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In the United Methodist Hymnal there is found an anonymous prayer that originated in this 

century among the churches of South Africa. It reads: 

Renew our church, Lord, 
your people in this land. 
Save us from cheap words 
and self-deception in your service. 

In the power of your Spirit 
transform us, 
and shape us by your cross'. 

I begin my own contribution to our working group with this prayer not just for the sake of its simple 

profundity, won in the midst of its struggle with the horrors of recent South African history and the 

church's confession of its own complicity in them, but rather because it manages to bring together 

in pointed expression the issues I wish to consider. The theme of this Tenth Oxford Institute of 

Methodist Theological Studies is "Trinity, Community and Power: Mapping Trajectories in 

Wesleyan Theology", and we have as our stated purpose the task of inquiring into "the implications 

of a Wesleyan doctrine of God for the questions of community and power in church and world". In 

this paper I would like to contribute to that task by beginning to investigate the promise and the 

I John de Gruchy, "For the Renewal of the Church", The United Methodist Hymnal, (Nashville: United 
Methodist Publishing House, 1989), 574. 
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problematic of Wesley's doctrine of God and how that doctrine shapes our understanding of the 

community which would call upon the 'power of the Spirit' in light of the cross. 

When we examine Wesley's theology proper, we find what appears at first to be a relatively 

unremarkable and orthodox confession of God as Trinity in which God the Father is described as 

Creator and governor, and God the Son as incarnate and resurrected savior. But when we come to 

the third part of that confession, we discover that Wesley depicts God the Spirit in a much fuller and 

more central way in the context of his Trinitarian theology than was ever the tradition's wont. 

Indeed, Albert Outler has written that John Wesley and his brother Charles were uworking with a 

distinctive Pneumatology that has no exact equivalent. .. up to their time"3• In light of this 

unprecedented pneumatological weighting of Wesley's theology - one which has been reflected in 

much of the subsequent Wesleyan tradition- I will in this paper concentrate the question concerning 

'the implications of a Wesleyan doctrine of God' upon the doctrine of the Spirit. 

In the following I will first seek to describe Wesley's Pneumatology within the context of 

his larger theology and suggest why this doctrine came to play such an apparently disproportionate 

role in his understanding of the Trinity. Secondly, I will point out the limitations, indeed, the 

problematic of Wesley's doctrine of the Spirit in the context of his larger theological program and 

the implications that problematic has for thinking about power. And finally, I will suggest how we 

might critically reclaim Wesley's Pneumatology- and thus his doctrine of the Trinity - by turning 

2 See, for instance, Wesley's account in Sermon 117, "On the Discoveries of Faith", BE 4:31f. 
3 Albert Outler, "Preface", Frank Whaling (ed.), John and Charles Wesley, (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), 
xv-xvi. 
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to a Pneumatology of the cross. In all this I wish to suggest that there is a future for Wesleyanism's 

past, a way beyond - as the prayer phrases it - "cheap words and self-deception", and that future is 

to be discovered as we critically reclaim a theology which can point a community to the way to the 

cross in the power of the Spirit. 

I. 

Let us begin with a brief description of the distinctive nature of Wesley's theology. This has 

been a century in which the various theological traditions of the west have struggled to recover and 

critically reclaim those basic insights which provided their own original and distinct dynamic. We 

have witnessed, therefore, in the last hundred years a dramatic renewal and reinterpretation of the 

thought of - among others - Augustine and the early church fathers, of Aquinas and the Scholastics, 

as well as of the Reformers Luther and Calvin. The rise of critical studies in Wesleyan theology in 

this century must be seen as part of and in light of this larger movement. For, if it has become 

increasingly apparent once again that the western theological tradition has been largely defined by 

two conflicting trajectories or tendencies ofthought4
, it has also become increasingly apparent that 

if we would understand both the promise and the problematic of the theology of John Wesley, it must 

4 NB the incisive comment by Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo, (Berkeley/Los Angeles: Univ. of California 
Press, 1969), 393: " ... the quality of a religious system depends perhaps less on its specific doctrine, then on the 
choice of problems that it regards as important, the areas of human experience to which it directs attention". On the 
Catholic and Protestant theological trajectories and their very different starting points, see David Brown, 
Continental Philosophy and Modern Theology, (Oxford: Basil Mitchell, 1987), 20, 75; Hans Urs von Balthasar, The 
Glory of the Lord, vol. I, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1982), 45ff, 75ff; H.-H. Schrey, Theologie II. Evangelische 
Theologie, RGG, 3. Aufl., Bd. VI, 769-775, 769f; C. Moeller & G. Philips, The Theology of Grace and the 
Ecumenical Movement, (Paterson, N.J.: St. Anthony Guild Press, reprint 1969); Robert W. Jenson, Unbaptized 
God The Basic Flaw in Ecumenical Theology, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 107ff. 
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be in terms of locating and analyzing his work on the horizon defined by those two conflicting 

theological trajectories5
• 

The first trajectory is seen most clearly in medieval Scholasticism, a form of theology which 

makes creation, i.e. created nature, its starting point and understands salvation as an ascent to 

knowledge of God the Creator through the assistance of grace. This type of theology begins with 

a kind of syllogism: God is good in being and act; creation is an act of God; therefore, creation is 

essentially good. That is by no means to be understood as denying the presence and pervasiveness 

of sin in the world, nor as implying that creation is somehow complete. Rather, according to this 

theology, despite the brokenness and incompleteness in the world, it is ultimately the goodness of 

God's creating that defines the creation6
• That goodness expresses itself above all in an innate 

human capacity for God (homo capax Dei), an openness to or a desire to ascend to the fulfillment 

of our nature in union with our Creator'. Catholic theology of this sort is, therefore, cast as an appeal 

to the created nature of human beings to find the fulfillment of their being by ascending to God 

through a receiving of the grace Jesus Christ has provided in and through the Church8
• The natural 

5 The need to understand Wesley's thought in relation to the larger western theological tradition was, of 
course, the substance of Albert Outler's calJ for 'phase JU' in Wesley studfos at the Seventh Oxford lnstltute of 
Methodist Theological Studies in 1982. See Albert C. Outler, "A New Future for Wesley Studies: An Agenda for 
'Phase III"', The Future of the Methodist Theological Traditions, M. Douglas Meeks (ed.), (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1985), 34-52. 
6 Thus, for instance, Ansehn defined original sin not as an active but a passive reality, i.e. as a lack of 
original righteousness. Cf. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Chrlrtian Tradition, vol. 3: The Growth of Medieval Theology 
(600•1300) , (Chicaµ,;o: University of Chicago Press, 1978), I 12f. 
7 Martin Anton Schmidt, "Dogma und Leh re im Abendland, Zwcjte1r Abschnitt: Die Zeit der Scholastik", 
Carl Andressen (Hg.), Handbuch der Dogmen- und Theologiegeschichte, Bd l; Die Lehrentwicklung im Rahmen 
der Katholizittit, (G~ttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), 567-754 650ff, esp. 654f. 
8 See Joseph Ratzinger, Theologie III. Katholische Theologie, RGG, 3. Aufl., 775-779, 775f. 
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virtues, both moral and intellectual, it is claimed, lead to even as they are transcended and guided 

to fulfillment by the theological virtues of faith, hope and love. Hence, while Catholic Scholasticism 

explicitly differentiates between nature and grace, it does not contrast but rather orders them in an 

unbroken hierarchical relationship9
• Its clear tendency, then, is to posit a fundamental continuum 

between nature and grace, the Creator and the created, creation and redemption; for it is a theology 

of nature fulfilled by grace. Thus the representative affirmation of medieval Scholasticism was: 

"Grace does not destroy, but rather presupposes and perfects nature"10
• 

Over and against that sort of thought stands the theology of the Reformation, the second 

dominant theological trajectory in the west. The fundamental logic of Reformation theology is 

protest, indeed, Reformation theology is protesting, or Protestant theology. What Reformation 

theology protests against is above all the root affirmation of Scholastic theology: that human nature 

by virtue of being God's good creation possesses an innate capax Dei and is intrinsically open to and 

in search of the Creator. Thus, Luther declared in his Disputation Against Scholastic Theology of 

151 7: "On the part of man however nothing precedes grace except ill will and even rebellion against 

grace"11
• For not the goodness but the sin and brokenness of the world is this theology's point of 

departure; and that sin is seen as the defining reality in all of creaturely existence. Not that all is 

9 The locus c/assicus for this schema is, of course, Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1 a. l. 
10 Gratia non destruit, sed supponit et perficit naturam; cp. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1 a.1.8. et 
al. See Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, vol. 3: The Growth of Medieval Theology (600-1300), 103f, 284-
293, esp. 292; Eric Przywara, Der Grundsatz »Gratia non destruit, sed supponit et perficit naturam«, Scholastik 17 
(I 942), 178-186. 
11 WA I, 225: F,x parte autem hominis nihil nisi indispositio, immo rebe/lio gratiae gratiam praecedit. 
English translation according to L W 31, 11. See Bernhard Lohse, "Dogma und Bekenntnis in der Reformation: Von 
Luther bis zum Konkordienbuch", Carl Andressen (Hg.), Handbuch der Dogmen- und Theologiegeschichte, Bd. 2: 
Die Lehrentwicklung im Rahman der Konfessionalitat, (G6ttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980), l-166, 22f. 
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simply evil: when Calvin spoke of the 'depravity' ofnature12
, he did not mean that there was no good 

in the world; what he meant was there was no unalloyed good in the world, no part or capacity or 

desire untouched by the fall (homo non capax Dei). Sin has spoiled all, according to this theological 

trajectory, and there is no untouched humanum or residual imago to which one can appeal as purely 

good, as open to and in search of its Creator. Indeed, according to this theology, the claim that there 

is such a possibility, such a capax Dei, is the essence of sin itself, for it constitutes the claim that one 

can by one's own efforts be redeemed. Reformation theology, therefore, is cast not in the form of 

an appeal to the good, but in the form of a dialectic 13
, according to which the Redeemer Jesus Christ 

as the Divine Word stands over and against creation, extra nos, confronting human beings in their 

sin and shame and summoning them to faith in the free grace of God made manifest in his death on 

the cross pro nobis. We come to right relationship with God, it is claimed, not through being 

enabled by grace to fulfill nature's law and so ascend to our Creator, but rather by forswearing such 

reliance on law and placing our trust in Christ the Redeemer who by grace imputes his righteousness 

to us. This sort of theology, therefore, finds its point of departure not in creaturely good, but in 

creaturely sin, and takes the form not of creation's ascent to its God and Father, but of God's descent 

to creation in Jesus Christ the Son. Its clear tendency, then, is to assert utter contradiction between 

law and Gospel, God and world, creation and redemption, Redeemer and those in need of 

redemption. Not creation and anything, most certainly not nature and grace, but rather solus 

12 See Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, J. T. McNeil! (ed.), F. L. Battles (trans.), (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1975), 11.l.viii-xi. Cf. Wilhelm Niese!, The Theology of Calvin, (Grand Rapids, Ml: Baker 
Book House, 1980), 80ff. 
13 See Ernest B. Koenker, "Man: Simul Justus et Pecator", Accents in Luther's Theology, Heino 0. Kadai 
(ed.), (St. Louis: Concordia: 1967), 98-123. 
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Christus, so/a fide, so/a scriptura, so/a gratia were the Reformation watchwords. Indeed the one 

'and' the Reformers allowed, law and Gospel, simply underlines that point, for the 'and' in this 

instance marks a relation not of continuity but of discontinuity; for this is a theology of law 

contradicted by Gospel. Reformation theology is a theology, therefore, not of continuum but of utter 

contradiction. As the Anglo-Catholic John Burnaby expressed the issue in the midst of a conflict 

with Reformation theology earlier in this century: "Against the 'Both-And' of the Catholic, 

Protestantism here as everywhere sets with .. .insistence its 'Either-Or"'14
• 

To place John Wesley on the horizon of western theology as it is defined by the two 

trajectories we have just sketched is both to illustrate the central dilemma of the western tradition 

as well as to illuminate Wesley's own unique theological trajectory. The dilemma of the western 

tradition is the result of the clash of the two theological tendencies which dominate it. The one can 

be helpfully defined as a theology of the first article of the creed, a theology of creation which takes 

as its chief concern the potentialities and actions of the creature as it seeks to ascend to its Creator 

and Father. The other can correspondingly be defined as a theology of the second article of the 

creed, a theology of redemption that emphasizes the sovereign, electing, gracious will of the 

Redeemer who in the person of the Son Jesus Christ descends to the world to achieve reconciliation 

between the human and the Divine. The dilemma consists in the fact that the conflicting 'logic' of 

each of these trajectories led them to the constant tendency to champion either the creature at the 

14 John Burnaby, Amor Dei. A Study of the Religion of St. Augustine, (Norwich: The Canterbury Press, 1938, 
reissued 1991), 4. 
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expense of the Creator or the Redeemer at the expense of the redeemed, either the potentiality and 

act of humanity to the detriment of the activity of Divinity or the electing and saving grace of God 

to the detriment of the works of human beings 15
• Thus despite the oft declared intention of each 

party to avoid it - and their just as often repeated denial that they were in fact guilty of it - the clear 

tendency was for the one side to play off creation against redemption and for the other to play off 

redemption against creation. Most often this took place in terms of the possibilities of human 

knowing verses Divine revelation or Divine grace verses the possibilities of human obedience. One 

side of the problem which thereby arose was indicated by Adolph Harnack - no enemy of the 16th 

century - when he noted that despite all its good intentions, the Reformation in its emphasis on the 

act of God over and against the act of human beings, "neglected far too much the moral problem, the 

'Be ye holy, for I am holy"'16
• It is here, of course, that we come to the central concern of John 

Wesley, and to the emergence of the distinctive trajectory that marked his own theological 

development. 

When seen against the background of the western theological tradition, Wesley's thought 

manifests a readily identifiable tendency. Time and space will not permit a detailed examination of 

the particulars of his theology now, and it is certain that this group has no need of such an overview, 

but at this point it must be said that the development of Wesley's trajectory of thought began with 

what was essentially a theology of the first article - clearly discemable in his earliest sermons and 

15 Cf. Hendrikus Berkhof, The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1964), 78ff, esp. 81. 
16 Adolph Harnack, History of Dogma, vol. VII, Neil Buchanan (trans.), (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 
1976), 267. 
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correspondence17 
- and then moved to and through a kind of theology of the second article -

expressed most emphatically in the sermon Justification by Faith published in 174618
• But Wesley 

did not stop there; rather, his contribution to the western theological tradition consists in his pursuit 

of what can perhaps best be termed a theology of the third article of the creed, a theology of the 

transforming consummation of creation in and through the Holy Spirit19 which takes as its central 

concern neither the fulfillment of creation nor the contradiction of sin and grace but the Divine 

initiation of a process of 'Christian perfection' understood as a living expression of perfect love20
• 

Wesley refused, therefore, to remain mired in the dilemma of the either/or of western theology and 

so play off creation against redemption or redemption against creation, Creator against Redeemer 

or Redeemer against Creator. His fundamental and unique concern was, rather, to get beyond that 

17 NB Albert Outler's characterization of the theology found in Wesley's first sermons as, Luther declared in 
his Disputation Against Scholastic Theology of 1517 "the Gospel of moral rectitude", BE 4:254; further, see idem., 
Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, (Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1975), 30ff, 94, n. 7. Cf. Henry D. Rack, 
Reasonable Enthusiast. John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism, (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1989), 
81ff; Richard P. Heitzenrater, "Great Expectations: Aldersgate and the Evidences of Genuine Christianity", Mirror 
and Memory. Reflections on Early Methodism, (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1989), 106-149, 109ff. 
18 BE 1:182-199. Cf. especially 197, n. 93. 
19 Cf. Melvin E. Dieter, "Wesleyan Theology", John Wesley: Contemporary Perspectives, John Stacey (ed.), 
(London: Epworth Press, 1988), 162-175, l 70ff. The expanding role played by Pneumatology in the thought of 
Wesley is widely recognized. To name but a few scholars who draw attention to it: Henry D. Rack, Reasonable 
Enthusiast, 385f; Richard P. Heitzenrater, Great Expectations: Aldersgate and the Evidences of Genuine 
Christianity, 107ff, 127ff, 138ff, 145ff; Timothy L. Smith, "A Historical and Contemporary Appraisal of Wesleyan 
Theology", A Contemporary Wesleyan Theology, vol. I, Charles W. Carter (ed.), (Grand Rapids: Asbury Press, 
1983), 77-101; idem., "Foreword", Harald Lindstrl>m, Wesley and Sanctification. A Study in the Doctrine of 
Salvation, (Wilmore, KY: Francis Asbury Publishing Co., n.d.); Thomas Lessmann, Rolle und Bedeutung des 
Heiligen Geistes in der TheologieJohn Wes/eys, (Stuttgart: Christliches Verlagshaus, 1987), l0ff; Colin W. 
Williams, John Wesley's Theology Today, (Nashville: Abingdon, 1960), 17, 98ff; Rupert E. Davies, Methodism, 
(London: Epworth Press, 1963), 92f. 
20 Cf. the comment by Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 381: " ... [Wesley] resembled Luther rather than 
Calvin, for like Luther his main concern was with the way of salvation, though if Luther focussed on the way of 
justification, Wesley may be said to have focussed on the way of sanctification. Both men took many traditional 
doctrines for granted and had nothing of fresh significance to say about them: for example on the Trinity, the person 
of Christ, the atonement, heaven and hell". 
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impasse and pursue a theology which encompassed both those moments of God's activity in a 

unified vision of Divine grace21
. Thus the very first sennon in the first published collection of 

Wesley's Sermons on Several Occasions began with the - by no means incidental - declaration: "All 

the blessings which God hath bestowed upon man are of his mere grace, boW1ty or favor"22
; and went 

on to specify that those 'blessings' included both creation and salvation, describing the relationship 

of those two works of God in a phrase drawn from the Gospel according to John (1: 16): x&p1. v av-tl 

xapii;oc;, "grace upon grace"23
. John Wesley's theology was therefore an attempt, as Outler has 

remarked, "to transcend the stark and doctrinal disjunctions which had spilled so much ink and blood 

since Augsburg and Trent"24. More specifically, an attempt to overcome the disjunction in the 

tradition between Divine grace and human holiness, God's act of the justification of sinners and the 

21 See Wesley's sennon On Working Out Our Own Salvation, first published in 1785, for what was probably 
his most successful attempt to address the issue in the classical categories of the relation of 'nature and grace', BE 
3: 199-209, esp. 207: " ... this is no excuse for those who continue in sin, and lay the blame upon their Maker by 
saying: 'It is God only that must quicken us; for we cannot quicken our own souls.' For allowing that all the souls 
of men are dead in sin by nature, this excuses none, seeing there is no man that is in a state of mere nature; there is 
no man, unless he has quenched the Spirit, that is wholly void of the grace of God. No man living is entirely 
destitute of what is vulgarly called 'natural conscience'. But this is not natural; it is more properly termed 
'preventing grace'. Every man has a greater or less measure of this, which waiteth not for the call of man. 
Everyone has sooner or later good desires, although the generality of men stifle them before they can strike deep 
root or produce any considerable fruit. Everyone has some measure of that light, some faint glimmering ray, which 
sooner or later, more or less, enlightens every man that cometh into the world. And everyone, unless he be one of 
the small number whose conscience is seared as with a hot iron, feels more or less uneasy when he acts contrary to 
the light of his own conscience. So that no man sins because he has not grace, but because he does not use the grace 
which he hath". 
22 BE 1:117. 
23 BEl : 118. 
24 Albert Outler (ed.), John Wesley, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), viii; further, see BE l:64ff; 
idem., Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, 33f. Cf. Thomas A. Langford, Practical Divinity. Theology in the Wesleyan 
Tradition, (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), 2lf; Melvin Dieter, Wesleyan Theology, 166ff; George Croft Cell, The 
Rediscovery of John Wesley, (New York: Henry Holt, 1935), 359f. It is interesting to note in passing that it is 
precisely this positioning of himself over and against Catholic and Reformed theology that marks the introduction to 
the only extant sermon that Wesley devoted to the doctrine; see "On the Trinity", BE 2:373-386. 
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actualization of sanctification in human acts25
• Moreover, it is no accident that the language Wesley 

came increasingly to employ in bringing such a theology to expression was that of Pneumatology. 

For he rightly intuited that it was precisely the perspective offered by the doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

which corresponded to his own theological agenda. It was this theological trajectory towards a 

theology of the third article which constituted - indeed, still constitutes, it seems to me - the promise 

of Wesley's theology - and the promise of the tradition that yet bears his name. 

II. 

But if there is a promise in Wesleyan theology, there is also a problematic. And that is that 

it has failed to fully accomplish its own theological agenda; and that despite the fact that both a 

concern for individual and corporate transformation as well as for Pneumatology has enjoyed far 

greater emphasis in it than in any of the other theological trajectories in the west26
• Instead it has 

from the very beginning attempted to articulate its own vision in the language and thought forms of 

traditions which are in the final analysis inimical to it Nowhere is that state of affairs more visible 

than at the very beginning of that line, in the theology of John Wesley himself. Gerald R. Cragg has 

aptly written that "Wesley was a serious though not a systematic theologian'il7
. The seriousness of 

Wesley's theology is to be observed in the central question with which he wrestled; as noted above, 

25 Thus the statement about Wesley's theology by Melvin E. Dieter, Wesleyan Theology, 166: "Its most basic 
tenents lie grounded in the maxim that God will not save us because of ourselves, nor will he save us without 
ourselves". 
26 Cp. Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Good News to the Poor: John Wesley 's Evangelical Economics, (Nashville : 
Abingdon Press, 1990), 157ff, where Jennings raises the seldom-asked question: "Why did Wesley fail?" 
27 BE 11:8. 
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the most fundamental of all the problems in the western theological tradition. But at the same time, 

the lack of systematic analysis and explication in Wesley's theology cannot be denied. Wrestling 

with the basic theological dilemma in the west, Wesley failed to comprehend that his central concern 

for transforming perfection in and through the work of the Holy Spirit represented not something 

simply to be added to the theologies of the west, a doctrine of sanctification to be appended to the 

doctrines of human repentance and Divine justification28
, but was rather a distinct perspective that 

made possible and even demanded a reinterpretation of every area of theology - just as the theologies 

of the first and second articles had provided from their own points of view. John Wesley failed, 

therefore, to fulfill the promise of his own theological trajectory for the simple reason that he did not 

do the 'one thing (theologically) needful': he did not develop a truly alternative conceptuality of his 

own and thus clearly transcend the forms of theology - and the dilemma made manifest in their 

conflict - that he had inherited. Instead, when all is said and done, he seems to have simply taken 

the 'holy living' tradition from his Anglican background and appended it to the Reformation 

tradition of 'justification by grace through faith' he received through his encounter with the pietists 

and the evangelical revival - as if these were rightly understood as a set of discrete events occurring 

28 See, Wesley's definition of the "main doctrines" of Methodism in "The Principles of A Methodist Farther 
Explained", BE 9: 160-337, 227: "Our main doctrines, which include all the rest, are three, that ofrepentance, of 
faith, and of holiness. The first of these we account, as it were, the porch ofreligion; the next, the door; the third is 
religion itself'. The point to be made here is that while Wesley insisted that the 'structure' itself is religion, he 
never explained what such a claim meant for the 'porch' of repentance and the 'door' of faith to be viewed from the 
perspective of that structure; viewed, that is, as defined by being subsidiary parts of a larger and defining whole. 
How does the shape and size and character of the structure itself determine the shape and size and character of the 
'porch' and the 'door'? Wesley seems never to have asked that systematic question. But the theology of the 
'porch', or 'repentance', (the theology of the first article) and the theology of the 'door', or 'faith', (the theology of 
the second article) had asked those questions and had answered them from their own respective points of view, For 
Wesley's use of this metaphor, cf. Colin W. Williams, John Wesley's Theology Today, 39f. 
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in a strict chronological order, which could then be theologically arrayed end-to-end like boxcars in 

a toy train set. The result is an ungainly ordo salutis in which the Holy Spirit plays an all-pervasive 

though not clearly defined role in the life of the individual and the community on the way toward 

Christian perfection from prevenient through justifying to sanctifying grace. As a consequence, 

while his theology is markedly unlike those of the first or of the second article, neither does it fully 

achieve the form of a genuine theology of the third article either. Thus, if the promise of the 

Wesleyan theological tradition lies in its aspirations for a theology commensurate to its central 

concern, then, it must be said, its failure to fully attain to such a theology is its on-going problematic. 

That problematic, I would suggest, is germane to our discussions in this Institute. For one 

of the many places in Wesleyan thought that Wesley's failure to ask the systematic question makes 

itself apparent is in the issue of power and the nature of the Spirit. Randy Maddox has quite rightly 

emphasized that just as John Wesley was concerned to avoid a 

"'unitarianism of the Father' [which] would approach Christian life on the basis of created abilities, 

failing to recognize our fallenness and need for grace" as well as a "'unitarianism of the Son' [which] 

might focus exclusively on Christ's provision of forgiveness, neglecting the Father's continuing will 

for our obedience and the Spirit's empowerment for such", so Wesley also sought to avoid any 

"'unitarianism of the Spirit' [which] could become enamored with the Spirit's power per se, forgetting 

its purpose of effecting our recovery of the moral Image that the Father intended for us and Christ 

displayed to us"29
• 

Yet in all too many instances the subsequent Wesleyan tradition fell prey to precisely such a one-

29 Randy L. Maddox, Resposible Grace: John Wesley's Practical Theology, (Nashville, TN: Kingswood 
Books, 1994), 140. 
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sided understanding of the Spirit as simply that which confers power for freedom from sin and 

overcoming the trials and tribulations of an individual's life. For the language of the Spirit all too 

often became the language of Wesleyan triumphalism; a triumphalism which starkly differentiated 

between the nature of the work of Christ and that of the Spirit. In Wesley's words: " ... As all merit 

is in the Son of God, in what he has done and suffered for us, so all power is in the Spirit of God"30
• 

Christ may have meant 'suffering', the Spirit, however, represented 'power'. 

The reason for this fatal tendency, I would suggest, is to be found above all in the fact that 

Wesley - and in this he was following the trail blazed by the magisterial Reformers of the sixteenth 

century - simply continued the medieval subordination of Pneumatology to Christology, as is 

symbolized in their adoption of the Fi/ioque31
• The work of the Spirit, therefore, was thought to 

simply follow that of the Father and the Son just as sanctification was thought to follow creation and 

justification. As a result, Wesley and those who came after him thought of the Holy Spirit only in 

terms of one side of what Hendrikus Berkhofhas called "the double relationship between the Spirit 

and Christ"32
• Thus, they spoke of the Spirit of God as the 'Spirit of the Son', and located the 

30 BE 11: 107f. 
31 Here I must disagree somewhat with Maddox's suggestion that, on the basis of his omission ofthefi/ioque 
and its replacement with a statement affirming the equality of the Spirit with the Father and the Son in "A Letter to a 
Roman Catholic", "one could argue that Wesley's ascription to thefilioque was simply routine, reflecting the 
limited contact (and debate) between East and West in his day", Responsible Grace, 137. If that were so, one would 
expect to see some evidence of mutuality between the Spirit and the Son in his exegesis of the New Testament and 
in his account of the work of the Spirit. Unfortunately one finds little or no trace of that in his writings - even when 
he comments on a text such as Hebrews 9:14 where his 'explanatory note' seems to fly in the face of the plain 
meaning of the text. It is possible, of course, that Wesley simply did not know how to get beyond the de facto 
effects ofthefilioque, (see his remark concerning "the secret operations of the blessed Spirit" in the life and 
ministry of Christ from the time of his baptism, Mt 3:16, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament), and the 
aforementioned absence is simply a sign of the gap between intention and execution. In that case, Maddox may 
very well be correct when he continues: "Indeed a very plausible case could be made that Wesley's deepest 
sympathies would lie with those who are seeking an alternative to the fio/oque in current debates". 
32 Hendrikus Berkhof, The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1964), l 7ff. 
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Spirit's work in the event ofhwnan proclaiming and believing of the Gospel and subsequent spiritual 

fruit. Thereby, they overlooked almost entirely the breadth of the work of the Spirit on the 'other 

side' of that relationship: in the incarnation of the Son, in his mission, in his suffering and death and 

resurrection. In so doing, they largely ignored the profound correspondence between the work of the 

"Spirit of sonship" (Rom 8: 15) both intrinsically in the 'only begotten Son' and consequently in the 

'many daughters and sons' of God which is central to the Pneumatology of the New Testament'3• 

And having missed that, they totally lacked an 'objective', or at least 'non-subjective', notion of the 

Holy Spirit which could have served as a measure for all the work of the Spirit in and for hwnan 

beings in general and in and for Christian discipleship in particular. 

The consequence was that Wesleyan Pnewnatology - again, just like Protestant theology in 

general - always lacked a clear theological criterion for the discernment of the 'spirits', and thus their 

talk about the Holy Spirit always threatened to, and indeed, all too often did, collapse into talk about 

human spirit. In an effort to counter this tendency, Reformation theology has had recourse to an 

increasingly formal and abstract form of Pnewnatology in which the person and work of the Holy 

Spirit was limited to eternity in the doctrine of the trinity, to the past in the doctrine of the inspiration 

33 To this extent, it must be said that Protestant theology continues the main line of Scholastic Pneumatology 
in stressing the relationship between the Spirit and the Church. Cf. Jose Comblin, The Holy Spirit and Liberation, 
(Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1989), 38; Heribert M0hlen, "Soziale Geisterfahrung als Antwort auf eine einseitige 
Gottes lehre", Claus Heitmann and Heriber1' MUhlen (eds.), Erfah11mg und Theologie des Heiligen Geistes, 253-272; 
Howard Watkins-Jones, The Holy Spirit in the Mediaeval Church, (London: Epworth Press, 1922, 249ff. And thus 
questions must be raised about the typical cJaim of Reformation theology, articulated for instance by B. B. Warfie ld, 
Introduction, in: A. Kuyper, The Work of the Holy Spirit, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), xxv-xxxix, xxxiii: "The 
developed doctrine of the work of the Holy Spirit is an exclusively Refonnation doctrine". See, for instance K. F. 
Noesgen, Geschichte der Lehre vom heiligen Geist, (Glltersloh: G. Bertelsmann, 1899), 2f; B. B. Warfield, Calvin 
and Calvinism, (New York: MacMillan, 1931), 283f; E. Doumergue, Jean Calvin. Le hommes et /es choses de son 
temps, Bd. IV: La pensee religieuse de Calvin, (Lausanne: Bridel, 1910), I 02. 
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of scripture, and to public proclamation in a 'theology of the Word'. A similar tendency can be seen 

in the Wesleyan tradition. The theological result of this dynamic in Reformation as in Wesleyan 

thought was, on the one hand, an ever greater subordination of Pneumatology to Christology34
• The 

historical consequence, on the other hand, was the emergence of a long series of protesting, mostly 

one-sided Spirit-movements, which succeeded in accomplishing little more than being driven to the 

margins of church and society and calling forth new formalizations of Pneumatology in the main-line 

church35
• From this has resulted the characteristic dynamic of the history of the doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit in Protestant theology: a dialectical pendulum movement which swings from a 'Spiritless' 

theology of the Word, on the one hand, to a 'Wordless' theology of the Spirit, on the other, and 

which thus consistently moves between a position which plays off Christology against Pneumatology 

to one which simply reverses that order and plays off Pneumatology against Christology. That 

dialectic has, of course, continued down to our own day. If this development has been stultifying 

for the theologies of the Reformation, then for the Wesleyan tradition it has been devastating, for 

whereas Pneumatology was of secondary concern to the magisterial Reformers, it was central to 

Wesley and those who followed after. The failure of Wesley to do the 'one thing needful' with 

regard to Pneumatology, I would suggest, ultimately led to the profound compromising of the 

Wesleyan language of the Spirit - and thus of God's gracious presence and activity in the world. 

34 See Hendrikus Berkhof, Theology of the Holy Spirit, 23f. Further, see W. D. Hauschild, Geist/Heiliger 
Geist/Geistesgaben IV Dogmengeschichtlich, TRE, XII, 201,204,209. 
35 Compare Klaus Blaser, VorstojJ zur Pneumatologie, (Zilrich: Theologischer Verlag, 1977), 10: "So ist es 
doch gerade das Defizit an bedeutsamer Pneumatologie in den historischen Kirchen und offiziellen Theologien, das 
solche Bewegungen provoziert und hervorruft". Further see N. A. Nissiotis, "The Importance of the Doctrine of the 
Trinity for Church Life and Theology", A. J. Philippou (ed.), The Orthodox Ethos, (Oxford: Holywell, 1964), 32-
69, 38. 
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III. 

Now if on the one hand the Wesleyan tradition does present us with this problematic, then, 

on the other hand, it also must be acknowledged that this same tradition points us to resources within 

itself which can help us address that problematic. For Methodism was not just the product of John 

but also of Charles Wesley, and - as the research of John Tyson and others have demonstrated -

Charles differed from his brother's theology at precisely this point concerning the nature of the 

power at work in the world for discipleship to Jesus Christ. It was in the context of the debates over 

the doctrine of Perfection in the 1760s that Charles struck the chord that was characteristic of his 

theology: a theology of the cross which, as Tyson writes, "did not stop with a doctrine of atonement; 

[but] .. . resolutely pushed toward the 'way of the cross"' as the way of Christian discipleship36
• To 

be Christian was not to receive a power that simply freed one from the sin and brokenness of the 

world in which we live, but rather a power that involved one kenotically in the very place where that 

sin and brokenness was laid bare: the cross of Jesus Christ. 

That theology of the cross, a theology which has deep roots in the western tradition, has been 

taken up and extended a step further in recent years through the work of a number of Catholic and 

Protestant theologians, above all in the ground-breaking work of Jilrgen Moltmann who has 

developed what he terms a Trinitarian theology of the cross corresponding to a discipleship of the 

cross. Indeed, John Macquarrie has written concerning Moltmann's work: "The Crucified God 

would have a good claim to be regarded as possibly the most important theological book to be 

36 John R. Tyson (ed.), Charles Wesley. A Reader, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,1989), 42. 
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published in the second half of the twentieth century"37
, for in it he presents, Macquarrie writes, "a 

fully (or almost fully) Christianized widerstanding of God',38
• As is well known, the key to 

Moltmann's interpretation of the cross is fowid in the death cry of the crucified Christ (Mk 15:34): 

"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" In these words, according to Moltmann, the basic 

categories of the Trinitarian event of the cross are laid out, of which he emphasizes the identities of 

the Father and the Son: the Father sacrifices or gives up the Son to the cross and the Son suffers 

abandonment by the Father. 

It is here, I would suggest, in the consideration of the implications of the cross for the Spirit 

in the context of the Trinitarian event of God that a Wesleyan Pneumatological theology might very 

helpfully discover and take up its own task today; and it can begin by recognizing that the Spirit of 

God is the Spirit of the cross, that is to say, the Spirit of the resurrection and death of Jesus Christ. 

The ecumenical Pneumatology of the last twenty years has begwi to respond to that challenge. In 

my own work - which, due to the constraints of time, I can only briefly summarize here - I have 

begwi to lay out the main lines of just such a theology of the Spirit; a pneumatologia crucis which 

seeks to lay claim to a theologia crucis39
• 

Any such accowit must begin with a recognition of the fundamental logic of the New 

Testament's witness to the Holy Spirit in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Eberhard 

Jiingel has aptly formulated it: "The relation between the Holy Spirit and Jesus Christ, decisive for 

37 John Macquarrie, Jesus Christ in Modern Thought, (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1991 ), 321. 
38 John Macquarrie, Jesus Christ in Modern Thought, 323. 
39 See my Kenosis des Geistes: Kontinuitat zwischen Schopfung und Erlosung in Werk des Heiligen Geistes, 
(Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1997), 127ff. 
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the early Christian experience of the Spirit, is determined by ... the Easter encounter with the 

resurrected Christ. It is from the perspective of this encounter that the earthly life of Jesus is then 

narrated as a life moved by the Holy Spirit',4°. Against the background of Ezekiel 37, in which the 

Spirit of God was portrayed as the eschatological Spiritus Vivificans whom God would breath anew 

upon the dry bones of the people and raise them from their graves to new life, the early church 

interpreted the resurrection as an act of the Spirit. In texts such as Romans 1 :3-4, I Timothy 3: 16 

and I Peter 3:18 we see examples of fragments of very early hymns and/or credos, each of which, 

contrasting ocxp~ and 1tveuµa, emphasizes that it is by the power of God's Spirit that Jesus Christ 

is risen from the dead. To take but one example, if Christ "was put to death ev oap1d", writes Peter, 

he "was made alive ev 1tveuµan". 

But in the witness of the early church, the fact that it is tv 11:veuµa1:1, i.e. by the power of 

the Spirit, that Jesus is raised to transformed existence in no sense contradicts or excludes the claim 

that it was that selfsan1e Spirit of God that characterized his life and work ev oap1d. That is seen 

perhaps most clearly in the Gospel according to Mark. There the Holy Spirit plays a fundamental, 

if not always overt, roll from the prologue to the passion in the story Christ. Mark's narrative begins 

with the appearan~e of John the Baptist who points not to himself but to the one greater than he who 

is to come. Yet the coming of Jesus is marked by his condescension to a "baptism of repentance" 

at the hands of the messenger who is "not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals". 

It is precisely upon that one that the Spirit of God descends and marks as God's beloved Son, and 

40 Eberhard J11ngel, "Zur Lehre vom heiligen Geist", U. Luz and H. Weder (eds.), Die Mitte des Neuen 
Testaments. Einheit und Vielfalt neutestamentlicher Theologie, (Gllttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1983), 108. 
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it is that selfsame Sprit who then drives that Son into the wilderness to suffer temptation at the hands 

of Satan. Moma Hooker writes of this prologue which depicts the Son led by the Spirit into 

suffering as "a kind of theological commentary on the rest of [Mark's] narrative',41
• This theme does 

indeed emerge elsewhere in Mark's story, perhaps most pointedly in chapter 8 where Peter's 

confession "you are the Christ" becomes the point of departure for the first of three discourses in the 

second half of Mark in which Jesus is portrayed as explicitly defining his messianic mission in terms 

of suffering, death and resurrection. And finally, in Mark's account of Jesus' temptation in 

Gethsemane (14:32:ft), it is the decisive role of the Spirit that emerges yet again. The prayer which 

ends with the Son's embrace of the will of the Father, "not my will but yours" (14:36b), begins with 

the words which the early church identified as the 'witness' of the Holy Spirit that one is a child of 

God: "appa 6 7t<Xt'11P" (14:36a). Thereby Mark drives home - as Leonhard Goppelt remarks - that, 

"this immediacy of devotion to God did not come forth from innate human capacity but from the 

Spirit"42
• It is, then, as the Christ, the one defined by the Spirit of God, that Jesus freely takes up the 

suffering of the cross. Thus it is that in his portrayal of Jesus' trial and crucifixion, Mark constantly 

emphasizes that the condemnation and death of Jesus was the condemnation and death of the rejected 

and crucified Messiah. According to Mark, then, Jesus is led throughout his mission and ultimately 

to his death by the eschatological power of God's Spirit. 

It is that background, I suggest, which provides the proper context to hear and understand in 

a trinitarian fashion the death cry of Jesus on the cross found in Mk 15:34: "My God, my God, why 

41 Moma D. Hooker, The Message of Mark, (London: Epworth Press, 1983), 16. 
42 Leonhard Goppelt, Theology o/The New Testament, II, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 121. 
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have you forsaken me?". As we have seen, Moltmann has presented a powerful interpretation of the 

death of Jesus on the cross as nothing less than a 'God-event' involving not just the Son but the 

Father and the Spirit as well. He maintains that for the Father this cry represents the experience of 

the loss of the Son and for the Son it signifies an experience of abandonment by the Father. But 

what of the third member of the trinity, what of the Spirit? Our survey of Mark's portrayal of the 

work of the Spirit in the self-sacrifice of the Son demonstrates that the Spiritus Crucis does not first 

become active subsequent to the cross, but is rather the motive force in the mission of Jesus from 

Galilee to Golgotha. It is the Spirit of Life that leads Jesus to his death. What then does that cry of 

death mean for the Spirit of Life? 

The death of Jesus Christ on the cross represents something other for the Spirit than for the 

Father or the Son. For the Father and the Son the cross means absence: the Father's loss of his 

beloved Son, the Son's experience of abandonment by the one whom he had addressed as "aPPa 6 

1t<X't'tjp". But the Spirit suffers neither such a 'loss' nor such an 'abandonment'. Rather, what the 

Spirit experiences is a function not of absence, but of presence. For the Spirit of the Cross is the 

presence of God with the Son in the eschatological absence of the Father. Thus, whereas the cry of 

Jesus reveals the yawning chasm of loss and desolation that opens to separate Father and Son, no 

such chasm exists between the Crucified One and the Spiritus Crucis, the One who suffered death 

on the cross and the Spiritus Vivificans. Indeed, it is precisely the kenotic work of the Spirit of life 

to plunge himself into death, hell and the grave, to 'empty himself into the abyss of death and raise 

the one who, by virtue of that selfsame Spirit, gave himself to death on the cross to gain new life for 

all creation. 
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Here, I suggest, in a Trinitarian Pneumatology of the cross, we glimpse a way of laying claim 

to the Wesleyan theological tradition anew; the possibility that there might be a new future for 

Wesleyanism's past. For the Spirit of which that tradition speaks as active among us to realize 

God's imago in and through us is none other than the Spirit of the cross, the Spirit of the resurrection 

and self-sacrificing death of Jesus Christ, the presence of God with the Son in the eschatological 

absence of the Father. Thus we could come to speak of God's life in the world and the world's life 

and death, suffering and blessing, horror and hope in God's life and death and new life. And not just 

'speak', but come to live out a discipleship to Christ that realizes that God's redemption does not 

save us.from but rather through the horrors of the age in which we live. For the Spirit of Christ is 

the Spirit of the power of the resurrection that leads us in the way of the cross. Such is the promise, 

I suggest, of a Wesleyan pneumatologia crucis today, the promise that we might yet make the 

anonymous prayer with which I began this paper our own: 

Renew our church, Lord, 
your people in this land. 
Save us from cheap words 
and self-deception in your service. 

In the power of your Spirit 
transform us, 
and shape us by your cross43

• 

43 John de Gruchy, "For the Renewal of the Church", The United Methodist Hymnal, (Nashville: United 
Methodist Publishing House, 1989), 574. 


