriptural holiness, and, on the other, for a
movement that upheld a social gospel. Within Wesley’s practical
divinity, it seems to me, both movements would be inconceivable,
inappropriate, a negation of the holiness of heart and life. The
General Rules offered to the Methodist people on the way of salvation the provisions for their growth in holy living. Love of neighbor (expressed in the works of mercy) and love of God (expressed
in the works of piety) could not ever be separated in the process of
working out their salvation. The results of such mutations may be
observed in the increasingly divisive processes that characterized
North American Methodism throughout the nineteenth century.
Unfortunately, when Methodist missions arrived in Latin
America, during the second half of the nineteenth century and in
the first decades of the twentieth century, they arrived already
divided into several Methodist denominations and by different
theologies and practices. Within such a missionary context, it is not
hard to understand the present ecclesiological and missiological
difficulties that those different expressions of Methodism face in
today’s Latin America.

METHODIST CHURCHES IN LATIN AMERICA
The changes within North American Methodism created instabilities and deficiencies in its soteriology, ecclesiology, and missiology
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that even today deeply affect the life and mission of the Methodist
churches in Latin America. In Latin America the continuous breeding of the struggles and conflicts between liberals and conservatives, between traditionalists and charismatics, between ecumenists
and anti-ecumenists, between mainline Methodists and Holiness
Methodists, between Methodists in general and Pentecostals, come
in part from these nineteenth-century North American alterations.
These conflicts centered in particular on the issues of freedom for
African slaves, the poorest among the poor, on the issue of
Christian conference as means of grace, and on the understanding
of God’s design for the people called Methodists in these lands.
It is true that during the last thirty years or so, significant
endeavors have emerged for working to overcome this “crisis of
identity,” and God’s spirit has not abandoned our Methodist people in Latin America. Under inspiration of the ecumenical theology of the missio Dei, some of our churches have decided to begin
the process of renewal motivated by and in accordance with the
Wesleyan roots of early Methodism, particularly in its mandate to
“spread scriptural holiness over the land.”
In this process, the rediscovering of Wesley’s affirmations about
his understanding of the way of salvation in its intrinsic soteriological connection, between personal and social holiness, became a
crucial factor for a renewed emphasis on the Wesleyan teaching on
sanctification. Many Latin American Methodists have affirmed
again and again, with Wesley, that true Christianity cannot exist
without both the inward experience of personal holiness and the
outward practice of the justice, mercy, and truth of social holiness,
not because of some ideological option but because it is a soteriological article for Methodists. Again with Wesley we can affirm,
“The gospel of Christ knows of no religion, but social; no holiness
but social holiness.”
Despite the persistent presence of an individualistic salvation
and inward holiness in the life of many Methodist local churches in
Latin America, a spirituality that emphasizes “one-sided spiritualized introverted” practices, the renewal efforts have created many
new missionary possibilities for Methodist commitment to the
spiritual needs of our peoples. The Wesleyan teaching on “holiness
of heart and life” has found increasingly greater expressions in dif—— 140 ——
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ferent forms of personal and social witnesses, through concrete
responses to diverse evils present in our societies.
We must acknowledge, however, that the “crisis of identity” that
has been affecting Latin American Methodism in the last four
decades or so is not over and is being experienced also by other
mainline denominations, including the Roman Catholic Church
and the well-established classical Pentecostal churches.
Furthermore, in the last two decades the tremendous growth and
influence of the new Pentecostal churches—established in response
to postmodern religious demands, with very little connection with
Protestant-evangelical theology, or even with classical Pentecostal
theology—are new factors that have brought crises to those
denominations.
If the heart of John Wesley’s theology is salvation, then the ecclesial marks of a Wesleyan ecclesiology must be soteriological marks.
Albert Outler years ago affirmed,
The Church is one in the Spirit rather than in any of its institutional
structures; it is holy in the Spirit, who calls and leads the faithful into
that holy living without which none shall see the Lord. It is catholic,
both in terms of Wesley’s “catholic spirit” and in its radical commitment to actual inclusiveness; it is apostolic in the Spirit, who once
turned a dispirited rabble into a company of witnesses and servants,
and can work this same miracle again—as the Spirit has so often in
the history of the Christian community.58

Therefore, it seems to me that Latin American Methodists, in
order “to serve the present age, [their] calling to fulfill,” should not
try to restore or imitate early Methodism—that would be quite
impossible. Our worlds are completely different; the needs, the
desires, the possibilities, the limitations are deeply distinct.
However, by reappropriating the Wesleyan theological legacy in
our context, we can try to be obedient to God’s gracious work, as
John Wesley and early Methodists did in their own age. Above all,
it is necessary to appropriate again and again the centrality of
God’s reign for our soteriology, ecclesiology, and missiology, actualizing in our ecclesial context Wesley’s commitment “to save all
people from present and future misery, to overturn the kingdom of
Satan, and set up the kingdom of Christ.” Under such spiritual
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commitment, it seems to me that we Latin American Methodist
churches should do the following: (1) Reappropriate Wesley’s
charge, “you have nothing to do but to save souls,” and develop
strong ecclesiological concern for an all-inclusive soteriology, a
soteriology in which solidarity with the poor, not for the poor, must
be a soteriological article of faith instead of an ideological option,
regardless of resistance by the unjust and oppressive economic and
political demands of the present powers.59 (2) Reappropriate
Wesley’s affirmation, “I look upon the world as my parish,” and
develop a strong ecclesiological concern for a spirituality in which,
within this world, all God’s people may be accountable to the personal and social means of grace on our way to holiness of heart and
life, working out our salvation through the disciplined exercise
of the works of mercy and piety in the midst of daily life.
(3) Reappropriate as a strong ecclesiological concern Wesley’s
charge “to reform the nation, particularly the Church, and spread
scriptural holiness over the land.” This would mean assuming as a
soteriological article the challenge to the powers in church and
society and overcoming all prejudice, in particular against the most
vulnerable people in our midst. Thus, with Wesley, we will be able
to proclaim, “So that the salvation which is here spoken of might
be extended to the entire work of God, from the first dawning of
grace in the soul, till it is consummated in glory.”
In face of the tremendous missionary challenges posed by the
present Latin American social, political, cultural, and religious contexts to the rather small Methodist churches, I believe that the time
has come for us to assert that our major priority should be reappropriating in our historical contexts the original message of early
Methodism on the centrality of the church as means of grace. This
requires strong spiritual accountability of Christian discipleship in
daily life, based on a radical obedience to God’s calling for holy living for all creation, through disciplined works of piety and works
of mercy, in personal and social holiness of heart and life.
The author expresses his gratitude to Mark C. Shenise, the Associate
Archivist of The United Methodist Church (General Commission on
Archives and History—Madison, N.J., USA), for his gracious assistance
in the preparation of this essay.
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