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THE POOR AS HERMENEUTIC REFERENCE OF THE WESLEYAN 
TRADITION 

INTRODUCTION 

Which characteristics of contemporary Methodism 

determine, inclusively, a proper appropriation of the sense 

of the Bible? ---- This fundamental question has a guiding function in 

the reflexion we are starting. It implies some hermeneutic 

presuppositions which, if not adequately expressed, may 

endanger the possibilities of a deeper understanding. 

The first pressupposition is basic for the way of 

doing theology in Latin America during the last 20 years, 

over and over again mentioned in that context. It refers to 

\. the hermeneutic circle of how we need to understand life, 

faith, and God's Revelation in our history. I t i s ne i the 1-

the Bible in itself nor the theological system, insofar it's 

an abstract artic~lation internal to academic rationality, 

which define the challenges to God's people and to the 

Chu1-ch today. Much of the radical dichotomy between 

theology and God's people origin6tes from the classic 

position which affirmed the contrary. Contradicting it, 

let's aknowledge that our appropriation of the Bibl~, the 

way we organize our systems of belief and our spirituality 

are strongly determined by our social and political 

commitments, our collective and current interests. As we 

hnot.'\I, at the spiritual level, much of this is unconsciously 
;µ _;;;;.;:!!I 
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constructed and incorporated in our worldview, and at the 

mate1-ial level, it is expressed in the decisions which 

organize our concrete existence. We have always to do with 

a sum of interests which functions like a filter. Our 

theology and· our spirituality are projections of our 

dete1-mined social 11 locus 11
• 

Since it is impossible to evade this objectivation 

of our subjectivity, the best we can do is to begin with the 

definition of our assumptions, of our social place. 

By doing so we may at least unveil the mechanisms 

which determine the results of our theological perfomance, 

making it more self-conscious. This is precisely the 

fundamental presupposition of this reflexion: the first 

question we have to make to ourselves refers to the material 

identity of contemporary Methodism, because it is the 

starding point of our appropriation of segments of our 

tradi ticin. 

Our second presupposition consists in the demand 

that our approach ta the Bible priorizes the material 

historical problems of the biblical communities themselves, 

raised to hermeneutic criteria for our appropriation of 

Only then can we look for the Revelation of 

God in the Bible in the sense of a Word of God chall~nging 

our historical context. 

Insofar we assume this hermeneutic circle, which is 

governed by the self-suspicion related ta our existential, 

material and cultural assumptions, we need ta be attentive 
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to the pervading common elements along the whole Christian 

tradition 3nd our specific Wesleyan tradition. In this 

process, our criterion of truth cannot be reduced to the 

parameters commonly extracted from the logic of reason, such 

a..·=- 11 coherence of the discourse 11 or 11 consistenc1 of the 

general sy·::tem of thought". On the contrary, we need ta 

insert this criterion of truth into the consistency of the 

results of the historical process in which our theological 

perfomance is imbedded, OLlr theologic2l perception must be 

located an the line of the coherence between the concrete 

life of the people of God, in our case: the people called 

Methodist, and its original biblical tradition, in the light 

of the magnificent Weslwy2n phenomenon, from which we take 

our c, rig :i. n . It's evide~t that this process c3nnot be 

redLlced to any individual effort. On the contrary, it is a 

challenge of and to a whole tradition. Since it is a 

specific tradition, we need furthermore to perceive the 

concessions we ha~e to make to the broader unfolding of 

God's Revelation and of the action of the Spirit in the 

whole amplitude of history. We are not philosophers but we 

are theologians of the people of God. 

Our starting point is, therefore, the real identity 

o·f contemporary Methodist people. -- This way of preceding 

will bring us to the fundamental elements of the Wesleyan 

spirituality such as they appear, not in the academic 

theologies, but in the concrete life of the people. It is 

f f'C)m this historical parameter that we will try to 
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understand the Methodist hermeneutic, appropriating the 

biblical Revelation, in order to confront it with the way 

how the biblical communities themselves have appropriated 

the ser:·se of history, arriving, finally, through the 

confrontation of both contexts, to our own appropriation of 

challenge of the Word of God for us, today. If we search in 

this di 1-ectic,n, perhaps we can· arrive to some deeper 

insights into the problem of our institutional identity, 

even regarding the instrumental aspects of the praxis of our 

p~ople, including the way we approach and use the Bible. 

Within the limits of an article, we must confine us 

to present only a few guidelines for this process, without 

diving deeper into many implications. 

i. THE QUESTION OF THE IDENTITY OF CONTEMPORARY METHODIST 
PEOPLE 

We can search for the identity of the Methodist 

Church either looking at its system of official 

/ thinking/teachings, or looking at the reality of its people 

in the tAJo r 1 d. But if we admit both possobilities as 

legitimate, we risk to establish an unbridgeable distance 

between the "the,::Jlogy of Theological Seminaries 11 and the 

"r·eal 1 ife of Methodist people". 

To give just one example, we could settle, as 

representative theoretical aspects of the Methodist 

tradition, the five traditional Wesleyan criteria which 

characterize the Wesleyan perception of God's Revelation, 
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i , e • / Bible, tradition, experience, reason and nature. To 

these Wesleyan criteria we could add the question of the 

internal wittness of the Spirit. What of these elements 

explain the "beeing Methc•dist 0 of millions of followers of 

Wesley today? Since there seems to exist a worldwide 

t-1eth,::idist "ethos" e.>-:plaining the convergencies, in a kind of 

con·vivial body, of so many national churches in the World 

Methodist Council, we cannot simply conclude that there is 

identity bringing together the Church of Kenia, the 

United Methodist Church of USA, and both churches with the 

Church of Bolivia and of Korea. 

For a more acceptable answer to this question, the 

first indication-sign we must put into light is the 

a11:.-3. r-eness of our need of a worldwide theological-

sociological research on this point. 

Not ta forget, the last two international meetings 

i986, and Singapore, 1991) made clear that 

M~thodism cannot be further reduced to the matrix Churches 

of England and USA, insofar a seemingly de-structurating 

phenomenon is seen as legitimate: namely, the indigenization 

of Methodism outside the anglo-saxon world. In spite of 

this de-structurating phenomenon, defined as such at least 

by the small group of theologians who seem to control the 

official thinking, there is no doubt that a common ground, 

which defines us as Methodist, does still exist. 

We must admit that Methodist identity needs to be 

perceived a·;:; a 11 post-internatic1nal-missions 11 phenomenon, as 
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an element internal to the local processes of tradition-

restructuring as s~ch. Only people still addicted to the 

old centra.l 11 loci 11 may tend to qualify this process in 

negative terms. 

What h·appens historically is that, in spite of the 

feeling of a loss of identity in certain central 

theological, circles, to be/to feel as a Methodist is an 

experience which reveals more vitality precisely in the 

peripheric spaces of the globe. It is from this new and 

given reality that the present efforts must be done towards 

a sistematization of our thinking. 

2. THE IDENTITY EXPERIENCE OF LATIN AMERICAN METHODISM AS AN 
EXAMPLE OF NEW POSSIBILITIES OF REDEFINING METHODISM 

Latin American Methodism has been able to develop 

sign·=- c1·f continental identity in spite of being composed by 

nstional and autonomous Churches and notwithstanding some 

tensions. The Brazilian Church, the greatest of the region, 

national debate while celebrating the 50th 

anniversary of its autonomy, 1980 The culmination of this 

debate was the definition of a common project of the Church. 

At that moment the national Church found itself in a 

profound crisis of identity. Most evaluation-indi~ators 

appeared regularly negative. Enourmous tensions between 

different ideological groups had to be faced. Precisely at 

th<:l t moment, as we perceived that fhe Methodist experience 

implies the maintenance of the tension between profound 
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piety and radical socio-political praxis, the Church found 

again the axis of its identity. On the one hand, the 

nH:r-vement of piety was related to the pentecostal phenomenon 

of the internal action of the Spirit, a phenomenon certainly 

broader than what is defined by Wesley as the internal 

testimony of the Spirit. On the other hand, the movement of 

evangelical action in the socio-political field was linked 

to the intE•nse 11 silent 11 claim of the poor. (1) 

Little by little we discovered that the Brazilian 

Methodism continued to be a npractical religion", in 

a religion which maintains the tension 

between acts of piety and works of mercy. □Lt r theologians 

reflected a lot on the mutual integration of both movements. 

This process reached the Councils, has determined the praxis 

of governing of the Episcopal College, was influential as 

guideline for Theological Seminars, is at the roots of a 

vi9oro,.1s· revi tal izati,::in of comm!.1n it ies, of a stranger 

missionary relevance and of the concrete experience of unity 

in the diversity. It is a significant fact that, since 

then, reflexions on the Wesleyan tradition became a central 

issue in the life of the Church. This process has 

cotributed for stronger concret alliances between the, 

before, isolated Brazilian Church, and the other na~ional 

Churches of the region, besides strenghtening its own 

ecumenical comittement. 

1. It "s silent bec.~use nat ve,-ba.1 ized a.nd beca.use silenced. 
Th-E en,• a-f the poar in L.:J. tin .4meri c.a .:rJ.ppe.ars .as .a 
presence o-f those NhD ha.ve na plo.ce: homeless, lo.ndless, 
unemplaJ,•ed. 
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Along this process it was possible to perceive, with 

increasing clarity, in what we are different from the 

impressive national phenomenon of the Pentecostal Churches, 

from the new Catholic Church, and from the other historical 

Protestants. In other words, the '*beeing-a-Methodist" w.as 

recovered in the country, the missic,nary perspective was 

retaken, with signs of new quantitative spreading of the 

ChL1rch. 

The materiality of similar concrete experiences, 

multiplied along the different regions of our world, has to 

be seriously taken into account when we try to characterize 

Methodism as a universal phenomenon. 

conclusion may be put forward: i.e. 

that contemporary Methodism finds · ions of lf-

expression in those societies which preserve analogies with --
the British context of the XVIII Century, that is to say, 

where the search for spirituality becomes integrated with 

the openness to the concrete clamor of the poor. This 

hypothesis is grounded in the historical experience that 

Wesleyan spirituality integrates radical acts of piety with 

radical works of mere and finds it's best and most visible 

expression in the service of the poor, 

overcoming of their situation of poverty. 

looking for the 

It's obvious that 

this orientation acquires connotations quite distinct from 

thoS:.e perceived by Wesley, i nsofai- "mercy II today demands the 

overcoming of individual charity acts, and requires a new 

priority for the global issues regarding the search of a new 
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j LtSt i CE for the construction of a new human, 

brotherly/sisterly and salidary society. 

If we put the problem of identity within this 

framework, we will be confronted with the basic hermeneutic 

question of th~ Methodist phenomenon: precisely the question 

emerging from a spirituality which does not priorize the 

sacred places in themselves, because it has a radical social 

commitment for the poor; but, at the same time, it is unable 

to loose itself in pure secularism, because it aknowledges 

its sources in the God of Jesus Christ and of the Holy 

Ghost. Therefore it is able to restore the spaces for 

piety, like cult and prayer, in a new context of missionary 

eng2.gement. 

3. A WESLEYAN HERMENEUTIC TO OPEN THE SENSE OF THE BIBLE IN 
THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES 

The de·finitic,n of our hermeneutic 11 locus 11
, which 

emerges from our ecclesial identity, is the expedient for 

accesing the questions we point toward the biblical world. 

Is it possible to sintonize the "Wesleyan process" with the 

11 bi bl ice. l proce:.s "'? 

In Latin America, our answer is affirmative. 

First cf all, because we realize that the social and 

political time of Wesley has many analogies with the 

dramatic historical process undergone by the biblical 

people, in the Old and New Testaments. Our· he,-meneuti cs 
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have the same nature of that employed by the characters of 

the biblical world. (2) 

Secondly, the insight that there exists a syntony 

between the "Wesleyan process" and the "biblical process", 

on the one h~nd, imprints a deeper sense to the action of 

the Church and the Christian, and on the other hand, it 

contributes to the concrete efficiency of the mission~ry 

projects of our communities. 

Let us have a closer look to this point. 

The binomi-al 11 piety" a.nd "mercy", which, of co1..1rse, 

acquires different contextualizations according to different 

historical moments, allows a global approach to the biblical 

Many expressions of piety of the biblical world 

reve·st often a kind of a radicality, t,Jhi ch provokes 

embarrassement to large contemporary sectors used to forms 

of rationality where the se3rch for ofjectivity leads to 

so ca.lled nscientific" instead of the 

humanizing aspects. (3) 

The expressions of piety of the biblical world need 

to be understood as intrinsic to the historical movement 

where they originated, and not as instances of a primitive 

society. On the contrary, we have to do with authentic 

e. Ctksa. r, E. E. B. tJ __ fi_J::o.m.a_a~~a._1Ja_tJ..i..s.tdr:.i..a .... __ tfer:meaiu.t.i..c.a. 
aa_t:JI __ CJ.Q_t=.a.at.e.1:i.t.r:2 __ da __ t9m.~r:.i..,=a __ Lat.i..aa. Sao ·P.a.u lo 
(Ed. Pa.ul in.as/Ed. UNIMEP,•, 1987. 

3. /t,,,1e mention the ,-1ard "scientif"ic" in order ta emph-=.size 
the dogma.tic cha.1-a.cte1-istics af" a r.a.tion.a.lib· s.1hich -focus 
e,".·l1.1sivl:!!,l),' an the sel-f-coherenc:e a-f systemic c:onstruc:ts. 
Besides intrinsically .abstract, the Ltnderlying 
positivist i c sc:hemes, need ta· preserve a suit.ab 1 e 
dist.a.nee +·,-om the contradictions ,.,hich determine 
m.anld nd '5 1 i -fe and hi-:; t.c:n-,v. 
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expressions of a humanity which does not admit to remain 

confined within the rythm of natural cicles. 

The project of the Hebrew people, as we know it from 

the Bible, is motivationally nurished by the dream, although 

alw.ays distant', of the emergence of a communal society with 

plenty milk and honeyi of collective ownership of the land 

which necessarily would return to the previous owners in the 

"times of gri:'.ce", as the Jubilee; of a society governed by 

kings loyal to God and, therefore, devoted to the people, 

attentive to the rights of the unprotected, such as the poor 

.3. n d the "'"' i cJovJs. This 11 ,=;erfect 11 society, dreamed by the 

messianic projects, was based on the faith in Jahwe, the God 

of life, as the God in alliance with his people, the Father-

God who aknowledge equality to all family membres. This 

faith h-=tS inspired ethical and mor.3.l codes which, 

ultimately, tried to ilegitimize any social power which 

exclJded brothres/sisters. In the light of this faith, the 

pcre legitimacy of the concentration of wealth was basically 

.avo i d1:1d. 

Peoples could be characterized as inimical insofar 

there were discrepancies in relation to the Hebrew faith in 

this God of history. The foreign social models, a constant 

temptation for the ruling groups, for using them to break 

the pact of absolute solidarity, were seen as evil because 

they were incompatible with the more foundational notion of 

the God of social alliance. 
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In the history of that people, the commitment to the 

everlasting memory of God's mercy produced specific forms of 

piety. Not always the people remained faithful to this 

original conception of spirituality, but the defenders of 

the tradition of the fathers took it always as a central 

It's the perception of the radicality of this 

project which explains t~e praxis of Jesus Christ. His 

rad1c2l concept of justice was inspired by the faith in God, 

Father of all humankind, and by the affirmation of life as 

universal patrimony. That's why his first missionary option 

w.3_-~ for the little one·s, the "sheep without shepherd". 

It's impossible to arrive to a global understanding 

of the historical phenomenon called Jesus, the Revelator of 

thE• F2.thE•r, outside the con~ext of his Nazarene origin, in 

opposition to Jerusalem and to the centrality of its power, 

which resulted in an increase of that oppression which the 

organization of the Roman empire already implied; or outside 

the context of that option which led Him to gather his group 

of disciples in an open conflict with the priestly class and 

associated religious groups. Why? 

All this suggests the conclusion that the source of 

Jesus' piety was precisely the tragic and unacceptable 

presence of the poor, beginning with the Jew-poor, and 

including the poor people in general. For Jesus, the 

alliance of God is an alliance of life and justice, 

expressed in the blessedness of the poor. 
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If we look for the dominant aspects or spirituality 

in the biblical mosaic, let's not be surprised if we find 

out that the most underlined one regards the spirituality of 

the poor and historically marginalized people. Furthermore 

it's this spirituality which excelles, like the highest 

concentration focus, in Jesus of Nazareth. It's in this 

sense that we dare to affirm that the whole Bible, and the 

spirituality expressed by it, 

the pooi- 11
• (4.) 

is the "historical memory of 

In this perspective, on the very line of Methodist 

idendity, there appears today a strong interrelation between 

Wesleyan spirituality and spirituality of the biblical 

Altho~gh the first source of Wesleyan spirituality 

wa5 the personal and subjective search for the certainty of 

salvation and the transcendental and privileged relationship 

with God, it has created a peculiar christian identity when 

accepting to break with the established values. In other 

words, it accepts the rupture/tension between the sacred 

place of official cult and the specific place of the workers 

in the mines and the people on the street, a rupture between 

a clerical ecclesiality and the ecclesial forms of lay-

people societies. This implies a spirituality, at least, 

open to the poor. 

4. Richa.1-d, Pa.blo "A Biblia. como memo,-ia. histdrica dos 
pobnas" in: RIBL.4 (Ed. Vazes,t n° e, 19B7; Assma.nn, Hugo. 

11A me,ru5ri-=1. historic.a dos pobr-es e -:1. revel.a~~a de Deus" 
in: .4ta. & Ato n°e, Sao Pa.ulo, 1981. VJ,-ios, "A Biblia 
coma l1e,ru.5ri.:3 dos Pob1-es" in, Est1.1das Bibl icos (ed. 
Vazesl, n° 1, 1984. 
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We suspect that the fecundity of the Methodist 

movement consists precisely in this analcgic relation 

between the spirituality it put forward and the spirituality 

of the Bible which inspired it. In both, the consistency 

emerges from that sensibility which priorizes the claim of 

the poor among the other historical "claims". In this 

sense, Wesleyan hermeneutics is confirmed and amplified by 

the predominant hermeneutic axis of the Bible, if we really -----l1 understand this hermeneutic as derived from a spirituality 

which emerges from the cause of the poor, precisely because 

this cause is also God 1 s cause. In historical terms, there 

is a s~bstancial unity between the love of God and the love 

of our neighbours. We love the neighbour because we love 

God, or better saying, we love God because we love our 

neighbo'..lr. 

We began asking about the contemporary Methodist 

ider,tity. At the s~me time, we opened the door to a deeper 

understanding of God's revelation in the Bible, connecting 

this point with a better comprehension of our confessional 

identity, which appeared in a more radical way in it 1 s 

relation with the biblical spirituality, which impells it to 

focus on the blessedness of the poor. This approach brings 

us to a mare radical perception of the Wesleyan mess~ge as 

good-news for the poor, and at the same time opens our eyes 

for the massive presence of the poor and their cause in the 

b i b 1 i c 2. l wc,i- l d . 
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CONCLUSION 

If we admit Wesleyan that identity concentrates on a 

specific kind of spirituality, a spirituality which contains 

two phenomena usually distinct, i.e. the radicality of the 

acts of piety and the radicality of the works of mercy, we ------
reach the conclusion that the centrality of the problem of 

the poor is no yet mechanically obvious. It's 

circunstancial and imposes itself from the actual cry of the 

poor in our societies. It could appear that the presence 

of the poor, which has so much to do with the Methodist 

tradition, is introduced in a certain way from outside. 

Although we can verify, along the history of our 

tradition, that sometimes other elements have been presented 

as ch,3·,-acte1-istic of the "weS:.leyan ethos", the question of 

the poor imposes itself as central in the Wesleyan tradition 

since its □origins, even if this aspect was not sufficiently 

underlined by Methodist theologians. 

It's well known that the attention to this point 

becomes weaker And dilutes within societtes and human groups 

without sensibility to the clamor of the poor. That's the 

reason wh) we need an urgent evaluation of the concrete 

Methodis~ phenomena today in the light of the suggested 

hermeneutics. What happens to these groups when they loose 

contact with the horizon of the poor? Are their experiences 

of piety authentic and healthy? What's the articulation of 

their missionary engagements? And an extremely serious 
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point: what must be .said about the misappropriation of the 

biblical expressions of God's Revelation by those groups? 

In relation to this, we need to see clearly that expressions 

of unilateral and unauthentic piety may appear in the 

Methodism of "centt-al II countries as wel 1 as in the 

peripheric ones, since the mechanisms obscuring the reality 

of the poor are tremendously powerful. 

On the line of this reflexion, some questions appear 

as unavoidable and some perspective become plansible. 

The problem of the poor, as a fundamental element in 

Methodist spirituality, 

the Wesleyan tradition. 

has not been admitted as such along 

Nevertheless it was present in 

decisive histo~ical moments. Besides, the expressions of 

mercy cannot be reduced exclusively to the needs of the 

poor. the Methodist tradition, mercy was 

reconceptualized as human solidarity in general. Despite 

this fci.ct, we cannot ignore that the Methodist movement 

becomes mare consistent when and where the challenges of the 

problems of the poor become objectively clear and have to be 

faced more directly. And if it happens this way, 

because the Methodist movement pretends to be a practical 

religion, which considers the expressions of mercy as its 

strongest dynamics, and does not define itself as ~ust a 

religious articulation around a corpus of doctrines. 

Today the problem of the poor has become crucial 

worldwide. The North-South relations are worsening. While 

va~-t majorities are seen as 11 useless 11 and 11expendable 11 in 
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productive terms, groups among the excluded and marginalized 

-~re presenting the bill of the "social costs" to the so 

called developed societies. In such a context, the 

Methodist Church may be "natural 1 y II vacationed and eq1Jiped 

for· a mo1-e significant action in todays world, in the 

central as well as in the peripheric countries. 

Ely Ese,- Ba,-reto Ces.a,-

18 


