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IF~etchler of Madeiey: Towards a Tro01lotarna1D11 Thleo~ogy 

Fletcher of Madeley, Wesley's designated successor, theologian and saint of 
Methodism, belongs to the often forgotten second-generation of Methodists. Few 
dissertations have been written on him. When I started my own at the end of the 
seventies, I found six titles in the States and one in England. The interest for 
Fletcher is stronger among scholars of Holiness churches (Nazarene; Wesleyan 
Theological Journey) than among mainstream UMC-theologians. Only two among 
the dissertations (James 8. Wiggins Drew 1963; John A. Knight Vanderbilt 1966) 
didn't analyze Fletcher's theology according to standing patterns (repentance, 
justification, new birth, sanctification etc.) but realized his particular approach and 
discovered his dispensational theology and - at least in some measure - the 
underlying trinitarian argument. I would like to show you the background and 
development of Fletcher's dispensational theology (1 )1 the links to trinitarian thinking 
in the mature form of his dispensational theology (2) and the deepening of his 
understanding of the triune God at the end of his life (3).":>~-2 

~I,,,/,. ~ -10 

1) Towards a dispensational theology and trinitarian approach 

First of all, let me recapitulate some basic information about Fletcher's life following 
the research I did for my own dissertation: 
Fletcher was born in Switzerland in 1729 in a family belonging to the lower nobility of 
the region. Familiy members were either in some lower political authorities, in 
military careers for foreign countries or reformed pastors. One of his uncles was very 
much engaged in eschatological writings. He was a well known reformed pastor who 
had encountered some troubles with the Bernese authorities over questions of 
orthodoxy. Young Fletcher tried to escape such difficulties and went to the 
neighbouring canton of Geneva for higher schools and University. He spent only one 
or two years at University and only studied the basic classical studies. He never 
studied theology. Theologically, he was a self-taught person. But his professor in the 
classical studies was the future professor for systematical theology at the University 
of Geneva (then called « Academy » ). And this professor was - as the whole 
theological Faculty - influenced by the early enlightenment and tried to adapt 
reformed orthodoxy to the spirit of the time. 
Fletcher quit University, started an unsuccessful! military career and eventually went 
to England. There he was appointed tutor to the Hill family (MP for Shropshire) and 
during that time became acquainted with the Methodists. He underwent a profound 
experience of sin and grace and became a close friend of Charles Wesley. In 1754, 
some months after his conversion, he made a very personal covenant with the triune 
God. In 1757 he became a priest of the Church of England. At the end of the fifties 
he was one of the rising stars among the Methodists, but looking at himself he 
always considered himself as the vilest of all sinners. He was known and highly 
appreciated by the Wesley brothers, by Whitefield and by the Countess of 
Huntingdon. But he choose to minister as vicar of Madeley in Shropshire. With all his 
authority, John Wesley tried to convince him to leave Madeley, even offering him the 
leadership of the Methodists (in 1761 !), but without success. During the seventies, 
Fletcher wrote a series of theological tracts, his« Checks», in defense of Wesley. In 
these Checks, he started to develop his understanding of the divine dispensations in 
history. 
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The basic ideas for his dispensational theology are already mentionned in 1770/71. 
On one hand, there is the letter of December 1770 (to M. Hull, Dec. 1"8, 1770) where 
Fletcher compares the time before and after Pentecost (the « Jewish Church » -
« Baptism of Repentance » - John the Baptist versus « the Christian Church » -
« Baptism of the Spirit » - the least in the kingdom of heaven). On the other hand, 
there is his « First Check» (1771) which contains a lenghty discussion about the 
salvation of heathens (Conference Minutes 1770: But who (sc. is accepted of God) 
among those that never heard of Christ? He that feareth God, and worketh 
righteousness, according to the light he has. ») Fletcher interprets the salvation of 
heathens « according to the light they have » with reference to the different divine 
dispensations. The case of Cornelius (Acts 10, 34-35) serves as a biblical proof-text. 
Fletchers says: 

« For Christ, the light of men, visits all, though in a variety of degrees and 
dipensations .... All the heathers that are saved, are then saved by an implicit 
faith in Jesus the light of the world; or, to use our Lord's own words, by 
believing in the light of their dispensation, before the day of their visitation is 
past, before total darkness comes upon themJ.. even the night when no man can 
work. . .. The brightness of divine dispensations, like the light of the righteous, 
shines more and more unto the · perfect day. And though an heathen may be 
saved in his low dispensation, and attain unto a low degree of glory, which the 
apostle compares to the shining of a star, (for in my Father's house, says 
Christ, there are many mansions,) yet it is an unspeakable advantage to be 
saved from the darkness attending his uncomfortable dispensation, into the full 
enjoyment of the life and immorlality brought to light by the explicit gospel. » 
(FI-W 1807 II 277-78) 

This quotations contains the basic idea of degrees of divine dispensations in history. 
The idea is not yet developped in full neither is there any explicit trinitarian 
argument. Fletchers understanding of the divine dispensations has slowly matured. -ft % .... f;cJ ./wt.au.. 
was not 1.'Me-ease in the early sixties when he considered his convictions as leaning 1- s--
too much to Calvinism (see Equal Check 1774; FI-W 1807 IV, 44 note). But how did 
he come, in the seventies, to exemplify the new covenant, the gospel-covenant, in its 
manifestations in different, succeeding divine dispensations? 

The first written signs of dispensational thinking can be found in an undated tract, 
published posthumously, « The Spiritual Manifestation of the Son of God». The 
background of the tract has long been mysterious. According to Fletcher's letters, I 
found that it was written in 1767. The tract had been written by Fletcher in order to 
find his own position against the Glasites (or Sandemanians) who had caused 
trouble in lngham's Societies in the late fifties and early sixties (cf. Hervey, Theron 
and Aspasio; and Sandeman's response in 1757). In discussions with the Countess 
of Huntingdon and private meditation and Scripture reading, Fletcher was 
developing his dispensational understanding of the Gospel: 

« VI. That some persons are blessed with clearer, stronger, or earlier 
manifestations than others, is undeniable; and why it is so, is one of the 
mysteries of God's kingdom that shall not be explained until the day of 
judgment. In the mean time, the following reflections may possibly cast some 
light on that dark subject, and help us to say, He does all things well. / 1. Our 
Lord suits the manifestations of himself to the various states of the Church. 
Under the Mosaic dispensation, wh,ich consisted much in externals, divine 
manifestations had , generally, some external circumstances; but the ·Christian 
Church being formed upon a more spiri_tual plan, is favoured with revelations of 
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a more spiritual, and internal nature .... I 4. Neither can it be doubted, but that 
our good God, in fixing the degree of divine manifestation, hath a particular 
respect to the state and capacity · of the souls to whom he discovers himself . 
... » (FI-W 1807/1816 VII 342-44) 

Fletcher's dispensational thinking is not very much developed in these paragraphs. 
He often makes reference to the mysterious ways of God's working. He tries to 
explain it according to some pedagogic reasonings. 

« Hence we learn, that God's way and time are best, and that we are to leave 
both to his gracious wisdom; using the means in which he has promised to 
manifest himself to those who diligently seek him. » (FI-W 1807 /1816 VII 346). 

But very interestingly, the following main paragraph (VII) starts with a trinitarian 
argument: 

« What those means are, is what I come in the last place to consider. The 
agent or author of every Divine manifestation is the eternal God, one in three, 
and three in one. The Father reveals, the Son freely discovers himself, and the 
Holy Ghost freely testifies of him. » (FI-W 1807 /16 VII 346) 

Then, Fletcher continues to explain the work of the Spirit through outward and 
inward means. His dispensational thinking is not yet linked to the different persons of 
the Trinity as we will see in his writings of the seventies. His approach was still more 
traditional. But there were strong references to the Trinity and the specific work of 
each person of the Trinity. 

Let me add a parenthesis about the remodelling of classical orthodox doctrines in 
the « reasonable orthodoxy » of 18th century reformed Churches on the Continent. It 
was the background Fletcher got to know from pulpits and lecterns in Geneva: 
The « reasonable orthodoxy » tried to answer the challenges of enlightenment 
against the classical, orthodox doctrines. It developped its thinking against attacks 
from deists and« atheists». It stressed the complementarity between revelation and 
reason. But, of course, it was influenced by this opposition: Revelation was 
defended in front of a tribunal of reason. Revelation had to prove that it was not in 
contradiction with reason. The reasonable orthodoxy focused on revelation as an 
«extra-light» not against, but above reason giving additional and reasonable 
understanding of divine matters. ~LiID.RQJiant as reasonability was morality. 
Revelation had to prove its usefulness to society. In the standard catechism of the 
reasonable orthodoxy in French speaking Switzerland, each point of doctrine was 
not only presented in the classical question-answer method about the content of 
faith, but there was always a question-answer added about the usefulness of the 
doctrine. But this test of moral utility had its effects on traditional orthodox faith: 
What use could you make of highly differentiated disputes on the role of each 
person within the Trinity? What use could you make of academic discussions on 
human and divine nature in Christ? What use could you make of abstract, 
intellectual conflicts on different conceptions of eternal decrees? None, was the 
answer of « reasonable orthodoxy». Such disputes do more prejudice than moral 
good. Christianity has to favour love towards God and neighbour. Therefore, 
reasonability and morality were the tribunal that checked each doctrine. In effect, a 
good part of classical reformed orthodoxy was judged as hidden to human 
understandin9 and was therefore of no use to morality. It was enough to believe that 
God is three_ in one without endless and fruitless disputes about how one could 
understand it. In reasonable orthodoxy, the doctrine of the trinity was not a source of 
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enriching, creative theological thinking, but a doctrine which a Christian just has to 
accept and believe - but the main subjects of interest were elsewhere. 

Fletcher's position in his manuscript « The Spiritual Manifestation of the Son of 
God » was still close (not identical) to« reasonable orthodoxy». He often resorted to 
what remains mysterious in God or to some pedagogic arguments - two favourite 
themes in reasonable orthodoxy. This was to change in his writings of the seventies. 

2) The three dispensations of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy Ghost 

In his series of« Checks», Fletcher developes more and more his understanding of 
God's working in history according to dispensations proper to each person of the 
Trinity (see first explicit presentation in « Third Check», published in 1772, FI-W 
1806 Ill 6-19). After the publication of the« Equal Check» in 1774, John Wesley 
could write to one of his correspondents: « Mr. Fletcher has given us a wonderful 
view of the different dispensations which we are under. I believe that difficult subject 
was never placed in so clear a light before. It seems God has raised him up for this 
very thing - 'to vindicate eternal Providence / And justify the ways of God to man'. » 
(J. Wesley to Elizabeth Ritchie, Jan. 17 1775). What was that « wonderful view» 
-which Fletcher gave? 

(~~-~-l) 
According to Fletcher's understanding, the revelation of God to mankind has been 
given at different times in different degrees. The differences can be explained 
according to groups of people or according to the working of the divine Trinity: 
- according to groups of people, Fletcher distinguishes a) heathens, b) Jews and c) 
Christians with a subdivision between babes in Christ and adult christians where the 
babes belong rather to the group of the Jews; 
- or according to the working of the divine Trinity where Fletcher distinguishes a) the 
dispensation of the Father, b) the dispensation of the Son and c) the dispensation of 
the Spirit. 
In its most simple presentation, the dispensation of the Father is the revelation given 
to the heathens by which they may be saved. The dispensation of the Son is the 
promise of the Messiah given to the Jews and experienced by the apostles during 
the life of Jesus on earth. The dispensation of the Spirit is the presence of 
Pentecost, God living in us and transforming our life in the image of Christ or perfect 
love. One of the biblical proof-texts for Fletcher is the parable of the talents in 
Matthew 25: each one receives another amount of talent: the heathen gets one, the 
Jew two, the Christian five. All three dispensations are different degrees of the 
revelation of the one gospel-grace. 

Text 1: 
Jolhn IFletcherr, Equal Clheck, Part Fnrrst, IV. An Essay 01111 Tmth 
in: Works 181!>6, Vot IV, 1179-180 

« If free-will prevented by free-grace ardently receives the truths of the Christian 
gospel, q~tian faith is conceived. If the heart fervently embraces the truths of the 
Jewish or Gentile gospel; [those which are peculiar to the Christian gospel remaining - -as yet veiled] the faith of a Jew, or of an Heathen is begotten. Nevertheless if this 
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faith, let it be ever so assaulted by doubts, impregnates the soul with Truth, and 
works by love, it is saving in its degree. 

I say in its degree; for as there are in the earth various rich tinctures, some of 
which form diamonds, while others form only rubies, emeralds, or agates; so there 
are in the universal church of Christ, various tinctures of gospel-truth, which form 
various orders of spiritual jewels, as appears from such Scriptures as these .... 

tJhis gospel, for example, « God hath made of one blood all nations of men, that 
they should seek the Lord as the gracious author of their being, and love one 
another as brothers:» - this everlasting gospel, I say, has in all countries leavened 
the hearts of pious heathens with sincerity and TRUTH. ([his doctrine, « Messiah will 
come to point out clearly the way to salvation, » added to the gospel of the gentiles, 
has tinctured with superior goodness the hearts of all believing ~ews. LThis truth, 
« Messiah is come in the flesh, » superadded to the Jewish gospel, has enlarged the 
hearts of all the disciples of John, or the babes in Christ.(f.nd these truths, « Christ 
died for my sins, and rose again for my justification: he is ascended up on high; he 
has received the gift of the Spirit for men; - for me. I believe on him by the power of 
that Spirit. He dwells in my heart by faith. He is in me the hope of glory. The promise 
of the Father is fulfilled: the kindom of God, righteousness, peace, and joy in the 
Holy Ghost, is come with power: » - these richer truths, I say, superadded to those, 
which are essential to the inferior dispensations tincture the hearts of all adult 
gJJjstians, and make them more or less intimately one with Christ, according to the 
degree of their faith, and the influences of his Spirit. 

' The field of Truth is as boundless as the divine perfections: and the treasures it 
contains, are as unsearchable as the riches of Christ. ... These three capital truths 

: only, God is - God is love - God is mine in Christ, are more than sufficient to replace 
I my soul in paradise. I know but little of them; and yet, thanks be to God! I know 
\ enough to make me anticipate heavenly bliss; nor is it the least part of my present 
I happiness, to rejoice that there is an et~rnity before me to unfold the wonders of 
1. TRUTH, and to explore the mystery of God. Now I see through a glass darkly, but 
, then face to face. Now I know but in part, but then I shall know even as also I am 
Lknown. » 

Text 2: 
John Fletcher, Equal Check, Part First, ~V. An Essay on Trutlh 
on: Works 1806, Vol. IV, 267-68 

« To this argument taken from the experience of the primitive Christians, I may 
add, that the doctrine of the dispensations is indirectly taught by our church even to 
children in her catechism, where she instructs them to say: « By the attic/es of my 
belief I learn, FIRST, to believe in God the Father, who made me, &c., SECONDLY, in 
God the Son, who redeemed me, &c. And THIRDLY, in God the Holy Ghost, who 
sanctifieth me: For these three distinctions are expressive of the three grand 
degrees of the faith, whereby we inherit ALL the promises of God, and are made 
partakers of the divine nature: they are not descriptive of faith in three Gods, but of 
the capital manifestations of the triune God, in whose name we are baptized; and of 
the three great dispensations of the everlasting gospel, namely, that of the 
Heathens, that of the Jews, and that of spiritual Christians; the dispensation of 
Abraham being only a link between Heathenism and Judaism; and the dispensation 
of John the baptist, or of Christianity begun, being only a transition between Judaism 
and Christianity perfected. 
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• 6'-aJJ-' .• ,)-;) ... How long shall the mystery of iniquity prevail! How long shall a pharisaic 
~:J,.p\.-""'deistical world destroy the faith of the SoN, under colour of contending for faith in the 

l,6""'" FATHER! And how long shall a world of Antinomian Solifidian professors destroy faith 
in the Holy Ghost, under pretence of recommending faith in the Son! 0 Lord, exert 
thy power: Pour of thy Spirit upon all flesh, and give wisdom to all thy ministers to 
divide the word of truth aright, and to feed thy people according to their states and 
thy dispensations! » 

Fletcher was well aware that his trinitarian-dispensational approach could be seen 
as something new and unheard of. But he was thoroughly convinced that his 
understanding of God's working in history (on the whole as well as individually) gives 
the master-key to understanding the Scriptures: 

« As I make my appeal to true Protestants, I lay a particular stress upon the 
Scriptures. And there I find a doctrine, which for a long succession of ages has 
been partly buried in the rubbish of Papery and Calvinism: I mean the doctrine 
of the various dispensations of divine grace towards the children of men; or of 
the various talents of saving grace, which the Father of lights gives to 
Heathens, Jews and Christians. To the obscurity in which this doctrine has 
been kept, we may chiefly impute the self-electing narrowness, and the wide
reprobating partiality of the Romish and Calvinian Churches. I make a constant 
use of this important doctrine. It is this chiefly, which distinguishes this tract 
from most polemical writings upon the same subject. It is my key and my sword. 
With it I open the mysteries of election and reprobation; and with it I attempt to 
cut the Gordian (should I not say, the Calvinian and Pelagian) knot. How far I 
have succeeded, is yours to decide. » (Equal Check, Second Part; First Part of 
Scripture-Scales, Preface, FI-W 1806 IV, 282-83) 

During the theological controversy of the seventies, Fletcher developed an 
increasingly strong trinitarian foundation for his theology. fil_fiLst, he expounded the 
working of each person of the Trinity towards the outside (opera trinitatis ad extra), 
towards the world. In some ways, he was close to the preoccupation of the 
reasonable orthodoxy in showing the utility of a doctrine. But Fletcher exceeded that 
notion of usefulness and moral effect. Soteriology was too important for him. He 
didn't want to limit himself to questions of moral concern. Along with the elaboration 
of his thoughts, he was more and more captivated by the mystery of the inner life of 
the triune God. This mystery can be explored, faith can deepen in understanding (cf. 

, end of text 1 ). This was a new angle, quite different from the reasonable orthodoxy 
~J -dJ ll~aw.s.~ and even going beyond the usual Methodist insistence on soteriology. It was placing 

the divine, trinitarian life at the heart of the whole gospel. What started as the 'opera 
trinitatis ad extra' became progressively rooted in the 'opera trinitatis ad intra'. This 
development was linked with a stronger insistence on the unity of the working of the 
triune God. The old orthodoxy said 'opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa'. In the 
beginning, Fletcher's dispensational theology was in danger of splitting the unity of 
the divine work in three very distinct works of three distinct persons. Fletcher 
increasingly came to realize and to stress the unity of the work of the Father, the Son 
and the Spirit. For example he corrected some of his older tracts by also talking 
about the work of the Holy Spirit before Pentecost; or he presented the work of the 
Father and of the Son as such and not only as preparatory to the work of the Holy 
Ghost. 



Note for comment on “cf. CW Hymns,” p. 6

Letter of Fletcher to Charles Wesley 24 November 1771:
“I am busy about my 3rd & last Check which I trust will be the most useful. I want both your
prayers & advice. I shall introduce my, why not your doctrine of the Holy Ghost, & make it one
with your brothers perfection. He holds the truth, but this will be an [addition to it] improvement
upon it, if I am not mistaken. In some of your pentecost hymns you point my light wonderfully.
If you do not recant them we shall perfectly agree.”
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3) Towards a Trinitarian Theology 

In his last works 1 partly unpublished or published posthumously1 Fletcher1s thoughts 
were more and more directed towards the inexhaustible riches of the triune God. If 
you look at his letters or his tracts, references to trinitarian thinking are much 
stronger in the eighties than in any other phase of his life. (There are only two 
exceptions: His two poetical works in French, « La Louange » and « La Grace et la 
Nature »1 which are directed towards French enlightenment philosophers and where 
Fletcher introduces soteriology, but not so many explicit trinitarian arguments.) One 
exemple out of his letters before we look at the tracts: 

« Mercy, righteousness, peace and joy be multiplied to dear Lady Mary, and to 
all, who are dear and near unto her, from the Father of mercies 1 through the 
Son of his boundless love, and through the Spirit of infinite love1 which the 
Father breathes continually towards the Son, and the Son towards the Father! 
So prays John Fletcher. » (Letter to Lady Mary Fitzgerald, Febr. 11, 1785) 

In an original French work, but only posthumously edited in English 1 « The Portrait of 
St. Paul», Fletcher addressed pastors. He again developed his doctrine of the 
dispensations of the triune God, but insisted more on the inner unity of God in his 
outward works: 

TeJd 3: 
Joh[('d F!etcherr, The Portraut of St. Paul 
in: V\forks 1807, Vol. VIII, 286-87 

« These three dispensations have one common end. They mutually tend to 
manifest the different perfections of the Supreme Being 1 to raise man from his 
present low estate, and to perfect his nature. This three-fold design is apparent 
under the dispensation of the Father; it unfolds itself more clearly under that of the 

. Son; and shines out with increasing lustre under that of the Holy Spirit. As it is one 
] and the same sun, that animates every thing in the natural world, so it is one and the 
I' same Goo, who operates every thing in the kingdom of grace. He, whom we address 

as our HEAVENLY FATHER, in that sacred form of prayer which is common among 
christians, is the very God in whose name the ancient Patriarchs were accustomed 
to bless their children. The WORD, through which we address him, is no other than 
that light of the world, by which the antediluvian fathers were illuminated in their 
several generations: and the Holy Ghost1 by which the souls of the faithful are 
divinely regenerated, is the same spirit, that primarily moved upon the face of the 
waters, Gen. i. 2. of which also it was said in the days of Noah, My spirit shall not 
always strive with man, Gen. vi. 3. 

There never was a time, in which the Son and the Spirit were not occupied in 
completing the salvation of believers. But there was a time, when the Son became 
manifest upon the earth, making a visible display of his astonishing labours: and 
then it was, that his particular dispensation had its commencement. So likewise there 
was a time 1 when the Holy Ghost, more abundantly shed forth by the Father and the 

, Son, began to work his mysterious operations in a more sensible manner: and at that 
time commenced the particular dispensation of the Spirit, which serves to perfect the 
dispensation of the Son, as that of the Son was given to perfect the dispensation of 
the Father. 

These distinctions are founded upon reason, upon revelation, and upon the 
Apostles' creed.» 
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In 1782 « The History of the Corruptions _of Christianity» was published by Joseph 
Priestley. Priestley was a chemist and theologian of the enlightenment. He denied 
the divinity of Christ and was one of the spokesmen of the unitarians. Fletcher, back 
·from the Continent and still in rather poor health, read the book and was pressed by 
many friends - John Wesley among them - to answer to the attack. Fletcher's own 
theological development in the seventies made him discover the importance and the 
riches of trinitarian theology and prepared him to write an answer to Priestley. He 
started writing in the winter 1783/84, then laid the manuscript aside and, again under 
pressure from his friends, took it up again in 1785. But he didn't finish it before his 
death in August 1785. The unfinished manuscripts of the two tracts « A Rational 
Vindication of the Catholic Faith» and « Socinianism Unscriptural » were enlarged 
and published by Joseph Benson. We will have a look at the parts written by 
Fletcher. 

Text 4: 
Joll1rt11 F~etcher, A Rational Vindication of the Catholic IFaitlh 
on: Works 1803, Vot IX, 32-35 

« It is agreed on all hands, that the Supreme Being, compared with all other 
Beings, is One: One Creator over numberless creatures: One infinite Being over 
myriads offinite beings: One Eternal Intelligence over millions of temporary 
intelligences. The distance between the tings made, and him that mad~ them, being 
boundless, the living God must stand for ever, far higher above all that lives, than 
the Sun stands superior to all the beams it emits, and to all the tapers lighted at its 
fire. In this sense, true Christians are all Unitarians . ... 

But although the Supreme Being is One, when he is compared to all created 
beings, shall we quarrel with him, when he informs us, that, notwithstanding he hath 
no Second in the universe of creatures, yet, in himself, he exists after a wonderful -----manner, insomuch that his one eternal, and perfect Essence subsists, without 
division or separation, under Il:IREE ado_@.Q]__e distinctions, which are called 
sometimes the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; and sometimes the Father, the 
Word, and the Spirit? ... 

According to the Catholic Faith, three sorts of people in our day, capitally err in 
this matter? (sic) 

1. TRITHEISTs, or the Worshippers of three Gods, who so unscripturally distinguish 
the Divine Persons, as to divide and seperate them into three Deities; ... 

2. DITHEISTS, or the Worshippers of two Gods. They are generally called Arians, ... 
Thus they worshipped two Gods, a great God and a little God; the former uncreate, 
the latter created; ... 

3. DEISTS, who so unscripturally maintain the Unity of the Divine Essence, as to 
admit but one Divine Subsistence - namely, that of the Father, thus excluding both 
the Word, and the Holy Ghost, from their place in the Divine Nature. 

There are three sorts of these Deists, beside the Mahometans: 1 . Those who 
reject and scoff at all the Bible, as Voltaire, Hume, and the like Infidels: 2. those who 
reject the New Testament, and explain away those parts of the Old, which do not suit 
their notions of the Messiah, as the modern Jews: And 3. Those who profess to 
receive the New Testament, but reject or explain away what they dislike of it: Of this 
sort are the Socinians, ... And to this class belongs the learned Dr. Priestley, ... 
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Never did we say or think, either that three Persons are one Person, or that three 
Gods are one God: These contradictions never disgraced our Creeds. We only 
maintain, that the one Divine Essence manifests itself to us in three Divine 
Subsistences most intimately joined and absolutely inseparable: With the Scripture, 
we assert, that, as these Subsistences bore each a particular part in our creation, so 
they are particularly engaged in the securing of our eternal happiness; the Father 
chiefly planning, the Son chiefly executing, and the Holy Ghost chiefly perfecting, the 
great work of our new creation. 

All the difficulty, with regard to this mystery, consists, then, in believing a plain 
matter of fact; namely, that we are commanded to be baptized in the name of the 
Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, or, to take for our one God, the one 
Supreme Being, manifesting himself to us as our Friend and Father, in and through 
the Son, and by the Spirit, Jehovah, who is perfectly acquainted with his own nature, 
our wants, and our dispositions, having seen, that, to win our love, and to inflame 
our zeal for his service, it was proper to inform us, that, in his adorable Essence, 
there is a Trinity of Subsistences; each of whom is specially concerned in the 
supendous work of our salvation, and each of whom now bears the most endearing 
relation to mankind in general, and to the church in particular. 

These Divine Subsistences, (for so we beg leave to call them, according to the 
most literal meaning of the word vrcoqacna- (sic!), used by St. Paul, Heb. i. 3.) were 
soon called Persons by the Latin Fathers, as appears from Tertullian, a writer of the 
second century, who, in his book against Praxeas, frequently mentions the Person of 
the Son, and the Divine Persons (Personam Fi/ii, divinas Personas, &c.). » ·--
Fletcher proceeded by showing the inconsistencies of triestley)s arguments, by 
proving wrong quotations from the Church Fathers, and Bycotrecting the Scripture 
arguments. Fletcher didn't try to develop a trinitarian doctrine out of some scriptural 
proof-texts (which would be closer to the reasonable orthodoxy who tried to develop 
a kind of christology from the base upwards). His method was more traditional and in 

~ 

line with the classical orthodoxy: having approved the trinitarian faith, Fletcher tried 
to show that it is the most reasonable explanation of a myriad of more or less difficult 
scripture-texts and that it gives a unity of understanding through the Old and New 
Testament. 

_/- In the Methodist Archives in Manchester there are boxes of letters and manuscripts 
by Fletcher. In one of the boxes (MAW Fletcher Box 20), I found twq_§,__mall bQ.g_klet~ 
with private meditations. None is dated, but several indications make it highly 

probable that these recoiTections of theological thoughts were written in the eighties. 
Their style is very different from the prolific published tracts which cover hundreds of 
pages and enter into detailed argumentation. Some of the thoughts in the two 
booklets are aphorisms and few develop a theme in more than a dozen sentences. 
The thoughts are centered in the certainty that the triune God is love. They often 
evoke the three steps 'Unity - Distinction - Reunion' and/or the difference between 
shadow and substance. 

The themes of community and power are not directly touched by Fletcher (he didn't 
know the Oxford Institute Theme of 1997), but his development of trinitarian thinking 
influenced more and more all the other parts of Christian doctrine. The doctrine of 
the Trinity was no more a classical Christian doctrine which had to be revered, even 
if it rests mysterious (cf. reasonable orthodoxy). It was at the heart of God's life and 
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of his works. Unity and distinction within the triune God became the heart of the 
understanding of community. Love as the triune God's essence became the heart of 
the understanding of power. 

Text 5: 
Jolhrn11 IF!etcher, Manuscrapt booklet « Sperituai Memorandla » 
on: Metlhodlfist Arclhlives Manchester MAW Fl Box 20 

« Divine Love is a Union between God, as a lover, & the Soul, as his Love. He 
that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit (I Cor 6, 11) - This Love-union hath 3 parts. 
I. UNITY. A primitive & original Unity containing all. This is the ground of Love. 
Represented, By the Father in heaven, Adam alone in Paradise, And Man without a 
new birth on earth(.) II. DISTINCTION, without which the endearments of love cannot 
take place. Represented by the eternal generation of the Son, the extracting Eve 
from Adam, & the new birth or C(sc. Christ) form'd in believers. Ill. UNION & REUNION 
of the two into one. This is love consummate. The Spirit of Love & bliss the produce 
of unity rising into distinction & reuniting again in love. This is represented by the H 
G (sc. Holy Ghost) proceeding from the Father & the Son & as it were making them 
one again in the Mystery of the Trinity. By the Mariage of Adam & Eve in Paradise 
when twain became one flesh again. And 3.ly By the Lord shed abroad in the 
regenerate soul in consequence of its new birth. » 

----.... 

. ,,,_<~'; Several texts make reference to the image of marriage in order to explain the riches 
t:,,.~\ 1.,,.,.i·, of love: 
-.,. t"lt « The Godhead in the father is divine love in the fountain. the Love Spring of J 

eternity. - The Godhead in the son is divine love in the birth, or image, the love 
birth of eternity. - The Godhead of the H(oly) G(host) is divine love in its 
marriage union, between the love Spring, & the love birth. The Love-Union in 
eternity. God being love is compleat in eternity, by being within himself a birth 
& a marriage, w(hich) two include all beauties, sweetnesses & blessednesses, 
all the beautiful ·sweet & blessed fruits of love. How glorious a type of the trinity 
is marriage. » (Spiritual Memoranda) 

The distinction between shadow and true substance is a theme linked to thoughts 
about creation and anthropology, e.g.: 

« Man tho' the noblest part of the creation is but the image of God, divided from 
God himself. God is the only inward, hidden substance of all things, of the soul 
& body of man. Man perish'd by overvaluing himself instead of passing thro' the 
glory of the image inward to the tree of life the substance of glory itself as it is 
God. Creatures are the outside of God, in them we rest thro' idolatry. thus when 
men knew God in this outside they glorify'd him not as God. they worship'd the 
circumference, the garment. We must look at God in Christ beyond & thro' all 
things. » (Spiritual Memoranda) 

« God is all in all. Yet is he nothing of all. No creature is any thing at all of him 
or to him. He divinely comprehends and fills all creatures, yet he so transcends 
them all that they are less than nothing to him. He is above all, yet one in all, 
one with all, all in one, the only truth of all. 
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When we come where all forms diversities contrarieties, contradictions light & 
darkness, love & hatred, pain & pleasure, life & death are reconciled & 
gathered up into one divine beauty, melody which fills & ravishes all souls & 
senses, we come to the heavenly Jerusalem, to paradise, but if once you enter 
in, you are in eternity in God who is there all in all. Darkness there hideth not 
from him; the night shineth as the day: The darkness & the light are both alike 
Ps: 139, 12. » (Spiritual Memoranda) 

« This world is a mystery(,) a veil drawn before Gods glory. » (Spiritual 
Extracts) 

Fletcher's thoughts on God's hidden presence in the world were based in trinitarian 
thinking. His understanding of Christ as the eternal image of God and source of all 
that is created, showed the origin of creation in the creative life of the triune God. 

Text 6: 
John Fletclherr, Manuscript booklet « Spirotn.J1a~ MemoraD11da » 
nn: Methodist Arclhives Manchester MAW FB !Box 20l 

« On the Trinity. 
1. God is the first & most perfect unity comprehending all as (frac?)tions, swelling 

L4,., into numberless numbers. 2. God by being a perfect unity is positively perfectly 
infinite. - 1. If the supreme Unity is the Supreme life it must be a trinity. Life cannot 7 ii 
be without society, nor society without distinction. Solitude & the loss of distinction is 
the horror of death. Life is a reflexion upon itself. An unity going forth into an image 
of itself, by an union with itself in a compleat circle. In God each of the three persons _J 
is all three, all three are perfectly one: Each one distinctly all in one, the same three, 
the same one. 

The supreme unity is the father which can't be less than all. The perfect living 
image perfectly equal with the unity comprehends the unity, is the unity itself. the 
son the word, wisdom of the father. The union of the two is not less than either, is 
inifinite as they are. It is the spirit as proceeding or breathing from both. 

eJ,/:J 2. If the Supreme unity be the supreme & living light there must be a glorious 
• trinity in it. 1. The light seeing. 2 the light seen 3. a light or vision uniting both. 

3. If the Supreme unity be the supreme love, it must be a trinity. 1 A Lover 2 a 
~ beloved 3 a love uniting both. The joy of love is supreme when there is the most 

perfect union, of the highest unity, (the father) and the highest distinction (the Son) 
4. If the supreme unity be an unity, it is also a trinity; in the most simple & most 

(w,,}'1 perfect unity, as much, there can be no division. The Logos reason or word, 
proportion or harmony of things is the full infinite variety of things contained in the 
unity and equal! with it. From these two perfectly one and perfectly distinct results a 
third. A unity, a variety, an<d> an union of both. These three are perfectly one in the 
unity, perfectly distinct by the variety, perfectly united by the union. » 

Text 7: 
John Fletcher, Maniuscrnpt !booklet « Spurnb.na~ Memoranda » 
in: Methodost Archives Manchester MAW Fl Box 20 

« As the father is the unity of love the love spring, so the Son is the variety of 
Love, the entire image of all love & sweetnesses, lovelinesses. All things Created lie 
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hid(den) together in this image in the Supreme harmony of perfect love & beauty, as 
(branches?) of the first fairest, fullest variety. 

Eternal love distinguishing itself into two persons, the father & the Son, from both 
these by a conspiration (ruach, nµauµa., Spiritus) of love doeth breath forth itself into 
one third person, the H. Spirit, in wh. they both stand two distinct persons in one 
third person, which is the love union the marriage(knot?) of them both. » 

Text 8: 
John Fietclher, Maru.nscript booklet « Spurritual Memorra01da » . 
ill1l: Methodist Archives Manchester MAW Fl Box 210l 

« Trinity. 7 
God is a living unity. An unity without variety is dead - A perfect unity hath all , 

variety in it - This unity and this variety are one by the unity, distinct by the variety -
As they are one & distinct there arises from these two a third which is the union of 
both - ... . 

The Father is the supreme unity, the Godhead in its fountain - The Son is his 
express image rising up out of the father, and abiding in the father. The generation 
of the son is eternal, ever perfect, ever in act, never to come, never past. 

The third person is call'd Love proceeding from the other two, because he is the 
union & fellowship, the mystical marriage and heavenly kiss of the other two. The 
godhead embracing and conversing with itself. » 

In his manuscript meditations, Fletcher tries to reformulate all the different subjects 
of theology according to the foundation that the triune God is Love. He writes about 
creation, fall, mankind, sin, soul, christian life etc. Some of the consequences of this 
strong trinitarian approach and of this deep conviction that God is Love can be seen 
in the following aphorisms: 

Text 9: 
John IF~etcher, Mauu.ascript bool!det « Spirit1U1a~ Memoranda » 
oro: Metlhodlist Archives Manchester MAW Fl Box 20 

BJ 

« God is Love, fury is not in him. His heart is Love, wrath is the work of his hand 1 
his strange work. It is without him, as a cloud on the Sun. A vizor on his face. Fury in v 
God is love by the opposition hightend to a flame to consume vanity & sin . 

... God's power is equal to his will & his will is love. 
Mercy is love descending frpm the highest heavens, thro' the lowest parts of the 

earth to the brink of hell to unite it(?) self to(?) the vilest, take their guilt heal bless & 
crown them with holiness & happiness. 

The essence of God is Goodness - of Goodness Love. Goodness in Creatures is 
as an accident. ... 

Is God Love. He is J<e>alous of his glory - the purity of this love <-> make it not 
an occasion to the flesh. Take not an Idol in your hea(rt?) or before your eye. God 
will consume it. Love being the end of all Gods providences look at it thro' all - The 
wisdom of God is the divine art of Love by which it winds & multiplies itself thro' all 
things & times. The net of love to catch souls. Tis the musick of love to win souls. 
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Say not I am unworthy unlovely - This love is free<.> the sun shines upon 7 
~ wildernesses, it brings loveliness, garments feasts, beauty strength. It will form a 

bride out of nothing - out of a contrariety. It will be a new creation & a continual v 
preservation. .J 

[ 

Holiness is the spiritual chastity of the soul to her heavenly Bridegroom. The 
commands of the father are beams of love which obedience receives & reflects back 
into the heart of God. - Joy is love flaming - it's the laughter of the divine love in our 
Spirits. » 

Text 10: 
Jolhn fletcheir, Ma1n1uscript book~et « SpMtual Extracts » 
un: Methodist Archives Manchester MAW fi Box 20 

« God is love, the principle by w(hich) God manages war with his enemies is love "
not hatred on his part. It is a love strife seeking to consume the enmity of things and ..--J ✓ 
convert all into one love as fire. As I live I have no pleasure Ez: 33.11. I 

... Love is a mutual union. Christ having made himself the center & Circle of all ·7 

created & uncreated fulness by love attracts mans spirit to himself. by love gives 
forth himself to live again in man. Thus man is fill'd with all the fulness of God, by the v 
manifestation of his Saviours Love. The receiving of this Love into ourselves is 
Scriptural faith. _. I 

... God is unchangable, a beam of him hardens clay, melts wax. fury is not in me, 
but if ye set stubble before the flame, I shall pass thro' & consume it Is: 27 .4. I am all -, v 
sweetness; the effect is from the subject I work on. My sweetness is one, a womb of r
love to S.ts(? Saints?) a tomb to sinners. 

Justification is a love look, and sanctification a love token. J "' 

There is non good but one, that is God. See goodness in the appearance of God. 
God is good alone<,> other things only by their union with him & likeness to him. 

When we know God altogether lovely - when we know him as love we cannot help Jv 
loving him. » 

Fletcher's meditations, written in the last years of his life, display a richness of 
trinitarian thinking unparalleled among the Methodists of his time (and not only 
them). The mystery of the divine trinity didn't remain a subject too hidden to be 
understood, but was a mystery that revealed ever more of the unfathomable riches of 
God. Fletcher insisted on the truth that « God is Love » (I John 4, 16). This 
concentration became a ~tive source for reshaping the whole of Christian 
gg_c1rj_Q_e. The different dispensations of grace in history b~e part of a much more 
comprehensive view of God and the world. While Fletcher, in his« Checks», was 
preoccupied to find the balance between grace and justice, he~me, in his last 
years, overwhelmed by divine love manifesting itself. Love was not only a beautiful 
principle, but the essence of God. God is in himself living love and, because of his 
overflowing love, acts as Creator, Redeemer and Perfecter. Without trinity there 
would be no love and no life. The triune God is all love and life and wants to share it 
with his creation. 
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Continuation of text 8, concerning cireation1 am:!I fall: 
« Creation. 
God in his essential image brought forth himself into a shadowy image. In this 

shadowy image all the creatures subsisted together in the person of the son who is 
the word the essential image of God. 

From this subsistence of the shadowy image in the essential image, the shadowy 
image (all the creatures) were brought forth into a shadowy subsistence...lo. 
themselves. Thus J. C. was the image essential & shadowy in the substance & 
similitude of the invisible God. There he was the first born of every creature - all 
things subsisted together in him sv a.ui:ro - All things that were made, were made by 
or thro' him. 

Man was the created head of all. the similitude of the divine unity comprehending 
the whole variety in itself. Every other creature expressed the unity as it descended 
into some particular branches of the variety. Man represented the whole heaven of 
the divine nature, other things represented only one star or constellation(?) of it -
One divine life & love mov'd, shone, sounded in & thro' all as an inexpressible love, 
beauty, musick, joy made up out of all, compleat in all - Paradise was the similitude 
& presence of God in the whole creation which was as a garden, & every creature in 
it as a divine flower answering to some glory in the face of God. In the midst of man 
stood this paradise. In the midst of this paradise man walked. 

Fall. 
God in paradise was at first with man in the simplicity of the love appearance. 

There was all very good. The variety of light and darkness stood in union with the 
supreme unity. 2. The love appearance declined and divided into 2 appearances of 
light & darkness. Goodness love life in the first; evil wrath & death in the second. 
Law( .. ?) This was paradise with the two trees. 3. The love appearance withdrew & 
hid itself under an appearance of wrath like the sun under a black cloud, a beauty 
under a mark. The law is the ministry of condemnation wrath & death. The shadowy 
image appears vain, God appears to it a consuming fire, burning up the earthly man 
in his best estate, as being altogether vanity that he may bring in the heavenly man 
J.C. who is the end of the law. 4. Now the Shadow man perverted and deceiv'd 
taketh upon him to have a subsistency, a substance, a power to act a 
comprehension of the whole nature of things in himself, like him who is the power 
and wisdom of God - God himself. Thus poor man eateth of the tree of knowledge of 
good & evil that he may be as God, but dieth as man. 5 God darkneth (sic) himself 
more to his creatures in his appearance of wrath. He breaks upon him from that 
darkness in storms, he thunders & lightens vengeance upon man. The darkness is 
increased in man who works iniquity out of contrariety to God & enmity against him. 
The opposition grows higher & higher till wrath swallows up sin the sinner, the 
shadow, & all the firs Adam, when wrath itself is swallow'd up of grace & glory. Both 
thes come to pass in the death & resurrection of J.C. » .. 

« Mr. Benson made a very just defence when he said he did hold with me the possibility of 
the Salvation of all, that mercy is offerd to all, and yet may be receiv'd or rejected: If this is 
what your Ladyship calls Mr. W's <sc. Wesley's> opinions free will and Arminianism and if 
« every Arminian must quit the College » I am actually discharg'd a/so; for in my present 
views of things, I must hold that sentiment, if I believe the bible is true, and God is Love. » 
(Brief an J. Benson vom 7.1.1771 a/s Abschrift aus Brief an Grafin Huntingdon) 


