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It has been some years since Tom Langford reminded us that "Practical
Divinity" is "the theological core" of the Wesleyan movement -- not only in the life
and work of its founder, but in manifestations of the tradition down to the present. I
With the publication of Susanna Wesley's complete works, we can now more fully
appreciate that this truism (and who but a few cantankerous systematicians at this
Institute would dispute it?) has a pre-history. It would be an exaggeration to claim the
Wesleyan tradition originates with her, but Susanna Wesley can justly be seen as
providing the theological (as well as the genetic) matrix out of which it has developed.
At any rate, it is instructive to analyze the "practical divinity" she forged in her day for
clues that it might hold for us in our similarly disjointed time.
Her most explicit statement on the subject appears in the frequently quoted
passage in a letter urging John Wesley on in his preparation for his initial ordination as
deacon,
because it may be an inducement to greater application in the study of practical
divinitY,'i which of all other I humbly conceive is the best study for candidates for
orders.

1Thomas Langford, Practical Divinity: Theology in the Wesleyan Tradition
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), p. 5.
2susanna Wesley to John Wesley, 23 February 1724/5, in Susanna Wesley:
The Complete Writings, ed. Charles Wallace, Jr. (New York and Oxford, 1997), pp.
106-107. Subsequent references to her writings will appear parenthetically in the text.
Note her admission that "your father and I seldom think alike," the contrast in this case
being his interest in "critical learning ... which, though of use accidentally and by way
of concomitance, yet is in no wise preferable to the other." Her conclusion is clear:
her approach involves things that are "absolutely necessary," while Samuel Wesley's
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As we can tell from her own life and writings, candidates for orders were by no means
the only people who could benefit from such life- and world-changing study (such

praxis).3 Despite the impossibility of her own ordination, her son later provocatively
summed up her life with a phrase that bespoke her taking up the same vocation, de
facto, that her father, husband and sons followed. She was, he wrote, a "preacher of

righteousness."
Clearly, she was "doing" theology nearly from the time she could read and write,
and, in fact, her earliest recorded theologizing arguably turns on issues of "trinity,
community, and power," issues that recur throughout her life -- and that are expressed
in the theme of our Institute. In this paper, I intend to examine them in her life and
thought, "trinity" representing more the reflective side of her practical divinity, and
"community and power" more the active. However, while the matter of her reflection
is worth our attention, I believe we have even more to learn from the manner in which
she did it. Thus I will also try to typify how Susanna Wesley crafted her practical
divinity.

Community and Power
As an early adolescent, Susanna Annesley, after much reading and thought,
decided to leave the ranks of Nonconformity and join the Church of England. What in

can be regarded as "trifling studies." Ibid.
3The late Paulo Freire's definition of praxis is worth keeping in mind as we
explore practical divinity in the late 20th century and beyond: "reflection and action
upon the world in order to transform it." Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New Revised
20th-Anniversary Edition, trans. by Myra Bergman Ramos (New York: Continuum, 1994), p. 33.
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our age sounds like just another inconsequential consumer choice was in hers considerably more far reaching. In recent memory a revolution had been fought and a
king executed over, among other things, issues of ecclesiastical polity. Her own
father, expelled at the Restoration, soldiered on as a Dissenter (albeit a moderate one)
having to register his meeting house with the authorities and experiencing many of the
other penalties accorded those whose consciences would not allow them to use the
Prayer Book or serve under episcopal jurisdiction. For a young woman, particularly
the daughter of a prominent Nonconformist, to choose the Established Church, the
source of her family's suffering, took extraordinary courage.
Yet she did so in good rational fashion, reading deeply on the subject and
organizing the arguments on both sides before making her decision. To her father's
credit (but then he helped educate her, and he was a moderate man with a theologically
diverse library), the young woman was neither disowned nor otherwise disciplined. In
fact, after her marriage to Samuel Wesley, another Dissenter-turned-Anglican, she was
welcomed back into the Annesley household for her lying in at the birth of her eldest
child. And at his death in 1696, her father chose his ecclesiastically wayward daughter
to be his literary executor. 4

4unfortunately, all the papers her father left her (as well as her own manuscripts) perished in the 1709 rectory fire - including the "short discourse" she had written about her early choice to join the Church of England. For details, see her letter to
Samuel, Jr.,11 October 1709 (p. 71)
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Once in the Church and married to the Reverend Mr. Wesley, Susanna became
the productive and (for the most part) dutiful wife that one might expect in a late-17th
or early-18th century English rectory. After all, her conscious decision to be part of
the Establishment (and thus avail herself of the access it provided to power, prestige,
and preferment), meant knowing her place, not rocking the boat, bowing to constituted
(male) authority whether in political, ecclesiastical or familial settings. Yet, something
of her early Dissenting formation stuck with her, and her allegiance to the restored
Church of England was interestingly undercut in divergent sectarian ways.
The well-known quarrel with her husband when she claimed the more-Anglicanthan-thou right not to pray for King William, whom parliament (and not Almighty
God!) had installed as a result of the Glorious Revolution, was one such instance. Becoming for awhile a fellow-traveler with the right-wing dissidents known as Nonjurors,
showed that there was some Nonconformist spunk left in her, even though the energy
served a cause at the opposite end of the Protestant continuum from her Puritan
upbringing.
A much more thoroughly Puritan example of non-Establishment behavior is the
equally familiar "evening prayers controversy," in which she seemingly reverted to
Free-Church type by holding what her husband feared was an illegal conventicle. She
presided, much to her husband's discomfort, in a non-canonical Sunday evening service
in the rectory during his extended absence in London -- a gathering attended not just by
family, but by all and sundry.5 If the former act of dissent was ideologically driven

5For the 1702 quarrel over which was the true King (along with its marital
consequences for the Wesleys) , see her earliest surviving correspondence, letters to
Lady Yarborough and the Rev. George Hickes, pp. 34-39. For the later argument over
Susanna's conducting prayers during Samuel's absence in the winter of 1711/ 12, see
her letters to him, pp. 78-83.
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and in line with her High Church principles, the latter grew from the more practical
concern to meet the spiritual needs of the parish community, even if to do so would
disregard the very ecclesiastical conventions she had chosen when becoming an
Anglican.
I can only hint here at her sense of community and power; much less can I analyze all the ecclesiastical, social, political and personal factors that informed it. At
base, though, it is safe to identify community as the realm in which she exercised her
power and responsibility as a Christian. On the one hand, community involved the
hierarchical distribution of power in good patriarchal fashion from God to King and
Church in a Christian nation, from husband to wife and children in a Christian family,
everything well-ordered in its proper place. This Anglican conception of power fit
nicely with the myth of a well-ordered, happy and peaceful nation and church, presided
over by a divinely-chosen monarch. In H. R. Niebuhr's terms it is a world in which
the claims of Christ and culture are identified; in Pope's familiar and complacent
phrase, it was a world in which "whatever is, is right."
On the other hand, though, divine power in community could also be exercised
from below, even in ways that might from time to time threaten the outward hierarchical order. In this view, Christ often elicits action, as
Niebuhr wrote, "against culture," that is, against prevailing political, social, and even
ecclesiastical arrangements in a fallen world. Though Susanna Wesley had chosen
(along with most of the nation) to abandon this approach in its more extreme and
violent forms, forms that had led to regicide and bloody revolution, there was still
something of her Puritan forbears' prophetic and oppositional personality in her.
Divine power did not insure the rightness of "whatever is" in a sinful world; the
cooperation of principled human activity was both authorized and demanded.
This kind of power began in the smallest, most intimate community, represented
by the interior dialogue with self and with God in a Christian's "closet" (the traces of
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which, in Susanna Wesley's case, are her spiritual diaries, which make up Part Two of
the new edition of her works). It is particularly evident in the empowering sense of
conscience (see, for example, her diary entry on a "conscience void of offence," p.
206). 6 And it might be exercised in any of the concentric circles that range outward
from self and God: in her relationships with husband, children, servants and extended
family, parish, and even world -- in all wider manifestations of community. She
wishes to "do some small service to my children (p. 71)," and she dare not neglect the
talents given her "by the great Lord of all the families of heaven and earth (p. 79)."
Inspired by accounts of Danish missionaries to India, though "not a man nor a minister
of the gospel," she resolved to "do somewhat more than I do," beginning with her children and neighbors (p. 80).

If that meant contravening established authority, she was ready on more than a couple
of occasions to do so.

Trinity
Reflecting in her diary on the advantages she had been blessed with, Susanna
listed her birth in a Christian country, her upbringing and education, her family, a narrow escape from violent death, and then, "married to a religious orthodox man; by him
first drawn off from the Socinian heresy .... (p. 356)." Along with many another bright
young Christian at the time, she was apparently nearly seduced by the rational clarity of
Arian and Unitarian ideas. However, her conversation with the young theolog who

6"Does many nowadays seek to advance their worldly interest, endeavour
to raise their families by fraud, oppression, by making shipwreck of faith and a good
conscience? Let it then be my great care to have a special regard to justice and charity,
to preserve the principles of faith inviolate, and in all cases to perform present duties
with greatest exactness and integrity (p. 206)."
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was to become her husband kept her in the traditional orthodox, Trinitarian camp.
Happy though she was to be saved from Socinianism, her doctrinal choice nevertheless
did not lead to the wholesale condemnation of those who held differing opinions. In
fact, later she could recommend "heretic Clarke" (that's Samuel Clarke, rector of St.
James' s, Piccadilly, still a fairly racey parish, last time I checked) to her son John -not for his Unitarians tendencies, but for his practical and effective exposition of the
Lord's Prayer (Letter to John Wesley, 25 October 1732, p. 151).
Nevertheless, the formative power of the bible, The Book of Common Prayer,
and orthodox theologians of various stripes (including Samuel Wesley) won out. Thus,
it is not surprising to note the trinitarian language throughout her writings. In the
cover letter to her explication of the Apostles Creed, for instance, she enumerates the
basics of a sound religious education, and a trinitarian conception of God is central.
Addressing her adolescent daughter Suky, she writes:
You have already been instructed in some of the first principles of religion -- that
there is one, and but one, God; that in the unity of the Godhead there are three
distinct persons, Father Son and Holy Ghost· that this God ought to be worshipped. And you have learnt some prayers, your Creed and Catechism , in
which is briefly comprehended your duty to God yourself and your neighbour.
(p. 380)
She never really treats the subject systematically or in a sustained manner, but there are
succinct practical summaries in a couple of places. In a letter to Charles in 1738, for
example, she uses trinitarian language to contemplate the workings of divine
providence in her own life, by then nearly over. She writes,
I believe that God the Father, as Parent of the universe, doth by his general
providence sustain provide for, and govern all the works of his creation. And
that God the Son, as Saviour of mankind, doth by his Holy Spirit overrule and
dispose the events of God's general providence so as to make them work together
for the spiritual good of those which by faith are united to hlm. (p. 175)
Her journals do contain an interesting entry in which she muses more abstractly on the
trinity. Discussing Bishop Beveridge' s Hebrew philological argument for the existence
of the Trinity in the Old Testament, she concludes that indeed "we could not be certain
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of the Trinity in the Godhead without God had revealed it unto us" in scripture (pp.
314-15).
However, apart from such explicit, though brief, mentions of the doctrine,

trinitarianfonnulae abound in her writings, indicating its power for her at the deep
emotional level of liturgy and personal spirituality. For instance, echoes of the Sanctus
from the Prayer Book communion service conclude a journal entry on the sabbath:
"Therefore with angels and archangels we praise and magnify thee, 0 God, the Father,
Son and Holy Ghost, to whom be glory and praise for ever and ever. Amen (p. 304,
see also p. 305)." Similarly, in her unfinished explication of the Ten Commandments,
the Trinity is invoked as the focus of the sabbath: "with angles and archangels, with all
the company of the heavenly host we join in worshiping, in praising and adoring our
great Creator, our blessed Redeemer and the Holy Spirit by whom we are 'sealed unto
the day of redemption' (p. 418)." Another entry rises in devotional ecstasy:
Consider the infinite boundless goodness of the ever blessed Trinity, adore the
stupendous mystery of divine love! That God the Father, Son and Holy Ghost
should all concur in the work of man's redemption! (p. 225)
Given our recent struggles with inclusivity in the church, it is also worth noting that
some of Susanna's references to the Trinity draw on the functional language favored by
the rational theology of her era and by Christian feminism in ours. Writing a moralizing letter to her son Samuel in 1710 she urges,
whenever you are tempted to the commission of any sin or the omission of any
duty, make a pause, and say to yourself "What am I about to do. God sees me!
Is this my avowed faithfulness to my Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier? (p. 73)
Likewise, a short journal entry addresses the problem of sin and maintains that true
repentance comes from "a just sense of Almighty God, our dependence on and duty
towards him as our Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier (p. 351)."
One further thought on Susanna Wesley's trinitarian usage: while it is biblical,
practical, liturgical, and contemplative, it is also to a certain extent also agnostic
(though in a mystical, more than a scientific or rationalist way). Following directly on
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the previously quoted journal entry, she ponders the ultimate unknowability of God's
essence in what could be construed a confession -- in both senses:
What is it to have a just sense of Almighty God as he is distinguished into three
subsistencies; namely, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? Indeed I cannot tell. After
so many years of inquiry, so long reading, and so much thinking, his boundless
essence appears more inexplicable, the perfection of his glory more bright and
inaccessible. The farther I search, the less I discover; and I seem now more
ignorant than when I first began to know something of him. But if true penitence
is founded on a just notion or sense of God, and you cannot tell what it is to have
a just sense of him, how can you know when you are iruly penitent? It is
impossible to speak of God without impropriety , or to think of him without
ecstasy. The subject is too vast, the matter too important. His sublimity transcends all thought; words cannot express what is so far above their nature; therefore, the simplest and plainest are the best. (p. 351)
Given her penchant for the "simplest and the plainest," the practical over
the speculative, Susanna does not delve into the provocative interpretations of the intraTrinitarian perichoresis or the ways in which the Trinity might represent God as in
essence a "communion" or "a mystery of inclusion" with profound implications for
human community. 7 Nor is she particularly self-conscious or reflective about the ways
(divinely endorsed, by her reckoning) in which she, as a woman in a heavily patriarchal
setting, subverts the dominant paradigm, finds empowerment despite her "place" in the
order of things. Thus, "trinity" never explicitly and directly comes together with
"community and power" in her writings. However, both are part of the praxis of practical divinity, the necessary reflection and the action that Susanna underscored when
she admonished her daughter Suky, "you must understand what you say, and you must
practice what you know (p.380)."

7see Leonardo Boff, "Trinity," in Jon Sobrino and Ignacio Ellacuria, eds.

Systematic Theology: Prospectives from Liberation Theology (Readings from Mysterium
Liberationis) (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1993, pp. 75-89.
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Doing Practical Divinity
While our brief analysis of Susanna Wesley's action and reflection regarding Trinity, power and community has hinted at her approach, let us now focus more
precisely on her method and what it might offer us as a prototype (not the archetype)
for practical divinity at the turn of the third millennium. Taking her seriously as a
practical theologian in her own right, we might review her writings with several questions in mind: who does practical divinity? for whom is it done? and what are some of
its salient features.

Who does practical divinity?
From our reading of Susanna Wesley it is clear that twelve year old girls do
practical divinity, women who raise families and "do not work outside the home" do
practical divinity, and so do elderly widows. Ordination is not a necessary qualification, nor is it essential to have a formal education, a knowledge of the biblical languages, or a divinity degree. But let us not view this as a limitation: middle-aged
males with Ph.D.s in holy orders should also be allowed to try their hand at it, as well!
For practical divinity is the province of all Christians, each one of whom brings gifts,
graces, and life experience to the reading of the word and the reading of the world.
Susanna was obviously literate, well-read and used to extended theological reflection
and conversation -- whether as an adolescent in her father's Nonconformist masse, as
the rector's wife in the Anglican parishes of South Ormsby, Epworth and Root, or as
the widowed mother of Methodism's founder in his London headquarters during the
last two years of her life.
In Susanna Wesley's case, and likely in the cases of more recent would-be
practical theologians, the most difficult barrier is an internal one. She possessed a clear
call to educate her children, not just by home-schooling them in the Epworth rectory,
but also by writing treatises for them during their dispersal after the 1709 fire. There
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was good reason to pursue this vocation. "You do earnestly desire to do somewhat for
their souls," she wrote to herself in her journal, and "besides, you are willing to have
some stated employment of your mind." But her determination to produce written
works for them was also met with "many discouragements," which she also
enumerated:
The weakness of your mind and body, it seeming unnecessary because there are
already so many excellent discourses written on those subjects, your little time
and abundance of other business, your apprehension of censure and contempt,
etc. (p. 239)
However, she worked through each of these issues, the self-doubts that likely afflicted
many another woman in that era and that still short-circuit thologizing today.
Your mind indeed is impotent and corrupt in the highest degree, your understanding is weak and your affections averse from goodness, you have few helps comparatively to what others have and few books, and little assistance from _ _ [a
veiled reference to her aloof scholarly husband].
Nevertheless, God will supply wisdom and redeem corrupt affections; providentially
assigned bodily infirmities need not cancel the project; other books on these subjects
are unlikely to be read by the children (and even if they do read them eventually, their
mothers' work will "prepare their minds (by accustoming them to think and learn) for
further instruction." Moreover, too much "business" is no excuse; whatever time is at
one's disposal ought to be "improved." And "much study or intense thinking is not
always necessary," in that "you write what is familiar to you by practice." Finally,
why be discouraged by fear of censure and contempt? If you are only intent on doing
your duty by your children and are not pretending to be a great mind or desiring a
reputation in the scholarly world, why worry? After wrestling with her fears and
doubts Susanna might well be willing to subscribe to a slightly amended form of the
old African proverb, "If you can talk, you can sing; if you can walk, you can dance; if
you can believe, you can theologize."
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For whom is practical divinity done?
As the reference to her theological project indicates, Susanna's work targeted her
children. Her explication on the Apostles Creed, her unfinished work on the Ten Commandments, the long dialogue on natural and revealed religion (" A Religious Conference between Mother and Emilia") all follow the format of contemporary published
work, but their publication was by the more humble means of fair long-hand copies, to
be passed around the family. Today, Susanna would make out quite well with her own
p.c. and the corner Kinkos, or the local equivalent -- assuming, of course, her work did
not fit the marketing strategies of the 18th-century editors at Epworth, Abingdon, or
(perish the thought!) Oxford University Press.
Family was also the primary intended audience of another major theological
genre (at least in her hands), the letter, some 72 of which have come to light over the
years. Several are long enough and limited enough in scope to be virtual theological or
moral treatises. None that I can think of is without its theological focus, whether answering queries, offering unbidden advice or reflecting on family or parish life.
Because her sons were sent off to school and university, they became the main
recipients, but there are a couple to her husband during one of his absences, and a few
to friends and acquaintances, expanding the circle of her influence beyond home and
hearth. Given the lost art of letter writing, it is perhaps hopelessly nostalgic to imagine
the possibilities of theological correspondence in the 21st century, but perhaps some
future St. Paul or St. Susanna (or some current St. Leonard?) will prove me wrong
with trenchant posts from some address"@" compuserv.com or ecunet.org. The oneon-one conversation, whether sent by 18th century mail or 21st century internet does
hold promise for the practical theologian.
A wider public was not beyond Susanna Wesley's reach, though most of it, of
course, did not read her work until after her death. She did live to see one of her
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pieces in print, though, the anonymously published letter she wrote late in life defending her son in his theological quarrel with George Whitefield. Rhetorically effective
(and not a little nasty, if truth be told), it demonstrated she could hold her own in public theological controversy -- all, of course, for a good cause (pp. 462-484). Perhaps
her most far-reaching and influential writing was the reflection (again, elicited by her
son) on her "method" of raising her large family. John published this "letter" in his

Arminian Magazine after his mother's death, and it took off from there to become a
major model for evangelical child-rearing from the 18th century until well into our own
(pp. 367-376)8 The practical theologian is not necessarily limited to a home audience
or a local influence.
And there is one other recipient of practical divinity -- the self, as re-presented
and constructed in that archetypal Puritan genre, the diary. To reflect theologically on
one's life for oneself is perhaps the primary duty of the practical theologian, especially
as she realizes the importance of naming the context out of which she speaks and
writes. For Susanna Wesley, as for many before and since, such reflection was the
safe "room of one's own" in which a real voice could be tried, heard and enhanced. It
was the inner dialogue which could be expanded to other selves -- in family, parish,
and the wider world. Where convention said that women could not write, could not
express themselves, the "prayer closet" (with the diary close at hand) provided them
space to do so. Early in her marriage, at least by the time of the 1709 fire, Susanna set
aside three times a day, morning, noon and evening, to spend time alone, making "an
examination of [her] conscience," reading, and writing in her journal (p. 217). The

8por the letter's importance see the reference to American historian Philip
Greven's work, p. 373, n. 5.
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255 entries that survive in several books represent roughly a third of her entire literary
output and get us close to the center of her spiritual life. In these journals we overhear
her assessing or arguing with herself, praying to (or bargaining with) God, working out
problems, and occasionally referring to a family or parish issue. Often we find her
sizing up the works of such perennially important writers as John Locke, George Herbert, and Blaise Pascal, as well as leading philosophers and theologians of the day such
as Nicolas Malebranch, William Beveridge, Gilbert Burnet, and (an unsung source of
, her --and perhaps John's -- views on Christian Perfection) the blind Welsh priest,
Richard Lucas (p. 197). Intellectual growth obviously plays its part in her spiritual
life.

What are some of practical divinity' s salient features?
John Newton's fine theological biography, Susanna Wesley and the Puritan

Tradition in Methodism, 9 is still the closest and best reading of her theological sources
and expression. For the purposes of this paper, however, let me take a slightly more
wide-angle view and suggest several identifying characteristics of her practical divinity,
ones that might have some relevance for the Wesleyan tradition today. In no particular
order, I see Susanna Wesley's practical divinity as being dialogical, ecumenical,
catechetical, rational, devotional, and faithful to the tradition(s) that formed her.
Her practical divinity is dialogical, always in conversation with another. The
other might be her eldest daughter in the formally constructed dialogue, "Religious
Conference between Mother and Emilia," or it might be rhetorically-charged cor-

9London: Epworth, 1968. See especially the chapter, "Serious Godliness,"
pp. 131-158.
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respondence with husband Samuel over her leadership of rectory prayer meetings, or it
might be a more relaxed letter to some other friend or relative, a journal conversation
(as suggested above) with a book she has been reading, or one with herself or with God
in the same setting. Even in her fairly fierce opposition to George Whitefield's Calvinism, her method was to engage him and take his words seriously -- before refuting
him point by point.
In line with the tastes of both her father and her son John, Susanna's reading and
theological musings were ecumenical. Her remarkable embodiment of the three major
strains of English Protestantism in her own life (Puritan until adolescence, Anglican as
a mature woman, and Methodist in the last years of her life) points to elements of the
whole church in her work. And, indeed, this is borne out in her writings. There is a

catholic strain, (instanced in her high church and Nonjuring predilections, her quotations from the Prayer Book, and her reading of such Continental Catholics as Blaise
Pascal, Thomas

a Kempis, and Lorenzo Scupoli); there is a reformed element (despite

her Arminianism and her conversion to the Church, I have found echoes of the Westminster Catechism and references to Puritan authors in her work); 10 and there is
throughout her writing and life an evangelical biblicism and concern for souls -- her
own, those of her family, those in the wider world -- that lead naturally to, and, I
would argue, prepare for, her sons' Methodism.
Her particular cure of souls was, of course, her family. Thus she found herself
on the front line of inculcating the faith, which in the tradition of the Early Church and
the Reformations (both Protestant and Catholic), shaped her practical divinity in a

catechetical direction. There is a teaching element evident in her correspondence, and

1OJohn Newton's work is the sure guide in this department.
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even in her devotional journal, and it is consciously unpacked in her famous letter on
child-rearing. But it is clearly the sum and substance of her longer treatises, written for
her adolescent children, particularly her daughters, who could expect no further formal
theological instruction beyond what she provided. Explicating the Apostles Creed,
beginning a similar piece on the Ten Commandments (but bogging down in the fourth
and never finishing it), writing a "short discourse" on the sacrament (another victim of
the rectory fire), she lacked only a reflection on the Lord's Prayer to completely mirror
the Church catechism's sense of what was essential for a young Christian to know.
Further, her writings also manifested her age's concern for moral duty and the
categories of natural and revealed religion. This wide-ranging catechetical intention
for her children made the Pauline epigraph on the title page of "A Religious Conference between Mother and Emilia" even more appropriate than when the apostle first
wrote it: "I write unto you little Children of whom I travail in Birth again, until Christ
be Formed in you (p. 427)"
As implied in the sketch of her catechetical concern, her theological work partook
of the important thought currents of the day; it was in no way Deistic, revelation was
never denigrated, but it had its rational side. Again, this note is struck in all her writings: letters, journals, treatises, though dealt with in most sustained fashioned in the
last. She constructed her "Religious Conference" as a dialogue between her daughter
(presented as a bright, questioning young woman) and herself (a wise and well-read
mentor in the faith). In the course of the conversation all the major theological considerations of the Age of Reason surface, and the reader is left with the sense that,
while revelation is necessary, given humanity's fallen state, it in no wise contradicts
natural religion. "Do you think," she writes, "our Saviour taught any other than natural Religion? (p. 450)" Here is a woman who has struggled with the thought currents
swirling around her, and who, at some level, was ready to agree with John Locke that
Christianity was, in fact, "reasonable."
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The contemporary tension between (or, perhaps better, the interpenetration of)
reason and revelation leads directly to the devotional element of her work. In a letter
to her son Samuel a few months after the rectory fire, she described her project in practical divinity. "I had been several years collecting from my little reading, but chiefly
from my own experience, some things which I hoped would ha' been useful to you
all." (p. 71) Her journals are a rich repository of her personal religious experience of
divine providence, not just in feeling the Holy Spirit "concur[ing] with the means of
grace" in the more formal confines of worship (p. 205), or experiencing God's
presence in a dream or divine visitation (p. 309), but also in reading everyday details~
"there is very few things that occur in the ordinary course of life, however trivial or
inconsiderable they may seem in their own nature, but what may prove a mean[s] of
conveying grace to the soul (p. 205)." Religious experience and even elements of
devotional rapture were a legacy from Puritanism, (a perhaps quieter) part of the High
Church Anglicanism she aspired, and brought over into the emotion of the Methodist
revival. It was also given philosophical currency by the empiricism of John Locke,
whom she avidly read and commented on in several settings (for instance, pp. 85-86,
313ff.). "Be exceeding careful that your affections keep pace with your knowledge,"
she told herself in her diary. "You must know, that you may adore and love!" And yet
there are limits to knowledge, necessitating that we not "be too rash in censoring what
[we] do not understand." A valuing both of what is revealed in scripture and in one's
own experience is captured in her maxim, "Adore the mystery you cannot comprehend." (p. 229) Yet, the balance she seeks in this regard is probably best caught in
her (unacknowledged) transcription of Bishop Gilbert Burnet 1 s words in her diary:
Reason and experience determine our persuasion. Experience without reason
may seem the delusion of fancy. Reason without experience proves- oftentimes
ineffectual. But when they meet together, they give a man all the satisfaction he
can desire. (p. 332)
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Finally, though Susanna Wesley was a woman of her own times, she did
not sell her birthright, but balanced the new with the traditional in her divinity.
Prefacing her explication of the Creed with her own overview of the Christian story of
redemption, she wrote of "faith in Christ," one of the two conditions of the new
covenant, and described that faith as "an assent to whatever is recorded of him in holy
Scripture or is said to be delivered by him, either immediately by himself or mediately
by his prophets and apostles or whatsoever may by just inferences or natural consequences be collected from their writings," as, for example, what in "the wisdom of

the church hath thought fit to sum ... up in a short form of words, commonly called the
Apostles Creed (p. 384, my emphasis)." Her work was not traditional in any
monolithic way; as noted above, it was ecumenically informed. But she chose to take
her place in a particular branch of the Christian church, to immerse herself in the
church's scripture (easily the most often quoted source in her writings), and to worship
according to the scriptural cadences of Cranmer's Prayer Book, which also contained a
Catechism and Articles of Religion. As part of that community, she listened to
sermons, read serious Christian authors, conversed with her contemporaries in the
faith, and instructed and formed her children. Thus formed and informed, she affirmed
a trinitarian orthodoxy that could be described as catholic, reformed and evangelical;
and she found within that community and its tradition a gospel that was personally liberating.

Epilogue: Doing Practical Divinity out of Susanna's Matrix
Susanna Wesley pursued her vocation as a practical theologian -- without
formal education or credentials. Her approach to the Trinity and to community and
power are not particularly systematic, sustained, or directly linked. However, there are
lessons to be learned, despite the differences that separate early 18th-century world as
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viewed from England-as-center and the 21st century decentered and rapidly shrinking
world. Reflecting and acting as a Christian in her world, she worked within concentric circles of community, beginning in her prayer closet and reaching out to family,
parish, and beyond. Her somewhat unselfconscious approach to power in her various
communities involves a paradox. In choosing the Established Church, she opted for a
top-down model in which divine power flowed through tradition, institutions, and those
men(!) divinely called to rule in them. In practice, however, divine power could also
flow from the bottom up, from the individual conscience of one (even a woman) who
felt divinely called to stand against socially ordained authority (just as Susanna from
time to time resisted her father, husband, and sons). Neither a "resident alien" nor a
"cultural Protestant," she worked the territory in between. Perhaps that puts her in the
"Christ the transformer of culture" category, under which label Niebuhr slotted her
son, and where we might also like to locate ourselves.

If the doctrine of the Trinity was (and is?) a kind of emblem of orthodoxy,
developed from scripture and woven into the life of the church, Susanna Wesley
certainly saw herself as orthodox. However, as befits a practitioner of practical
divinity, she held to it with a minimum of speculation and with a salutary dose of
agnosticism. She saw it as a way of speaking about the indescribable power and goodness of God acting in the life of the world. It functioned for her not at the level of
dogma, but in liturgy and spirituality. "Adoring the mystery" of the Trinity is perhaps
also a good touchstone for our work with this formative doctrine -- both as a way of
alluding to its potential richness (in ways that others will be mining during this
Institute) and as a reminder in our shrinking planet that our best reflections are
penultimate and provisional.
Finally, if we are serious about the possibilities of our practical divinity
birthright, we could do worse -than replicating some of the qualities evident in
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Susanna's pre-Methodist version of the genre. Following her, we might seek to do our
theology dialogically, willing to listen and learn, which would involve, at the very
least, ecumenical conversation. We would make it a catechetical enterprise, insuring
that the basics of the faith were communicated to each new generation (and reinforced
in the "continuing education" of old-timers). In our teaching, we would strive to serve
God with all our mind, not forsaking rationality (but not overplaying it, either). Our
theology would connect with us to the deep dimensions of spirit, it would make sense
devotionally and liturgically (without capitulating to Christian-bookstore-cutsiness or
worship fadism). And it would connect to the broad sweep of the tradition, mining its
riches without idolizing them.
Tqere is much to mine in this part of our heritage, and that is really the
main point of my own amateurish theological ramblings. Without tap-sing into
~iography, I hope that others will join me in reassessing the woma:n who· may have
J>fOVided -- more than we have every fully appreciated -- th~ matrti, of our movement.

