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The Australasian Centre for Wesleyan Research 

The ACWR promotes and supports research on the life, work and times of 
John and Charles Wesley, their historical and theological antecedents, their 
successors in the Wesleyan tradition, and contemporary scholarship in the 
Wesleyan tradition. This includes areas such as theology, biblical studies, 
history, education, ethics, literature, mission, cultural studies, philosophy, 
pastoral studies, worship, preaching, practical theology, and social theology. 

Currently the ACWR is headquartered at the Nazarene Theological College 
in Brisbane, Australia and is a working partnership formed by a number of 
Wesleyan theological institutions and one denominational partner.  

 Asia-Pacific Nazarene Theological Seminary (Church of the 
Nazarene), Manila 

 Booth College (Salvation Army Eastern Territory), Sydney  

 Booth College (Salvation Army Southern Territory), Melbourne  

 Kingsley Australia (Wesleyan Methodist), Melbourne  

 Nazarene Theological College (Church of the Nazarene), Brisbane 

 The Wesleyan Methodist Church of New Zealand 
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APOCALYPTIC BEAUTY:  
GOD’S PRIORITY AND THE ONTOLOGY 

OF THE FUTURE 
 

Stephen John Wright 
 

This article has been peer reviewed. 

 
This article engages the work of American Lutheran theologian Robert 
Jenson to argue that creaturely experiences of beauty are as revelations 
from the Spirit of a future beauty of restored life in God through Christ. 
This is not to assign ontic status to a simple futurity, but it raises the 
question of the complex nature of time itself. Time is not a simple line 
stretching eternally forwards, but the real future falls within the infinite 
embrace of God’s triune life. Freedom, then, is predicated on the liberating 
beauty of the triune being. Where Jenson’s account tends towards a 
unilateral act of beauty upon the creature, I propose a Wesleyan corrective 
through prevenient grace to restore reciprocity to the aesthetic event. The 
relation of the present to the future need not be determinative or causal; 
rather, it is an aesthetic invitation.  
____________________________________________________ 

 

Introduction  
 
To begin, a quote on openness: ‘The task posed to theology is how 
to…narrate the future without closing it, how to narrate a…story of 
the future as a story of how the future is open and unpredictable.’1 A 
community of theologians has gathered around this task, and has 
made its aim the declaration of God’s openness to the future and the 
revisions this inflicts on classical doctrines. Many in this koinonia 
identify as Wesleyan in theology, committed to the rolling back of 
divine intrusion on human freedom to make room for love. This 
project entails one of the group’s more controversial revisions: the 
shearing of content from the future, even in the mind of God, to 
allow for a free and unpredictable future. However, the above quote 
does not come from an open theist, but an American Lutheran 
Robert Jenson. 

Jenson has spent his prestigious theological career thinking 
about God and the future. After publishing his doctoral thesis on 

                                                 
1 R. W. Jenson, God after God: The God of the Past and the God of the Future, Seen in 
the Work of Karl Barth (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), 62. 
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Barth’s doctrine of election, Jenson turned to critique Western 
theology (Barth included) for locking up God in a changeless past. 
Jenson sought to find a way to describe God’s relation to a radically 
unwieldy future.  

In this paper I will pose a question of beauty, and consider where 
it leads us in our understanding of the future and God’s relation to 
it. Jenson’s theological musings on beauty lead to some interesting 
conclusions about the true location of beauty. In the case of 
creaturely beauty, it is already present, and not yet complete. 
Created beauty is, in some sense, realised eschatology. But its 
appearance as such in Jenson’s thought tends towards unilateral 
divine action. In order to restore some reciprocity to beauty I 
propose that we interpret Jenson’s thoughts through a Wesleyan 
doctrine of prevenience, all the while asking some big questions of 
time and the future. 
 
In Whose Eye? 
 
Since the rise of empirical philosophy, the West has relativised all 
claims to aesthetic apprehension by appeals to subjectivity. Hume 
explicitly removed beauty from the object and placed it within the 
subject, and Kant famously rehearsed this move and attempted to 
develop a ‘subjective universality.’2 Since Hume, it seems, there has 
been no accounting for taste. And this appears to be confirmed by 
experience. Pedestrian aesthetes know that beauty is to be found 
nowhere but ‘in the eye of the beholder’.  

Undoubtedly, even the most closely aligned personal tastes will 
differ at one point or another. We may agree on which film to see 
together, but have a vigorous argument about where to eat 
beforehand. My own faculties of perception are not normative for all 
subjects. There are many eyes belonging to many beholders – just as 
there are many ears, tongues, nostrils, and hands – and so there is a 
plurality of competing perceptions. Any judgement rendered by 
these multitudinous organs can be no more than arbitrary, an 
evacuation of any perceived meaning of the word ‘beauty’.  

Attempts at consensus merely exacerbate the problem. It is not at 
all clear how a majority judgement of the beauty of, say, Federation 
Square in Melbourne at all alleviates the claim of arbitrariness. 
Dissenting judgements remain, and those who assent do so for 
differing reasons. That this particular location has come to be 

                                                 
2 I. Kant, Critique of Judgement, trans. J.H. Bernard (Mineola, NY: 2005), 34. 
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accepted by many as beautiful after a period of disapproval merely 
increases the suspicion of nihilism. Any such beauty is clearly not 
readily apparent if it must be worked out over time among a 
community. Our combined perceptions are ‘but a mutual 
impingement of arbitrary instances.’3  

However, we are only dissatisfied with the apparent lack of an 
objectively recognisable beauty when we are looking for beauty as a 
particular quality. What if beauty is rather an event, the happening 
of God’s creative activity in the world? In this case, judgements will 
indeed become more complex. Beauty functions also as a verb, 
mystifying the relation of subject and object. The object of beauty is 
no longer the thing in which we imagine beauty to inhere, but that 
upon which beauty acts as a free and untamable occurrence. 

As a witness to the occasion of beauty, I do not have any claim on 
the beauty proper to the object of my attention. My willing cannot 
make a thing beautiful, nor can my glance endow it with meaning. 
Beauty rather acts upon me. It enraptures, enthralls, captivates, and 
unnerves. In the event of beauty, I am the object seized upon. To be 
the object of beauty is to undergo the transgression of this act. As the 
object in this action I can lay no claim on beauty. I cannot chase it 
down, tame it, or demand its appearance.  

I may wish to share my apprehension of beauty with another, but 
is such a gesture possible? Could there be a ‘subjective universality’ 
– as Kant imagined – that allows subjects to share in the 
apprehension of a thing as beautiful? It may be that I believe that my 
eye performs the task of unifying and harmonising objects into 
aesthetic ripeness, that my ear extends beyond my form to order and 
conduct the voices of the world into a mellifluous whole. But if 
beauty is the event of God’s work in Jesus, this is to indulge in some 
kind of aesthetic Pelagianism. Or, at best, it would be a reflexive 
action in which I find beauty in my own apprehension of beauty. If 
beauty is grounded in the divine life, if it is the rich and endlessly 
developing harmony of the mutual triune being, then I cannot be the 
subject when encountering it. Beauty overtakes me. It goes before 
and makes a home where I could not place it. It touches the unclean 
and reveals a wholeness that no human effort could accomplish.  

If we are the objects of beauty, apprehended and arrested by its 
wild freedom, then the ‘eye of the beholder’ in which the aphorism 
locates beauty cannot be ours. Just so Jenson speculates that ‘what I 

                                                 
3 R. W. Jenson, ‘Beauty,’ in Essays in Theology of Culture (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1995), 150. 
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find beautiful is beautiful antecedent to my finding, because it is 
beautiful in the eyes of God.’4 It is the gaze of God alone which has 
the capacity to fix in objects the beauty seen there. God’s relation to 
an object is not that of a passive mind which gathers information but 
leaves the object untouched, but God intrudes on objects 
transformingly as spirit. 

In his later career Jenson has produced two biblical 
commentaries, one on Ezekiel and one on the Song of Songs. 
Jenson’s commentary of Song of Songs upholds the tradition of a 
‘spiritual reading’ of the romantic discourse of the lovers. The book 
is, Jenson says, ‘sexy poetry about the Lord.’5 Throughout the song 
there are adulations of mutual beauty between the two lovers. The 
strangeness of this pattern is that it means ‘the Lord tells Israel she 
is sheerly beautiful.’6 But throughout the scriptures we know that 
God’s love is given to us in spite of our sinfulness. We are not 
deserving of grace, but we are yet ugly in our sin. John Wesley saw 
that sinful ruin is the necessary precondition of salvation: ‘is there 
any need of being worse, in order to be accepted? Art thou not bad 
enough already?’7 Is God, then, mistaken in calling such creatures 
‘beautiful’? 

The question of subjectivity thus fades, and is replaced with 
another just as perplexing: how is anything beautiful at all? The 
second glance can rob an object of its beauty. Is it that all beauties 
are phantoms perceptible only by the corners of our eyes, 
disintegrating with a direct gaze? Jenson draws an analogy with the 
doctrine of justification, which cannot be merely forensic or God 
would be declaring that we are what we all too plainly are not. We 
are justified by God’s declaration of our justification, and also we are 
‘beautified by God’s sheer declaration, ‘you are beautiful’.’8 God 
speaks beauty into us. 

It is the doctrine of the Trinity – as is almost always the case with 
Jenson – which is the key to unlocking this insight. ‘My eye or ear 
cannot found in the thing it sees the beauty it sees there, cannot 
ground judgements of beauty that are not arbitrary, because I am 
only one.’9 The word by which God called forth all being is the same 

                                                 
4 Jenson, ‘Beauty,’ 148. 
5 R. W. Jenson, Song of Songs (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2005), 7. 
6 Jenson, Song of Songs, 45. 
7 J. Wesley, ‘The Way to the Kingdom,’ Forty-Four Sermons (Peterborough: Epworth 
Press, 1944), 72. 
8 Jenson, Song of Songs, 45. 
9 Jenson, ‘Beauty,’ 149. 
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as that which enunciates that most articulate aesthetic judgement: 
‘you are beautiful.’ Because this word is not distinct from God, but is 
God all over again – light from light, true God from true God – the 
act of declaration and the declaration itself are both God’s act upon 
creation.  

Every creaturely being arises from discourse, formed on the lips 
of the triune God. Creaturely beauty is limned by the voice of God. 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are the only universal subjectivity 
theology can allow. It is not a subjectivity that is worked out among 
creatures, but which goes ahead of us. Every syllable of the divine 
Word spoken by the Father is aspirated; the Word comes upon 
creation with the interfering freedom of the Spirit. The morning 
frost is beautiful, not because I see it as such, but because God has 
gone ahead of me and beautified it by his judgement. 

To say that God makes ugly things beautiful – that the Father can 
take the wreck of this world and all our palsied gestures of prayer as 
the media of his art – is to say that he knows them through the Son 
in the freedom of the Spirit; he draws them into the harmony of the 
triune life. We do not yet find ourselves quite embraced in this way. 
No large amount of introspection is required to place our beauty in 
doubt. Every beauty is an intrusion on our otherwise graceless 
existence.  

How, then, do our judgements figure into this? If beauty is 
universally grounded in divine judgement, how is it that you and I 
will fall out over Bach or punk? In part the answer lies in the fact 
that we are attempting to describe a beauty which has not yet fully 
arrived. Because the only subjectivity which can place beauty in an 
object is divine, all our judgements of beauty must be epilogues, a 
speaking after God in an attempt to catch up with the revelation of 
beauty appearing before us. Our perceptions of beauty are not just 
the reverberations of a now fading voice spoken in the distant past, 
but the sound is just before us, words spoken moments ahead. 

What we are hearing is the harmony known only in the end. 
Judgements of beauty rarely hold up to close scrutiny. They appear 
as arbitrary because beauty has the objectivity of an event; it is easy 
to miss. It is entirely beyond our control. Beauty is something God 
works upon us in the freedom of the Spirit. Our hearing it or seeing 
it at all is a revelation, a sheer miracle. Beauty is fixed with surety 
only in the future: the final abundance of harmony and terrifying 
splendour of the new creation. The richness of this future bleeds into 
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the past and ensnares us. 
 
Realised Eschatology 
 
The word spoken by which God beautifies creation is the Son, the 
second one of God. It is the gospel that beautifies. The lovely 
renderings of the ministry, passion, and resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth spoken by the Father in the freedom of the Spirit cause 
beauty to bloom. Beauty, as given by God, is always a word of the 
past. Is it then locked into a static realm of fixed history? Jenson 
charges that natural religion has often attempted to lock God into an 
unchangeable past, understanding divine being solely in terms of 
protology. But by his resurrection Jesus cannot be locked away in 
the past, his life is an event that we must ‘remember and await.’10 It 
is both a word of the past and of the future. God, thus, bears the 
poles of time internally. God is always behind and before, always 
calling us forward in faithfulness to a past event.  

Jenson translates Kant’s musings on the meeting of the actual 
and the ideal in beauty into theological parlance: ‘beauty is realized 
eschatology, the present glow of the sheer goodness that will be at 
the end.’11 The apparently serendipitous joining of the present reality 
with the final telos is given as God speaks final beauty. Again with 
the Song of Songs: ‘the Lord’s vision of his people is 
eschatological…the Lord’s wondrous bride is the Israel he is 
bringing to beauty.’12 

At present our experiences of beauty are fleeting and fugitive, 
rushing past us like a ball thrown too fast to catch. The aesthetic 
moment passes and all too often we find it to be entirely 
unrepeatable. The film fails to moves us on subsequent viewing; the 
prior perspicuity of the poem is clouded by dense syntax; the 
knotted tree which previously thrilled is now sadly decrepit. Where 
is the prior surprising depth of plot, the astonishing simplicity of 
prose, the graceful gestures of the bough?  

Catholic thought has often aligned created beauty with the 
beatific vision, with our destiny of ‘sharing God’s vision of and 
delight in God’s beauty.’13 Attempting to uncover a uniquely 
Protestant aesthetics, William Dyrness observes the consistent 

                                                 
10 Jenson, God after God, 130. Emphasis added. 
11 Jenson, Song of Songs, 46. 
12 Jenson, Song of Songs, 74. Emphasis in original. 
13 J. Navone, Toward a Theology of Beauty (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996), 
38. 
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practice of locating the fullness of beauty in the future: ‘Beauty is 
from God, but its reference is not above, but ahead.’14 Beauty thus 
has a prophetic character, revealing a harmony not yet present. The 
sharp edge of beauty is this prophetic protest against the violence 
and ugliness of the present order. God works beauty on creation 
purgatively, judging and redeeming through the Word that is Jesus. 

Jenson’s fellow Lutheran, Eberhard Jüngel, articulates a vision of 
beauty as an apocalyptic interruption. Beauty disrupts the 
framework of reality by ‘denying it the right to be the final and true 
reality, the beautiful gives reference to a future, to a future which 
makes whole.’15 The beautiful, for Jüngel, is the pre-appearance of 
truth. By this logic he accounts for the evanescence of beauty, it 
must die to make way for truth. This is not a denial of beauty, but 
anticipates the time when ‘truth and beauty will be identical.’16  

Precisely as interruption, the future never follows naturally from 
what has gone before it. Beauty is not the inevitable culmination of 
the progress of history; rather God poses a beautiful future. ‘If we 
hope, we do not see the present as the basis of life, needing only to 
be protected. A true future is not merely the goal of a teleologically 
conceived world-process.’17 Jüngel’s future truth revealed now as 
beauty, then, must be the intrusive and transformative truth of the 
gospel: the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

The beauty bestowed upon creation at the eschaton is not now 
translated from event to quality, but is the ongoing and unending 
event of participation in the life of Father, Son, and Spirit by 
participation in the resurrection of Jesus. Beauty never ceases to be 
lively and free in its relation to the future. In a new creation of 
perfected love it always enraptures and surprises with the freedom 
that only the Spirit can bring. 

Some decades ago, Jenson argued that things are beautiful before 
we perceive them so because they are ‘first beautiful in the eye of 
God, who somehow shares his perception.’18 But of that ‘somehow,’ 
Jenson had little to say. If the life of Jesus is the form of beauty and 
creatures have beauty by their variable participation in this life and 

                                                 
14 W. A. Dyrness, Poetic Theology: God and the Poetics of Everyday Life (Grand 
Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2010), 180. 
15 E. Jüngel, ‘Even the Beautiful Must Die – Beauty in the Light of Truth. Theological 
Observation on the Aesthetic Relation,’ in Theological Essays II, ed. and trans. J. B. 
Webster (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), 64-65. 
16 Jüngel, ‘Even the Beautiful Must Die,’ 81. 
17 Jenson, God after God, 165. 
18 Jenson, ‘Beauty,’ 148. Emphasis added. 
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its future, might glimpses of creaturely beauty be visions of a future 
harmony? Is it that they come upon us as unexpectedly as the 
frightful visions accorded an exile on Patmos? Just as the disciples 
witnessed their risen Lord in his future glory, a glory we now await, 
beauty is, perhaps, a blinding manifestation of our final life in God. 

This is all to suggest that the beauties of this world are not 
something we can make, as Kant and many others have observed. 
No amount of exertion can construct the beautiful; no incantation 
can conjure it. It was Maritain’s conviction that art tends towards 
beauty, but the ‘production of beauty cannot be a goal for the artist’ 
without compromising the thing made.19 The appearance of beauty 
is a felicitous miracle that God works upon us.  

This is not a miracle reserved for the faithful, but given to all 
people of all faiths or of no faith at all. Lutherans, like Jenson, will 
understand such an audacious claim by the distinction of ‘gospel’ 
and ‘law’; those who do not hear God’s beautifying Word as gospel 
‘hear it nonetheless as law.’20 But Jenson’s view of beauty, so far 
explained, tends towards the unilateral. That is, aesthetically, it 
tends towards the sheer ineffable wall of the sublime before which 
we have no recourse. Beauty is a gift, but a gift which we cannot 
refuse or place on the shelf. This ventures close to the graveyard of 
beauty and difference, where the throne of the sublime is situated. 
John Milbank observes that ‘to defend beauty against the 
sublime…is also to defend reciprocity against the unilateral.’21 Is not 
beauty both a gift and an invitation? Does it not capture us because 
we desire it and want to be caught? Jenson’s early thought is lacking 
this reciprocity. I believe that introducing some Wesleyan insights 
will prove a much needed corrective for Jenson’s theology. 
 
Time and Prevenience 
 
John Wesley had an answer for how we know any good or beauty at 
all: the universality of God’s prevenient grace. Prevenient grace is a 
multi-faceted concept utilised in varying ways by different 
theological traditions. In Wesleyan thought, it is both the going-
before of God, and the possibility of our coming-after in the 
economy of salvation. As Randy Maddox describes it, prevenient 

                                                 
19 R. Williams, Grace and Necessity: Reflections on Art and Love (Harrisburg, PA: 
Morehouse, 2005), 14. 
20 Jenson, ‘Beauty,’ 155. 
21 J. Milbank, ‘Beauty and the Soul,’ in Theological Perspectives on God and Beauty 
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2003), 8. 
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grace is both the possibility of our hearing God’s overtures of grace 
and the overtures themselves.22 Prevenience means that God is 
everywhere and always going before us, inviting us to take part in 
the miracle of new life in Jesus.  

New life in Jesus is the only possibility of creaturely beauty. To be 
spoken into beauty is to be called forward into the life God has 
prepared for us. It is to be invited into the future by the one who 
goes ahead of us. This priority of God’s action guards against 
Pelagianism: our perfections, beauties, and graces are possible only 
because God has the initiative. 

Jenson reads the initiative of God as entailing the radical 
ontological priority of the future.23 The future is not sheer 
possibility, a barren rolling field. Jenson critiques the dialectical 
theologians for replacing the future with arrant ‘futurity.’24 But 
neither is the future closed or filled, so that time is nothing more 
than the moving image of timeless eternity. 

 
 God’s eternity is not that for him everything is already past, but that in 

love everything is still open, including the past. His eternity is that he 
can never be surpassed, never caught up with. He anticipates the future 
in the sense that however we press forward in time, we always find that 
God has already been there and is now ahead calling us on.25 

 
Jenson has here articulated something approximate to the 

Wesleyan understanding of prevenient grace. God meets every event 
before us, and is already ahead calling us on. Jenson makes explicit 
that which is often missing in Wesleyan thought: the temporal 
priority of God’s prevenient activity. If this insight has any value, it 
is hard to see how a Wesleyan doctrine of prevenient grace could 
function without an actual future belonging to God. A God whose 
time is simple contemporaneity, whose knowledge is only of the 
present, cannot preveniently grace us.  

Complicating our conceptuality of time is the fact that concrete 
statements about time are all retrospective. Sentences pertaining to 
God’s prevenient action invoke the past-tense, because they are 
spoken from our present about what God has done ‘before’ we 
arrived where (or when) we are. But this is simply to say that our 

                                                 
22 R. L. Maddox, Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology (Nashville: 
Kingswood Books, 1994), 89. 
23 Jenson, God after God, 165. 
24 Jenson, God after God, 161. 
25 Jenson, God after God, 171. 
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present is God’s past. That God has already been here means that 
our present retrospective musings about God’s action rely on divine 
futurity. The Christian God, then, must be both Alpha and Omega, 
the first and last word. God hedges us in behind and before. Only so 
can God be the ‘great revolutionary’ rather than a pitiable ‘great 
reactionary.’26  

But if God’s being is not merely protological, but eschatological, 
what can be said of this future? Karl Barth’s great innovation, in 
Jenson’s interpretation, is the substitution of Jesus for timeless 
eternity. ‘The gospel of Christ overcomes eternity and promises a 
future exactly in that it narrates a specific – and therefore past – 
story, the story of Jesus, as the future for which we may hope.’27  
Jesus of Nazareth is the content of our future. 

It is, therefore, possible to narrate something about this future 
and to live for this future by taking hold of the past. Open theists 
often understand the future as love, frequently defined as divine 
benevolence allowing feckless creaturely freedom: love is sheer 
possibility. Jenson too defines the future as love, but not so vaguely. 
‘Love-in-general does not subsist, only particular loves,’ and the love 
of the future is ‘Jesus’ love.’28 It is his particular rendition of being-
unto-death consummated by resurrection which is the openness of 
the future.29 The love which obtains in the future is the mutual love 
of the Godhead opened out to include creaturely participation. It is 
the love made possible only because Jesus is the risen Lord. 

I imagine that all this talk of the content of the future may have 
some of my openness brothers and sisters shifting in their seats. 
However, the extent to which the future is open is still an unsettled 
question in openness theology. John Sanders holds that there is 
absolutely no ontological content in the future; while Clark Pinnock, 
on the other hand, has argued that God has infallible knowledge of 
certain future divine actions and, according to the internal logic of 
the openness revision of divine omniscience, therefore the future has 
some limited ontology. 

Does my location of beauty in the future close our prospects or 
entail determinism? There are two observations to make; one is a 
response, the other an evasion. If the gospel is true, then a future 
without beauty is a sheer counter-factual. I imagine that the 

                                                 
26 Jenson, God after God, 171. 
27 Jenson, God after God, 61-62. 
28 Jenson, God after God, 162. 
29 Jenson asserts that were it not for the resurrection, Heidegger would be right. 
Jenson, God after God, 150. 



September 2011 

 19 

 

 

 

 

evangelical heart of open theism will affirm the place of beauty in 
God’s final rule, but attempt to uphold the possibility that things 
could go otherwise. I am merely discounting this possibility because 
our future is God, whose very being is constitutive of beauty. And 
now for the evasion: the charge that allowing the future any content 
necessitates determinism seems to be predicated either on timeless 
deity or on time as a single unified line stretching across the 
classroom board. This, I believe, mistakes the nature of time and 
God’s relation to it. 

Jenson’s whole theological career has been a lengthy polemic 
against predicating timelessness of divinity, a position he arrives at 
by simply allowing Jesus to critique and determine every aspect of 
our theology and philosophy. But God does not simply enter into the 
flow of time from past to future upon creating it, for the very 
directionality of time requires some frame of reference. Being 
subject to time, I can speak of past, present, and future as a 
movement only by looking beyond myself.30 God’s relation to time is 
triunity; it is the ‘accommodation God makes in his own life for 
persons other than the three he himself is.’31 Time is the room which 
opens up between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit for creation to 
obtain. God is not subject to time, but embraces time. 

God is not without time, for Father, Son, and Spirit encompass 
time, but neither is God subject to a simple flow; time is ‘neither 
linear nor cyclical’.32 Jenson proposes that we understand time 
according to a different category: music, and uses the work of 
Jeremy Begbie to make this case.33  

Musical time does not entail a simple past and future held apart 
by an inscrutable present. Instead, in music the past and future are 
held together in the present. Every note carries with it the tensions 
and resolutions that have gone before, while at the same time 
anticipating new tensions and resolutions to come. We can guess at 
the future content of a song, even on first hearing. This is because 

                                                 
30 D. Knight, ‘Jenson on Time’, in C. Gunton, ed., Trinity, Time, and Church: A 
Response to the Theology of Robert Jenson (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
2000), 73. 
31 Jenson, ‘Does God have Time?’ in Essays in Theology of Culture (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans, 1995), 199. 
32 Jenson, ‘Ipse Pater non est impassibilis,’ in Divine Impassibility and the Mystery 
of Human Suffering J. F. Keating and T. J. White eds. (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans, 2009), 124. 
33 Primarily, J. Begbie, Theology, Music, and Time (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000). 
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the structure of musical time operates on multiple levels 
simultaneously.  

We could think of the length of the song as one single unit of 
time, but it is then divided into groups of smaller temporal units: a 
single bar, a theme, a movement, etc. A theme may embrace 
multiple bars, so the time of the theme differs from the time of the 
bar even though they are occurring concurrently. The resolution of 
tension at the level of the bar may be carrying forward tension at the 
level of the theme. Begbie divides these units up as bars and 
hyperbars, which spread out to make an indefinitely complex 
temporal structure. 

The reality of any given time depends on the level of activity you 
intend. When asking after a moment in a song, do you intend the 
level of a meter-bar, which may entail a resolution, or a phrase or 
theme, which at precisely the same moment may be carrying 
forward a tension? Applying these insights to theology we may 
observe that at one level, God is our past, at another our present, 
and another our future; and these in a myriad of ways. 

Musical time stratifies the nature of divine agency and its relation 
to creaturely agency. It may be that at one level God’s grace is 
unilateral, adorning us with restored will, while at another it is 
cooperative. But either case is possible only because of God’s 
temporal prerogative. Kenneth Collins observes something like this 
occurring in Wesley’s sermons – spare of the metaphysical 
reflections – where grace is both synergistic and the work of God 
alone: Outler’s ‘third alternative.’34 For Collins, these are not 
ontological distinctions in grace itself, but differing ways in which 
God works. At times grace operates unilaterally; at other times 
cooperatively. Returning to beauty, we now have a way to say that 
beauty both invites and ensnares, entices and overwhelms. 

A theology of prevenient grace is primarily about divine 
initiative, but our point of reference is the present. It is a way of 
describing God’s gracious presence in the world to give us goodness 
and beauty otherwise unobtainable. To locate beauty in the future, 
therefore, is not to render it entirely inaccessible to us. Were time 
sheer linearity, we would be alienated from beauty by the 
intermediate duration distancing us from beauty’s future. However, 
we are able to make use of the eschatological connection because of 
the rich and plural structure of time. Beauty appears here, because 

                                                 
34 K. J. Collins, The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape of Grace 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 2007), 12. 
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here is precisely where God is establishing our future in Christ. The 
word of the gospel is true and effective now and at all times. It is this 
very word which frees up the future, for it promises the rich 
harmony and sublime beauty of actualised love. It promises a 
concrete future which we can occupy, rather than a bald futurity 
whose sublime formlessness may erase us. 

Beauty always involves a surprise of the unexpected, and so 
participates in the freedom of the future. But this is not a future void 
of content, it is the ceaseless variation and development of the 
fecund harmony of the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Beauty is a 
summons, a call to hope in the radical futurity of this particular past. 
But ‘the End will not close the future – if the end is love.’35 Beauty, 
as the call of the future to temporal beings, is a call to change; at 
once irresistible and nearly always rejected. Our judgements rarely 
agree, but we should not mistake this for a lack of beauty in the 
world. We are not the makers of beauty, beautifying with our 
beholder’s eye, but participants in beauty. If the triune God is the 
universal subjectivity which beautifies, it may well be that our 
judgement is off, and even our well-established consensus of taste 
may be mistaken. But the beauty is real. And because it is real, 
established by the triune God, perhaps the very nature of beauty is 
plural, a real beauty of difference in unity. It may be that our 
differing judgements are not always indicative of error, but of a 
harmony too rich to sort out. Beauty is a song that we are only just 
beginning to hear, a swelling hymn sung by the Creator taking hold 
of us and inviting us to take our parts. 

 

                                                 
35 Jenson, God after God, 162. 
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In recent years, feminist scholarship has raised important objections to the 
visions of ‘autonomy’ produced by the enlightenment. If philosophical 
notions of freedom are indeed covertly male, there are clear ramifications 
for one’s construction of God’s openness and humanity’s freedom. This 
paper will seek to explore the claims of open theism in relationship to the 
feminist critique, with particular attention given to the nature of ‘self’ and 
the idea of ‘freedom,’ and identify some questions that open/freewill theism 
needs to face if it is to respond to the challenges of feminism and post 
modernity. 
____________________________________________________ 

 

‘[H]istory is the combined result of what God and his creatures 
decide to do.’1 So argues Richard Rice, when asserting the nature of 
divine love interacting with history. Thus the human will, or 
individual autonomy, plays a central role in the historical drama. 
That the individual is free to make such reality altering decisions is 
taken for granted in much of the literature of open theism. Certainly 
it has been called from time to time ‘free-will theism,’ a tag that 
proponents have been mostly happy to accept.2 What’s more, the 

                                                 
1 Richard Rice, ‘Biblical Support for a New Perspective,’ in The Openess of God: A 
Biblical Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God, ed. Richard Rice et al 
Clark H. Pinnock (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 16. 
2 William Hasker, ‘A Philosophical Perspective,’ in The Openess of God: A Biblical 
Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God, ed. Richard Rice et al Clark H. 
Pinnock (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1994). In recent years there has been a 
clearer distinctions made (by some) between open theism and free will theism. For 
instance see the revised John Sanders, The God Who Risks: A Theology of Divine 
Providence, rev. ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 217-20.  For the 
purpose of this essay I will be taking an approach akin to Alan R. Rhoda who has 
recently proposed a typology of ‘generic open theism’ to facilitate the discussion 
between open and non open theists. Though Rhoda does identify a number of 
important distinctives, I will argue that the theme of human libertarian autonomy is 
‘generally’ prevalent across the spectrum of open and free will theists.  See Alan R. 
Rhoda, ‘Generic Open Theism and Some Varieties Thereof,’ Religious Studies 44 
(2008): 225-234. 
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debate of incompatibility verse compatibility is often portrayed as a 
grossly simplistic caricature.  When Clark Pinnock presents the old 
two model chestnut, he suggests that the alternative view is of God 
as ‘aloof monarch, removed from the contingencies of the world.’3  
Hasker wonders if what Calvinists believe is ‘even coherent, let alone 
possible,’4 and Sanders paints a picture of determinism so obviously 
illogical, that you would wonder why anyone would ever have fallen 
for such a ruse.5  

Thus in arguing for what he concludes is ‘basic freewill theism’ 
(incorporating what we could also call here open theism), David 
Basinger concludes; ‘all freewill theists maintain that God has 
created a world in which individuals possess libertarian freedom.’6  
Of course, such notions of freedom are hardly alarming in the 
contemporary world. As James K. A. Smith notes,  
 

But what exactly does it mean to be free? Open theism, reflecting a 
contemporary consensus, assumes a libertarian notion of human 
freedom...To be free is to be autonomous and self-determining, free to do 
otherwise. Freedom is freedom of choice. It is this understanding of 
freedom that is enshrined in liberal democracy. This construal of 
freedom is so deeply ingrained in our culture, and even in contemporary 
theology and Christian philosophy, that it's almost impossible to think of 
freedom in any other way.7 

 

Why then, take exception to the confident claims of freedom 
asserted by open/freewill theists? It is not only because of the tone 
of debate, or the dualistic system set up between freedom and 
determinism. Rather, it is because these claims of individual 
autonomy fail to deal with a different, and deeper, set of challenges. 
Of course, I speak of the F word.  It is striking that ‘open/freewill 
theists, as a contemporary theology, is not seriously engaged with 
the questions posed by feminist and post-structuralist theory. The 
idea of autonomy strikes at the heart of gender theory and 
challenges scholars across disciplines to move beyond the false 

                                                 
3 Clark H. Pinnock, ‘Systematic Theology,’ in The Openess of God: A Biblical 
Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God, ed. Richard Rice, Clark H. 
Pinnock et al (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 103. 
4 Hasker, ‘A Philosophical Perspective,’ 143. 
5 I refer most especially to chapters 7 and 8 in Sanders, The God Who Risks: A 
Theology of Divine Providence. 
6 David Basinger, The Case For Freewill Theism: A Philosophical Assesment. 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 141. 
7 James K. A. Smith, ‘What God Knows,’ Christian Century 122: 14 (2005): 31. 
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dichotomy of free and deterministic logic. Ironically (for a feminist), 
open/freewill theism makes appeals to human experience as a way 
to substantiate the claims of genuine human freedom. Pinnock 
states ‘the problem actually lies more in systematic theology than it 
does in religious experience.’8  Whilst feminism would generally 
accuse both categories of patriarchal oppression, it is precisely 
experience that calls feminists to bring the notion of freedom into 
question. Often, it is reflection upon lived reality that causes women 
to question the validity of claims to freedom. When lives are not 
lived as free, one must wonder just who is defending such concepts 
and on what basis.    

In this paper I will critique the open/freewill theist’s concept of 
freedom through the narratives that undergird ‘autonomy.’ I will 
argue that what is really at stake is the notion of subjectivity, an idea 
seemingly overlooked in the open/freewill theist debates. In arguing 
for the necessity of subjectivity, I will suggest some preliminary 
insights from feminist resources, for as one feminist has said ‘the 
subject is dead, long live the female subject.’9 
 
Unravelling Freedom 
 
That Kantian logic forms the underbelly of the open/freewill theism 
defence is immediately apparent. Clark Pinnock cites human 
freedom as exemplary of Kant’s practical reason, pairing it, of 
course, with pure reason as necessary elements in his theological 
pursuit.10 In asking and indeed privileging the question ‘what is a 
human being?’ Kant would make philosophy ‘pre-eminently an 
investigation into the nature of man and assign to it the task of 
discovering fixed universals behind surface differences.’11 It is not 
surprising, therefore, to find the affirmation of universal autonomy 
defended in light of Kant’s ultimate aim for man – that is for man to 
transcend heteronomy and the entanglements of dependency.12 For 

                                                 
8 Pinnock, ‘Systematic Theology,’ 105. 
9 Eileen Schlee, ‘The Subject is Dead, Long Live the Female Subject,’ Feminist Issues 
13:2 (Fall 1993): 69-80. 
10 Clark H. Pinnock, Most Moved Mover: A Theology of God’s Openess (Cumbria: 
Paternoster Press, 2001), 153-54. 
11 Michael Foucault traces Kant’s development of this emphasis; a privileging of 
anthropology that was not found in ‘Critique of Pure Reason’ but developed in Kant’s 
later work. See Foucault, Les Mots et les choses, 352. Cited in Colin Davis, After 
Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories, Theory  (London: Routledge, 2004), 129. 
12 Sarah Coakley notably observes that this is Kant’s response to Rousseau’s 
romanticism. See Sarah Coakley, ‘Gender and Knowledge in Modern Western 
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Kant, reason is not only the vehicle of human freedom but a form of 
existential truth. We are free when we demonstrate through freedom 
that we are indeed free.13 Strangely, such enlightenment reasoning 
continues today in spite of, or perhaps in ignorance of, the sharp 
critique of reason from feminist thinkers. Almost thirty years ago, 
Genevieve Lloyd published ‘The Man of Reason’ in which she traced 
the association of reason with maleness, its development as a 
character ideal, and the way this notion of reason impoverishes both 
female and male.14 Though, in the narrative of humanistic 
autonomy, we may be led to believe in the godlike individual – who 
breaks free rather triumphantly – what we in fact discover is the 
privileged education in logical method afforded naturally to the elite 
of society. Or in Lorraine Code’s words the ideals of the autonomous 
reasoner are ‘the artefacts of a small, privileged group of educated, 
usually preposterous, white men’!15 

Sarah Coakley notes that analytic philosophy is not adept at 
reading this subtext of enlightenment reason.16  
 

One may ask whether these enlightenment conceptions of ‘autonomy’ 
continue to infect – albeit unconsciously – the incompatabilist vision of 
freedom promulgated by many philosophers of religion in response to 
the problem of evil. What difference would it make if this were 
acknowledged? It would, for a start, make it impossible for the 
promulgators of the ‘free will defence’ to proceed as if incompatabilism 
were unproblematic in either gender or class terms.17 

 

                                                                                                       
Philosophy: The ‘Man of Reason’ and the ‘Feminine’ ‘Other’ in Enlightenment and 
Romantic Thought,’ in Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Gender and 
Philosophy, ed. Sarah Coakley (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 93.  
13 This conception of freedom is tightly woven to Kant’s notion of morality. Our 
autonomy is always reflective of our morality and vice versa. We assume something of 
our freedom (based on ontological categories of reason) in the same way as we 
assume ourselves subject to moral laws.   
14 See Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason: ‘Male’ and ‘Female’ in Western 
Philosophy  (London: Routledge, 1984), 65ff. for an evaluation of Kantian autonomy.  
15 Lorraine Code, ‘Taking Subjectivity into Account,’ in Feminist Epistemologies 
(Thinking Gender), ed. Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter (New York: Routledge, 
Chapman and Hall, 1993), 21. 
16 Galen Strawson provides an example of this within the analytic tradition. He writes 
that an awareness of self ‘comes to every normal human being, in some sense, in 
childhood.’  See Galen Strawson, ‘The Self,’ in Personal Identity ed. Raymond Martin 
and John Barresi, Blackwell Readings in Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 339.  
17 Sarah Coakley, ‘Analytic Philosophy of Religion in Feminist Perspective: Some 
Questions,’ in Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Gender and Philosophy, ed. 
Sarah Coakley (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 99-100. 
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Similarly, in the open/freewill theist debate, scholars such as 
Pinnock and Sanders are appealing to these very notions of freedom 
and playing by the logician’s rules with apparently no awareness that 
this particular notion of freedom is itself being undone.18 As Rhoda 
notes ‘the type of contingency that open theists chiefly have in mind 
is creaturely libertarian freedom.’19 Indeed the problem goes deeper. 
For at the root of freedom and any ideal of autonomy is the difficulty 
of subjectivity. William Hasker highlights this succinctly in a 
standard definition of freedom. 
 

If I am free in this sense, then whether or not the action is performed 
depends on me; by deciding to perform the action I bring it about that 
things happen in a certain way, quite different from some other, 
equally possible, way things might have happened had I refrained from 
the action.20 

  
Though in Hasker - and in popular contemporary culture - we 

may simply and uncritically declare ‘it is all about me,’ what does it 
mean if there is no me? 
 
Subjectivity in Contemporary Thought 
 
It must first be noted that notions of the self are not historically 
ubiquitous.21 Historians have traced the emergence of the forms of 
self awareness we associate with subjectivity as a slow development. 
Colin Morris suggests that what we now consider to be subjectivity 
began conceptually in the Middle Ages and only reached its pinnacle 
in post-enlightenment philosophy.22 Yet in the current age, the 
concept of subjectivity has taken, what is perhaps best described as a 

                                                 
18 Ironically Clark Pinnock briefly comments (as a footnote) that feminists in general, 
handle the complexities of power with much finesse. See Pinnock, ‘Systematic 
Theology,’ 102. 
19 Rhoda, ‘Generic open theism and some varieties thereof,’ 230. Rhoda does note that 
it is possible to defend open theism without an explicit commitment to libertarian 
notions of freedom yet maintains the observation that what we generally see at work 
is such a model.  
20 Hasker, ‘A Philosophical Perspective,’ 137. 
21 Schlee quotes Belsey in declaring ‘[the subject] was even an ideological construct; 
the subject was never an a priori state of being.’ See Schlee, ‘The Subject is Dead, 
Long Live the Female Subject,’ 1. 
22 Colin Morris’ highly influential ‘The Discovery of an Individual’ argues that in the 
year 1050 the social changes necessary for such a development began in European 
society. See Colin Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, 1050-1200 (Toronto: 
Medieval Academy of America, 1987). 
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savage beating. Martin Heidegger was notable in his critique of the 
assumed separation of subject from world. Ontological factors drove 
him to consider our experience of the world a more pressing 
question and his insistence that the subject was a philosophical 
construct is still widely accepted.23  Furthermore, in the aftermath of 
Freud’s discovery of the subconscious, a whole new set of factors 
demanded consideration in the pursuit of self. The politics of 
subjectivity became of major concern to an expanding group of 
academics. Much of this political destabilisation is credited to 
Michael Foucault24 but it is also true that a feminist reading of 
Freud’s phallocentric model of differentiation brought about 
widespread suspicion regarding the ideal of personal identity.25 
Linda Alcoff surmises; 
 

[T]he self-contained, authentic subject conceived by humanism to be 
discoverable below a veneer of cultural and ideological overlay is in 
reality a construct of that very humanistic discourse. The subject is not a 
locus of authorial intentions or natural attributes or even a privileged, 
separate consciousness…There is no essential core ‘natural’ to us.26 

 
The critique is linked to the elevated status of freedom and the 

failure of the elite philosophers of modernity to consider realities 
unlike their own. Indeed, ‘the revelation that the universal was in 
fact based on a distinctly male experience of selfhood galvanized 
feminist theory.’27 While this may seem shocking news for those who 
assume the enlightenment model of freedom as self evident, post- 
structural theorists, feminists and various postmodern writers are 
happy to go about exploring new concepts of being beyond the 

                                                 
23 Nick Mansfield, Subjectivity: Theories of the Self from Freud to Haraway (New 
York: New York University Press, 2000), 23. 
24 Foucault is often read as completely deconstructing notions of the self, however 
close readers of his later work will argue that Foucault defends the subjective self and 
in no way abandons the self as previously assumed. See for instance Justin Infinito, 
‘Ethical Self Formation: A Look at the Later Foucault,’ Educational Theory 53:2 
(2003): 155-71. 
25 This criticism probably starts with de Beauvior’s ‘The Second Sex’ but reaches 
somewhat of a climax in the works of Irigaray and Kristeva. See Simone de Beauvoir, 
The Seond Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2010). Julia Kristeva, Powers and Horrors: An Essay on Abjection  
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1982). Luce Irigaray and Margaret Whitford, 
The Irigaray Reader (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 
26 Linda Alcoff (1988), 415, cited in Schlee, ‘The Subject is Dead, Long Live the Female 
Subject,’ 2. 
27 Alcoff, 415, in Schlee, 2. 
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unified subject. Australian Cultural theorist, Nick Mansfield, 
outlines the effects of this undoing.   
 

I would have to say that not only do I not believe that an ultimate theory 
of the subject is possible, I also do not want one. It is the discussion itself 
that is of interest. It is worth noting that a genealogical approach, rather 
than a metaphysical approach to the subject flies in the face of one of the 
oldest duties of thought in the West, the Socratic/Platonic command, 
renewed in the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, to ‘know oneself.’ In 
postmodern theory…this very command has been seen as destructive. 
Much contemporary thought aims to protect us from anything as 
definitive as self-knowledge.’28 

 
Changing the Subject 
 
How might those of us who wish to defend some concept of human 
freedom proceed? I have already argued that we ought to be rather 
reserved about any straightforward reliance upon (or appeal to) 
enlightenment notions of freedom. Continued uncritical appeals to 
such concepts may simply fail in light of critiques from post modern 
theory.29  Should we instead give up on the subject in recognition of 
the extensive fragmentation that permeates any notions of self? 
Certainly those whose chief concern is a doctrine of free-will would 
respond in the negative. I am sympathetic to these concerns (though 
the notion of freedom must in my view, systematically attend to the 
feminist critique). Yet I am more concerned at this stage for a 
framework of subjectivity that responds to the contemporary 
challenges. In movements towards the post-subject something 
critically important is surrendered. As Eileen Schlee notes; 
 

One is tempted to quit very early in the project. But piecing together 
female subjectivity is yet a necessary task, given its history as a non-
thing; we must seek to understand how it is constituted in order to arrive 
at some sort of truth about reality for women.30 

 

Mary McClintock Fulkerson describes the next stage as ‘changing 
the subject,’ an apt description that points to a new paradigm of 

                                                 
28 Mansfield, Subjectivity: Theories of the Self from Freud to Haraway, 7. 
29 I have made reference to some forms of post-structuralism in this paper; however 
this comment is made against the wide and varied backdrop of ‘postmodernism’ in 
general.  
30 Schlee, ‘The Subject is Dead, Long Live the Female Subject,’ 69.  
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subjective reality. 31  In the final part of this paper I will suggest three 
areas that can illuminate this change of subject and may ultimately 
assist open/freewill theism in its defence of free will.  

First, the subject must be placed within a historicised and 
communal context. Linda Alcoff argues that the subject of history 
must not be considered apart from history.32 The failure of 
libertarian free will was not only the privileging of the western white 
male, but also the emergence of an almost archetypal picture of a 
free man. Given the profound paradigm shift of the twentieth 
century, it is of little surprise, that Kant’s man of reason would be so 
heavily criticised and dismissed. By moving towards a historicised 
approach, new categories of subjectivity become available to those 
for whom the privileged awareness of Kant’s model fails. In addition, 
such a move would de-divinise enlightenment notions of reason. 
Alcoff says of this historicising of subjectivity 
 

This will waylay the tendency to produce general, universal, or essential 
accounts by making all our conclusions contingent and reversible. Thus, 
through a conception of human subjectivity as an emergent property of a 
historicized experience, we can say ‘feminine subjectivity is constructed 
here and now in such and such a way’ without this ever entailing a 
universalizable maxim.33 

 
Consequently, the context of community and culture will be 

understood as imperative in any notion of emerging subjectivity. 
Some psychoanalytic schools may prove important here. As Diana 
Meyers writes: ‘In psychoanalytic feminism, I have found a salutary 
corrective to philosophy’s moral subject. Unlike most philosophers, 
psychoanalytic feminists appreciate the role of culturally transmitted 
imagery in shaping people’s moral perception.’34 Understanding the 
importance of context highlights the difficulty of universals and 
brings us to our second corrective.  

The Subject must be differentiated. The idea of difference is at 
the core of most feminist debate. Whilst there is a complex internal 
debate here among gender theorists (I think particularly of the 

                                                 
31 Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Changing the Subject: Women’s Discourses and 
Feminist Theology  (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2001), 11. 
32 Linda Alcoff, ‘Cultural Feminism Versus Post-Structuralism: The Identity Crisis in 
Feminist Theory,’ Signs: Journal of Women, Culture and Society 13:3 (Spring) 
(1988): 430. 
33 Alcoff, ‘Cultural Feminism Versus Post-Structuralism,’ 431. 
34 Diana Tietjens Meyers, Subjection and Subjectivity: Psychoanalytic Feminism and 
Moral Philosophy  (New York: Routledge, 1994), 3. 
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polarity set up between the scholarship of Luce Irigaray and Judith 
Butler) what is common to most feminists is the insistence on 
moving beyond essentialised gender categories.35 It is these very 
categories that are coded to interpret experience and construct 
subjectivity. In terms of feminist semiotic theories, there is a sense 
that this entails a dramatic increase of signifiers – a movement 
towards a more nuanced and problematised language. Difference is 
also the affirmation of gender transgression; indeed the potential for 
all manner of transgression. That is, subjectivity will be considered 
in close relationship to questions of gender identity and a move 
beyond so called normative gender markers. Fulkerson draws out 
the difference embedded in faith communities and argues that 
multiple shades of difference form part of the very definition of 
resistance and oppression.36 Thus, what one community experiences 
as liberating is textualised in a different manner by a different 
community.  

Finally, the Subject must be reinterpreted within epistemological 
categories. To recognise the subject as the ‘knower’ is hardly 
revolutionary. Self knowledge, is, as John Perry argues, the central 
part of a person’s self concept.37 Yet feminist scholar Lorraine Code, 
wants to critique how this has been traditionally read. In the ‘S 
knows that P’ epistemologies of modern philosophy, the we 
statements imply subjectivity in very limited terms (in fact Code 
places the same charges on anti-foundationalists such as Richard 
Rorty).38 Here Code argues that the knower essentially becomes the 
known (and thus objectified) when the knower falls outside the 
narrow and dominant social group in western capitalist societies 
(educated white men). Such epistemology assumes that observation 
of everyday objects can be applied universally, or more specifically 
applied to a human subject. But Code suggests that knowing other 
people is equally formative. Code argues that Locke’s tabula rasa, or 
Descartes’ radical doubt, bypass the epistemic significance of early 
experience of other people.39  It is in the interplay of relationship, 
and awareness of other subjects that we develop awareness of 

                                                 
35 For instance see Nick Mansfield’s chapter on ‘Femininity’ in Mansfield, 
Subjectivity: Theories of the Self from Freud to Haraway. 
36 Fulkerson, Changing the Subject: Women’s Discourses and Feminist Theology, 
377-85.   
37 John Perry, Identity, Personal Identity, and the Self (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 2002), 190. 
38 Code, ‘Taking Subjectivity into Account,’ 23. 
39 Code, 33.  
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personal subjectivity – a point commonly missed in epistemological 
discussion. Code writes ‘in knowing other people, a knower’s 
subjectivity is implicated from its earliest development stages; in 
such knowing, her or his subjectivity is produced and reproduced.’40 
A move towards communal frameworks, and with particular 
emphasis on epistemology, will also affirm our previous points that 
subjectivity must be historicised and differentiated. If testing was 
requested, it would require a methodology precisely in contrast to 
Descartes’ solo pursuit.  What’s more there is a reciprocal effect, by 
which Code asserts that not only should epistemology more broadly 
consider epistemological frameworks, but conversely, epistemology 
must always take subjectivity into account.41 

Of course each of these ‘correctives’ as I have called them may be 
charged with relativism. There is no doubt that they mark a shift 
towards context. But this does not imply a denial of the real. In her 
argument for moral subjectivity, Diana Meyers argues that her 
methods ‘capture the distinctive blend  of an individual’s moral 
capacities and ideals or the distinctive blend of society’s traditions, 
resources and aspirations.’42 The realist/relativist dichotomy is false. 
There could well be another way. Indeed Code argues that the 
positive sides of these dichotomies have been caricatures to create a 
certainty that was never there.43 In this sense Code argues for a 
common scepticism that is uncertain about definite knowledge but 
not so about the existence of reality.  
 
Subjectivity and Open/Freewill Theism 
 
So how do these arguments about subjectivity relate to open/freewill 
theism? I will conclude with some brief comments on the 
implications of such thinking. These are merely pointers that in my 
mind raise the kind of questions that open/freewill theism needs to 
face if it is to respond to the challenges of feminism and post 
modernity.44  

                                                 
40 Code, 38.  
41 Code, 39.  
42 Meyers, Subjection and Subjectivity: Psychoanalytic Feminism and Moral 
Philosophy, 169. 
43 Code, ‘Taking Subjectivity into Account,’ 40. 
44 An interesting critique of open theism is offered in an essay by Jason C. Robinson 
who calls this model of theology a full-fledged capitalist model. He notes ‘this essay 
was born of a sincere desire for dialogue and the belief that we cannot have deep 
conversation until we recognize open theism as a preconscious response to the 
demands for success made by those living in a free-market society.’ See Jason C. 
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Placing the subject within a historicised and communal context 
liberates the Kantian framework from false universals and places the 
free will defence in an entirely different playing field. Notions of 
freedom will thus be recognised as dynamic and playing out in the 
arena of history. This is, after all, congruent with the open/freewill 
theist’s understanding of God and revelation. A dynamic communal 
approach to the individual’s sense of self will also understand that it 
is not in the construction of theology or philosophy that freedom is 
defined, but that it is also the act of community interpreting freedom 
(in a multiplicity of ways). In terms of difference, the open theist is 
confronted with the political nature of subjectivity. Here libertarian 
notions of freedom are challenged to confront the questions posed 
by feminists; who exactly is free and how is that demonstrated? 
Difference seeks to uncover signifiers and move the boundaries that 
modern categories of reason seek to uphold at all costs.  

Finally, this brings us to the systems of knowing that undergird 
the open theist pursuit. Where logical methods fail (as in the 
intractable Free-will/Calvinist debates) I would argue that the 
epistemological frameworks require a total reinterpretation. What 
does it mean to know? How can we speak of what we know? These 
are the paramount questions proponents of both free will and 
deterministic theism need to ask to rescue the debate from a mere 
exchange of incommensurable positions. Without a fresh reading, 
both schools risk becoming antiquated in the context of postmodern 
theory and atheism. As open/freewill theists continue to point 
towards the very becoming of God, then surely the discussion will 
begin to consider more seriously how God’s freedom is becoming in 
this generation, right here and right now.  

                                                                                                       
Robinson, ‘Freewill Theism Doing Business in a Free-Market Society ‘ Theology 
Today 66 (2006): 175. 
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This paper draws on Thomas Kuhn’s concept of ‘paradigm shift’ to 
highlight the breakdown in the paradigm of classical theism and the 
(re)emergence of an alternative - relational theism. The failure to solve a 
noteworthy puzzle within the two-natures Christology serves as a case 
study for the problem at the heart of classical theism. Richard Swinburne’s 
theory of the ‘two-minds’ of Christ is considered and shown to be 
inconsistent because it operates out of the classical  paradigm in which a 
distinction is drawn between God and the world, and by implication, the 
divine and human in Christ, such that the true humanity of Christ is 
obscured. We can expect that at a time of epistemological crisis alternative 
paradigms will vie for the allegiance of the theological community. Indeed 
the (re)emergence of relational theism should come as no surprise and the 
competition between the competing paradigms should be welcomed.  

__________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
 
Relational theism presents as an alternative to the classical 
theological paradigm that in my view has irremediably broken down. 
Indeed it is the ongoing failure of the classical paradigm that I wish 
to draw attention to in this paper. By pressing home the cumulative 
failures of the ‘normal’ paradigm I hope to provide good reasons why 
theologians should take seriously the alternative relational 
paradigm. Of course the importance of such justification cannot be 
overstated given the weight of evidence that would be required for a 
paradigm shift in theology to occur.1    

In this paper I use the term ‘relational theism’ rather than ‘open’ 
or ‘process theism’ when referring to the alternative and competing 
theological paradigm. I could just as easily have used the term 
‘panentheism’ to identify that family of views that share common 

                                                 
1 I am using the term ‘paradigm shift’ here in the Kuhnian sense of a wholescale 
epistemological conversion. Since Kuhn coined the phrase, ‘paradigm shift’ has come 
to be identified with more minor epistemic shifts.  



Aldersgate Papers, vol. 8                   

 34  

roots in Plato and Plotinus and, according to John Cooper, can quite 
accurately be referred to as ‘the other God of the Philosophers.’2 
Relational theism (or panentheism) is therefore the broader 
category that includes process and open views. Cooper distinguishes 
the two theologies in the following way: 
 

In brief, panentheism affirms that although God and the world are 
ontologically distinct and God transcends the world, the world is “in” 
God ontologically. In contrast, classical theism posits an unqualified 
distinction between God and the world: although intimately related, 
God and creatures are always and entirely other than one another.3   

 
In his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas 

Kuhn identifies the conditions leading to a scientific paradigm shift. 
Firstly, there is a breakdown in the “normal” paradigm. Secondly, an 
alternative paradigm presents itself for consideration.4 Thirdly there 
is competition between paradigms for the allegiance of the scientific 
community. According to Kuhn, 

 
…paradigm testing occurs only after persistent failure to solve a 
noteworthy puzzle has given rise to crisis. And even then it occurs only 
after the sense of crisis has evoked an alternative candidate for 
paradigm. In the sciences the testing situation never consists, as 
puzzle-solving does, simply in the comparison of a single paradigm 
with nature. Instead, testing occurs as part of the competition between 
two rival paradigms for the allegiance of the scientific community.5  

        
I accept that what Kuhn claims for science and the scientific 

community is readily applicable to theology and the theological 
community.  

The purpose of this paper is not to present a history or an 
explication of the relational paradigm. Nor is it the purpose to 

                                                 
2 John W. Cooper, Panentheism: The Other God of the Philosophers (Nottingham: 
Apollos, 2007). Cooper uses the terms ‘Relational Theology’ and ‘Panentheism’ 
interchangeably. 
3 Cooper, Panentheism, 18. 
4 In Kuhn’s reckoning the alternative scientific paradigm historically succeeds the 
‘normal’ one because the ‘new’ one is new precisely because it is novel and so explains 
all that the previous one could not. In theology, however, a competing paradigm may 
not necessarily be novel in that it may have existed in some form concurrently with 
the ‘normal’ or traditional theological paradigm. This possibility does not reduce the 
power of a Kuhnian analysis as applied to theology.  
5 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1996), 145. 
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defend it against its better known competitor. Rather, it is simply to 
justify its place in the theological landscape as an alternative to the 
‘normal’ paradigm. By highlighting the breakdown in the classical 
paradigm due to its ‘failure to solve a noteworthy puzzle’ I hope to 
show that pursuing an alternative is to be considered a perfectly 
reasonable option at a time of epistemological crisis.6    

Let us then consider the breakdown in the ‘normal’ (classical) 
paradigm that Kuhn considers a necessary condition for a paradigm 
shift to occur. I contend that the breakdown is due to the failure of 
theologians working in the ‘normal’ paradigm to overcome the 
dualism at its heart. As I have recently argued, metaphysical dualism 
is the problem in the classical model that will not go away.7 The 
traditional model with its doctrine of creation ex nihilo sets God and 
the world and the divine and human in Christ over against each 
other to such an extent that it becomes exceedingly difficult to give 
an adequate explanation of how the two terms in each instance are 
related. 

John Robinson highlighted this same point some forty years ago 
now when he made the claim that theism is unable to transcend 
dualism. 

 
It polarizes God and the world as though they existed alongside each 
other in unresolved juxtaposition. This dualism runs through all the 
characteristic language of Western theism. It speaks of  

 
God and the world 
Heaven and earth 
Eternity and time 
The infinite and the finite 
Transcendence and Immanence 
The one and the many 
Good and evil 
The divine nature and the human in Christ 
[and I would add 
Soul and body ]8 

 
The problematic dualism at the heart of the classical paradigm 

has resulted in the ongoing failure of those working in the classical 

                                                 
6 An epistemological crisis occurs as a result of a breakdown in the normal puzzle 
solving activity.   
7 Dean Smith, ‘Christology in Crisis: An Assessment and Response,’ PhD thesis 
University of Queensland, 2009. http://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:203098  
8 John Robinson, Exploration into God (London and Oxford: Mowbrays, 1977), 139. 

http://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:203098
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paradigm adequately to account for genuine human freedom and the 
substantial reality, and by implication intrinsic value, of the created 
world. At the macro level these problems are played out in the 
articulation of the God-world relationship. At the micro level the 
problems are played out in the articulation of the human-divine 
relationship in Christ.   

Now given the constraints of a single paper it is not possible for 
me to show by way of a historical survey how the classical paradigm 
has irremediably broken down.9 What I will attempt, however, is a 
much more modest task. By singling out one of the most recent 
apologies for classical Christological paradigm I will add to the 
accumulative failures of the classical tradition to address its most 
‘noteworthy puzzle.’ The problems in Christology are not unrelated 
to the most basic problems in the classical paradigm. Indeed the 
problems in Christology simply reflect and reinforce the problems at 
the heart of classical theism. By adding to the weight of evidence for 
the breakdown in the classical model I hope to show that relational 
theism as an alternative model of God deserves more careful 
attention by theologians generally. As stated earlier it is not my 
intention in this paper to defend relational theism against classical 
theism, but it certainly is my view that it does provide a robust 
account both of human freedom and the intrinsic value of the 
created world, the very issues the classical model founders upon.  
 
Swinburne’s Attempt to Solve a Noteworthy Puzzle 
 
The problem for Christology comes down to this – ‘How do we 
adequately explain how a divine person can take on a human way of 
being in the world without completely overwhelming the humanity 
of that same person?’ This has really been the challenge for Christian 
theologians for nearly two millennia. When we look carefully we can 
see that it is the humanity of Jesus that has most often been seen as 
the casualty in the Chalcedonian creed. How can one truly speak of 
Jesus having true human freedom when his freedom was not his 
own but that of the Logos? We are to believe that the human Jesus 
was like us in every way except that he did not sin only to find that 
on account of his being in essence the Eternal Logos, the second 
Person of the Trinity, he could not have possibly sinned. 

Swinburne accepts the classical Christian view that in the person 
of Jesus Christ, the divine became human. He argues that it is 

                                                 
9 For such a historical survey refer to Dean Smith, ‘Christology in Crisis.’ 
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probable that God chose to share our human nature based upon the 
fact that humans do not merely suffer but do much wrong.10 
Swinburne then asks the question ‘how will a loving God respond to 
the suffering and wrongdoing of these feeble but partly rational 
creatures whom he has made?’ He goes on to outline his strategy: 

 
I will argue in this chapter that a priori we would expect God to 
respond to our suffering and wrongdoing by himself living a human 
life. God would live a human life by one divine person becoming 
human (that is, ‘becoming incarnate’).11     

 
What is of particular interest here is Swinburne’s understanding 

of the nature-person problematic and his understanding of what it 
means for God to live a human life. He has elsewhere shown himself 
to be committed to a Cartesian or Platonic view of the human soul. 
Indeed he believes that possession of the same is the most 
distinctive human attribute.12 Yet while Swinburne recognises that it 
is the soul that individuates us as human persons, given the one 
person/two natures conclusion of Chalcedon it cannot therefore be 
the case that Christ had a soul in the ordinary sense. In regards to 
his understanding of Chalcedon, he maintains that ‘the Council 
could not have meant by this that there were in Christ both a divine 
and human soul in my sense of “soul”.13 Instead, it must have 
intended ‘human soul’ in an Aristotelian sense (body-dependent 
form), ‘as saying that Christ had a human way of thinking…as well as 
his divine way.’14  

Like Aquinas before him Swinburne explicates the ‘two-natures’ 
hypothesis in terms of ‘two-minds.’ In many respects his approach is 
similar to that of Thomas Morris. Like Morris, Swinburne is not 
interested in any account that would compromise the integrity of the 
divine nature. In becoming human the divine person does not empty 
himself as in kenotic accounts. Indeed, ‘being essentially divine, he 
could not cease to be divine.’15 The Incarnate Christ must therefore 
remain omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly free, eternal and 
metaphysically necessary. Yet the Christian claim is that Jesus was 

                                                 
10 Richard Swinburne, Was Jesus God? (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 
39. 
11 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 39.  
12 David Brown, review of The Christian God, by Richard Swinburne, in Journal of 
Theological Studies, 47:1 (1996):  388. 
13 Richard Swinburne, The Christian God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 196. 
14 Swinburne, The Christian God, 197. 
15 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 41. 
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human as well as divine. Swinburne poses the question: ‘how could a 
divine person acquire this human way of thinking with its 
accompanying body in addition to but separate from his own 
essential divine way of thinking?’16 In answering this question 
Swinburne draws upon the findings of modern psychology giving 
weight to his ‘two-minds’ hypothesis. 

As a possible analogy of the human and divine minds in Christ, 
Swinburne introduces us to Freud’s divided mind hypothesis. It was 
Freud who helped us understand how the same person could have 
two systems of belief that are in some sense independent. Swinburne 
presents the following explanation and scenario: 

 
Freud described people who sometimes, when performing some 
actions, act only on one system of beliefs and are not guided by the 
beliefs of the other system; and conversely. Although all the beliefs of 
such a person are accessible to him, he refuses to admit to his 
consciousness the beliefs of the one system when he is acting in the 
light of the other system of beliefs. Thus, to take a well-worn example, 
a mother may refuse to acknowledge to herself a belief that her son is 
dead or to allow some of her actions to be guided by it. When asked if 
she believes that he is dead, she says ‘No’, and this is an honest reply, 
for it is guided by those beliefs of which she is conscious. Yet other 
actions of hers may be guided by the belief that her son is dead (even 
though she does not admit that belief to consciousness); for instance, 
she may throw away some of his possessions. The refusal to admit a 
belief to consciousness is of course itself also something that the 
mother refuses to admit to herself to be happening.17 

 
From such an example we can, according to Swinburne, see how 

a divine person, in becoming incarnate, could allow himself to have 
a separate set of semi-beliefs. Swinburne explains that these semi-
beliefs are caused in him as they are in us, by stimuli interacting 
with the sense organs. The divine person would then have a set of 
beliefs belonging to the divine mind as well as a set of semi-beliefs 
belonging to the human mind. The divine belief system will then 
include the knowledge that his human system contains the beliefs it 
does, and it will contain those beliefs in the human system that are 
true. Here there is the acknowledgement by Swinburne that the 
human belief system may include false beliefs.  

 

                                                 
16 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 42.   
17 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 42. 
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We thus get a picture of a divine consciousness and a human 
consciousness of God Incarnate, the divine consciousness including the 
human consciousness, but the human consciousness not including the 
divine consciousness.18 

 
Swinburne acknowledges the possibility that just as the beliefs of 

a divided mind might be contradictory, so the beliefs of the human 
Jesus might contradict the beliefs of the divine Jesus. We can make 
sense of this, claims Swinburne, if we consider the case of the 
mother who has the belief that her son is dead and the belief that her 
son is alive. In this particular case only one of these beliefs forms 
part of a general view of the world. The other simply guides the 
subject’s actions in certain circumstances. 

According to Swinburne the human acts of God Incarnate would 
be the public acts done through his human body along with the 
private mental events that correlated with the brain-states of that 
body. If the claim is that God Incarnate had a body much like ours, 
then it must be the case, according to Swinburne, that the capacities 
of the human body of the Incarnate Christ must not be radically 
different from our own. Because God is unable to divest himself of 
his essential properties he would not have limited his powers, but 
instead would have taken on an additional limited way of operating 
in the world. So, according to Swinburne, ‘using the notion of the 
divided mind, we can coherently suppose a divine person to become 
incarnate while remaining divine, and yet act and feel much like 
ourselves.’19  

Swinburne is keen to highlight the human qualities of God 
Incarnate. Just as the omnipotent God would have taken on 
additional limited ways of operating so the wholly free and good God 
would also acquire human desires. Swinburne argues that desires 
incline us to perform certain actions and that the desires of the kinds 
to which humans are subject often incline us to perform actions that 
are less than the best or even bad. He then reiterates the point that 
people only have a free choice between what they believe to be the 
best and bad, or less than the best, if their desire to do less than the 
best or bad is stronger than their desire to do the best. According to 
Swinburne, God would have ensured in his human actions that he 
would not be subject to such stronger desires that would allow the 
human Jesus to do any wrong action. The human Jesus must then 

                                                 
18 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 43.  
19 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 44. 
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have had access to such true moral beliefs as would allow him to be 
aware of his duties.  

 
Even though God Incarnate could not do wrong, he may, however, 
though not allowing himself to be aware of his divine beliefs, have been 
inclined to believe that he might succumb to temptation to do wrong 
and thus, in the situation of temptation, he could have felt as we do. 20 

 
According to Swinburne, while it is wrong to put oneself in a 

position where one is liable to do wrong, there is nothing wrong with 
someone putting oneself in a position where one is liable to choose a 
less than the best action, or indeed a bad action, so long as the bad 
action is not a wrong action. We have already been alerted to the fact 
that Swinburne makes a distinction between a bad action and a 
wrong action thus allowing for the possibility of Jesus performing a 
less than the best or even a bad action but not a wrong action. In his 
definition of freedom Swinburne points out that a perfectly free 
person unswayed by irrational desires would naturally do what he 
believed to be the best action if indeed he believed there was a best 
action. It is just at this point however, that Swinburne inserts a 
qualification into his definition of freedom to allow for the 
possibility of God Incarnate being tempted by desires to do less than 
the best actions just as is the case for other human persons. He goes 
on to define a perfectly free person as ‘one subject to no irrational 
desires except in so far as, uninfluenced by such desires, he chooses 
to allow himself to act while being influenced by such desires 
(though not compelled to yield to them).’21 With such a qualification 
it is then possible to imagine that while uninfluenced by any 
considerations except those of reason, God Incarnate could have 
chosen at a time to allow himself to perform certain actions that 
were not the best actions, perhaps even a bad action, while open to 
the influence of irrational desires. God Incarnate may put himself in 
the situation of temptation of this kind in order to share our human 
condition as much as possible.   

Now there are a number of problems with Swinburne’s account 
that have a familiar ring to them. What is at stake is Christ’s 
humanity. We are presented again not with one who is like us in 
every respect, but one who is very different to us in the most 
fundamental ways. What are we to make of Swinburne’s attempts to 

                                                 
20 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 45. 
21 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 46. 
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show that the human Jesus was like us?  Swinburne claims that God 
would have ensured in his human actions that he would not be 
subject to such stronger desires that would allow the human Jesus to 
do any wrong action. Further, we are to imagine that while 
uninfluenced by any considerations except those of reason, God 
Incarnate could have chosen at a time to allow himself to do certain 
actions that were not the best actions, perhaps even a bad action, 
while open to the influence of irrational desires. God Incarnate may 
have put himself in the situation of temptation of this kind in order 
to share our human condition as much as possible. 

In what way though are such limitations on the human Jesus 
remotely like those on humans in general? Swinburne speaks of 
Christ in terms of being perfectly free and subject to no irrational 
desires unless he allows himself to act while being open to such 
irrational desires. If Swinburne is going to draw on the work of 
Freud to bolster his case for the ‘two-minds’ hypothesis, surely he 
cannot ignore the findings of Freud and other psychologists on the 
irrational forces brought to bear on human decision making and 
human behaviour. Humans clearly do not always act according to 
rational decision-making processes. The alcoholic might 
acknowledge his addiction prior to taking his next drink, the highly 
intelligent obsessive-compulsive sufferer may well acknowledge her 
problem, yet neither is simply free to live their lives uninfluenced by 
irrational forces. If we then point out that these irrational forces are 
the result of sin and that Christ is not affected in the way that we are, 
then what are we to make of the claim that Christ was human like 
us? It seems rather an empty claim.    

I pose the following question to Swinburne. If the claim is made 
of God Incarnate that he was indeed free yet was not capable of 
doing wrong, then does it not make sense to suppose that we have 
here a better model of humanity than the one with which we are all 
too familiar? If the Incarnation is not limited to one instance, and 
there is nothing in Swinburne’s account that would tell against such 
a possibility, then does it not seem perfectly reasonable to suppose 
that on such a view we could imagine a world in which humans 
could act freely yet not perform wrong actions? With such great evil 
in the world it would seem that given Swinburne’s account, God has 
overlooked a possible concept of humanity that a philosopher, albeit 
an eminent one, has been able to develop. That is, unless there is a 
logical incoherence in ‘freedom’ and ‘always choosing the good.’ 
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Swinburne seems to be caught on the horns of a dilemma. If his 
account of Christ’s freedom can be shown to be an adequate model 
for the human Jesus this would seem to tell against the goodness of 
God. If on the other hand the model can be shown to be inadequate 
then this tells against the humanity of Christ.  

According to Tim Bayne, one of the major problems for the 
inclusion model is that it fails to provide an adequate account of the 
unity of consciousness. 22  

 
Swinburne points to a number of empirical parallels to the inclusionist 
model, but the force of his discussion is blunted by the fact that it is far 
from clear that the disorders he refers to – repression and self-
deception involve parallel streams of consciousness. It is one thing to 
say that a subject might have two doxastic systems, each of which 
might inform her behaviour on different occasions, but it is quite 
another thing to claim that a single subject of experience might, at one 
and the same time, have two streams of consciousness. Pathologies of 
repression and self-deception support the former claim, but the 
inclusionist defends the latter one.23   

 
Just how then does Swinburne conceive of the unity of the two 

streams of consciousness in the person of Christ? Bayne argues that 
he grounds the unity of Christ in the fact that he has (is) a single 
divine soul.24 Yet on the other hand it is substance dualism that, 
according to Swinburne, can account for the unity of consciousness 
in Christ. Here is what Swinburne has to say: 

 
My conclusion – that truths about persons are other than truths about 
their bodies and parts thereof – is, I suggest, forced upon anyone who 
reflects seriously on the fact of the unity of consciousness over time 
and at a time. A framework of thought which makes sense of this fact is 
provided if we think of a person as body plus soul, such that the 
continuing of the soul alone guarantees the continuing person.25 
   

It would appear that the claims of Swinburne are inconsistent. On 
the one hand it is in virtue of the fact that Christ has (is) a single soul 
that we can conceive of the unity of Christ. Yet if he has (is) a single 
soul then it is difficult to account for the two consciousness states 

                                                 
22 Tim Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation: Problems and Prospects,’ 
Religious Studies 37 (2001): 125-141. 
23 Tim Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation: Problems and Prospects,’ 128. 
24 Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation,’ 134. 
25 Richard Swinburne, The Evolution of the Soul (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 
160. 
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that are co-subjective.26 According to Bayne it would seem to be 
logically impossible for a single subject to have two streams of 
consciousness, for if this was possible would it not also be possible 
for these to fuse into one? This is a possibility Swinburne, however, 
rejects.  

If on the other hand, substance dualism is required to account for 
the unity of consciousness in Christ, how are we to conceive of the 
unity of consciousness in Christ? Would it not be more logical to 
suppose that the presence of two streams of consciousness in Christ 
would commit us to positing two subjects of experience in the one 
human being?27 It has been observed that patients whose corpus 
callosum has been severed sometimes behave in ways that would 
suggest they have two streams of consciousness. But while we may 
be tempted to take this as evidence for the dual consciousness 
hypothesis there may be good reasons to infer that we have two 
distinct subjects. Indeed it is just this conclusion that Swinburne 
seems to accept as a possibility. He writes:  
 

[I]t is a crucial issue whether by the [commissurotomy] operation we 
have created two persons. Experimenters seek to discover by the 
responses in speech, writing or other means whether one subject is co-
experiencing the different visual, auditory, olfactory, etc., sensations 
caused through the sense organs or whether there are two subjects, 
which have different sensations.28  

 
Bayne raises a further objection to the ‘two-minds’ or ‘inclusion’ 

model. The model does seem to be inconsistent with the claim that 
God is infallible and so threatens the logical coherence of the 
classical theological system.29 He presents his argument this way: 
 

(1) Jesus had false beliefs. 
(2) All of Christ’s beliefs are properly attributable to 

God. 
Therefore, 
(3) God had false beliefs 
 

                                                 
26 Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation,’ 134. 
27 Swinburne, The Evolution of the Soul, 23-33. 
28 Swinburne, The Evolution of the Soul, 158. 
29 Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation,’136-137. 
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Certainly Swinburne acknowledges the possibility of (1).30 Bayne 
argues that while Morris and Swinburne might well reject (2) they 
are indeed committed to (2) in virtue of the fact that they endorse 
the doctrine of the communicatio idiomatum, the doctrine that both 
the human and divine attributes are predicable of the same 
individual. According to Bayne, ‘restricting Christ’s false beliefs to 
his human consciousness won’t allow one to reject (3) if Christ’s 
human consciousness belongs to Christ. Consciousnesses do not 
believe things, people do.’31  

A further question that needs to be addressed in Swinburne’s 
account is this; ‘does his view of Christ’s soul commit Swinburne to 
Apollinarianism’? If it does then again the humanity of Christ is 
threatened. This is just the question considered by David Brown in 
his review of The Christian God. According to the teaching of 
Apollinarius, Jesus Christ had a human body and a human soul but 
no human rational mind because the Logos had taken its place. Now 
according to Brown,    

 
It would seem odd in the extreme for Swinburne to declare that what 
he regards as the most distinctive human attribute, the possession of a 
Cartesian soul, was lacking in Christ’s case. For, if lacking, can it be 
‘saved’? Or is it…necessary to ‘save’ it if everything that matters could 
have been accomplished by an Aristotelian soul?32  

 
Brown rightly adduces that it was precisely because the Council 

of Chalcedon wanted to show that Christ was human in every respect 
that it concluded that he had a soul. Yet this is precisely what 
Swinburne denies. It also becomes harder, according to Brown, to 
understand Swinburne’s use of the divided mind analogy to explain 
the human limitations of Christ. 

 
For these limitations are now in some sense within the divine soul and 
while it is relatively easy to comprehend a blocking mechanism 
between two different entities (divine and human soul) or even within 
a single finite, fallible entity (the human mind), what are we to make of 
conflict within a single divine soul?33  

 

                                                 
30 Swinburne, Was Jesus God?, 43. 
31 Bayne, ‘The Inclusion Model of the Incarnation,’ 137. 
32 Brown, review of The Christian God, 388. 
33 Brown, review of The Christian God, 388.  
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‘But is this,’ asks Brown, ‘anywhere near sufficient for Christ’s 
identification with our condition or adequate to explain the extent of 
his fallibility.’34 I think not. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Again we are faced with the problems arising out of a paradigm in 
which God and the world are ontologically distinct. The intractable 
problem of accounting for the relationship between God and the 
world and the divine and human in Christ is but a symptom of the 
metaphysical dualism at the heart of the classical paradigm. The 
problem as it relates to Christology then has always been to give an 
adequate account of the unity of the divine and human natures in 
Christ. At Chalcedon the unity of the divine and human in Christ was 
achieved only by eliminating the subject of Christ’s humanity 
(anhypostasia). While a further variation on the theme 
(enhypostasia) was somewhat of an improvement, the casualty in 
the end has been the humanity of Christ. Aquinas sought to explicate 
the nature-person schema in terms of a two minds model but in the 
end delivered a human Jesus that possessed the beatific vision from 
conception with a very different knowledge structure to our own – in 
other words no human Jesus at all. Swinburne follows Aquinas in 
adopting a two minds model but again fails to account for the unity 
of the divine and human in Christ. As in all the traditional accounts 
the humanity of Christ is the casualty.  

With such a history of failure to solve its most noteworthy puzzle 
by those embodying the classical paradigm, we should not be 
surprised that another paradigm presents itself for consideration. 
According to Kuhn, we can expect that a time of epistemological 
crisis will evoke an alternative paradigm. Not only should we not be 
surprised by the increased interest of theologians in relational 
theism; we should welcome the competition between the two 
paradigms.   

I cannot however end on this note. Even if I have suitably 
justified the presence of a competitor for the traditional theological 
paradigm by highlighting the ongoing failures of the same to solve 
its noteworthy puzzle, what is still to be addressed is whether the 
alternative paradigm is likely to be any more successful in 
overcoming these same problems. I would therefore like to offer 

                                                 
34 Brown, review of The Christian God, 388. 
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some brief concluding comments as to why I believe the relational 
paradigm is able to do so.  

The classical view with its notion of creation ex nihilo presents 
God and the word in radical juxtaposition, guaranteeing a 
substantial dualism between God and the world, the divine and 
human in Christ and the soul and body in the human person. In this 
model natures are a ‘given’ and, so, static. Such a model correlates 
well with a mechanistic world view and might well be referred to as a 
displacement model because of the tendency for the greater reality 
to displace the lesser.35 In Christology, as we have seen, this has led 
to the displacement of the humanity of Jesus by the divinity of 
Jesus. Relational theism on the other hand presents the God-world 
relationship in such intimate terms that the world is thought of as 
being ‘in’ God (hence the en in panentheism). In this (evolutionary) 
model natures are not static but dynamic. The Incarnation is not 
that event which sees the joining of two normally unrelated 
substances but rather is the beginning and the goal of God’s self-
communication to the world toward which all things are being 
drawn. This might be referred to as an organic, self-transcending 
model because instead of one reality displacing the other there is a 
transcending of a reality towards more reality. In this way, the 
dynamic process in which the world comes to its self-transcendence 
in God is properly directed.36  

                                                 
35 In James D. Straus, Christ in the Maze of Process Theology: Process Theology’s 
Influence on Post-Modern Christology [Online. Accessed 25 October 2011].  
http://www.worldvieweyes.org/resources/Strauss/ProcessTheo15.doc, 5. Straus 
draws attention to one of John Cobb’s favourite phrases: ‘Common sense dictates that 
two objects, like a stone and a table, cannot occupy the same space at the same time.’ 
He then provides a quote from Bruce A. Demerest. ‘A fundamental tenet of process 
theology is that the classical two natures doctrine of Christ presupposes concepts that 
are out-dated, absurd, and irrelevant to modern minds.  It is argued that the 
substantial 1st model of the relation between God and Jesus must go, for the reason 
that two entities (such as God and man) cannot occupy the same space at the same 
time.  This being so, process theologians insist that Deity, viewed as a substance, 
cannot possibly unite with humanity, likewise viewed as a substance, without creating 
a displacement of one substance by the other.’ Bruce A. Demarest, ‘Process Theology 
and the Pauline Doctrine of the Incarnation,’ Pauline Studies, eds., Donald Hagner 
and Murray Harris (Grand Rapids, MI:  Eerdmans, 1980), 67.         
36 ‘The entire dynamism which God has implanted in the process by which the world 
comes to be in self-transcendence (and this as intrinsic to it but not, however, as a 
constitutive element of its own essence) is already directed toward this self-
communication and its acceptance by the world.’ Karl Rahner, Foundations of 
Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity (New York: The 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 1978), 190. 

http://www.worldvieweyes.org/resources/Strauss/ProcessTheo15.doc
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The aim of this paper is briefly to review historical and current ecological 
themes within The Salvation Army. Two positions are assumed. Firstly, 
humanity is in a place of power over God’s earth as never before. This 
place of power and dominion (in a negative sense) has given rise to 
environmental degradation and abuse on a global level. This degradation 
and abuse appears to be causing changes in climate that will have far- 
reaching effects on earth’s systems and life forms, both human and non-
human. In essence, things are not as they should be. Secondly, eco-
mission, pro-environmental behaviours, creation care and such, should 
be an integral part of Christian thinking and action, and therefore should 
also be an essential element of Salvation Army thought and action. In 
light of these assumptions this paper contains an overview of The 
Salvation Army’s beginnings and subsequent operations and underscores 
the predominantly anthropocentric nature of the work to date. Eco-
themes are observed in a number of Salvation Army writings and 
mention is made of a number of current signs of eco-mission. It concludes 
with possible challenges to expanding ecological justice into the praxis of 
Salvation Army work and indicates signs of hope for the future.  

__________________________________________ 
 
A Brief Overview of the Salvation Army 

 
East London during the mid-nineteenth century was a place 
increasingly feeling the effects of growth in industrialisation and 
urbanisation. Human suffering, poverty, exploitation, starvation 
and their concomitant impact on the natural environment could be 
seen in their most unfortunate and unsightly forms. It was an area 
from which prominent churches of the Victorian era were 

                                                 
1 The colours chosen are representative of The Salvation Army flag, which in essence 
symbolizes the Trinity: red represents the blood shed by Jesus Christ; blue the purity 
of the Father; and yellow the refining and empowering fire of the Holy Spirit. Green 
refers to God’s good creation and related environmental concern. 
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‘surprisingly scarce.’2 This was the birthplace of The Salvation 
Army. 

The Salvation Army is somewhat unique among the Protestant 
churches because historically it has not recognised itself as a 
denomination but rather as a social movement within the wider 
body of the church, having developed not as a result of schism but 
in response to the needs of Victorian-era Londoners. William and 
Catherine Booth, a Methodist couple, noticed the lack of 
compassion towards the poor, homeless and lower class citizens 
that pervaded the middle-class churches of the day. In response to 
the perceived need they formed the East London Christian Mission 
in 1865. In 1878 the movement was renamed ‘The Salvation Army’ 
and adopted militaristic nomenclature in order to reflect the 
vigorous approach with which the movement took to the streets, 
endeavouring to bring salvation to the masses and fight against the 
structural issues which stood in the way of this goal.3 

Over the intervening years, the ‘war’ enlarged to include an ever-
increasing array of social issues. The concerns raised were 
undeniably biased towards rehabilitating, saving, serving and 
providing for human needs over and above concerns for the 
wellbeing of nature as a whole. This anthropocentric concern, 
rather than being a particularly Salvationist phenomenon, is a 
common theme throughout human history.4  Although the broad 
anthropocentric focus of The Salvation Army could be perceived as 
being far removed from the ideals of eco-justice in the current 

                                                 
2 P. Needham, Community in Mission: A Salvationist Ecclesiology (London: The 
Salvation Army, 1987), 1. 
3 ‘Saving’ and ‘serving’ have enjoyed a close relationship from the early days of the 
Salvation Army. For one example, see Orders and Regulations for Social Officers, 
(London: The Salvation Army, 1898). 
4 For example, Lynn White’s famous article ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic 
Crisis’, Science 155 (1967): 3767 posits that Christianity is the most anthropocentric 
religion the world has known. W.H. Murdy argues that this anthropocentrism is valid: 
‘by the same logic, spiders are to be valued more highly than other things in nature – 
by spiders. It is proper for men to be anthropocentric and for spiders to be 
arachnocentric.’ Science 187 (1975): 1168, 4182. In contrast to Murdy, ecofeminists 
would argue ‘cultural patriarchal attitudes of dominance over both women and 
nature’ have caused the environmental crisis, whereas social ecologists point to 
political ‘human social power relations’ as being the root cause; both in essence 
relating the issue as one of intraspecies rather than interspecies concern. Deep 
ecologists would still claim that notwithstanding all these arguments 
anthropocentrism is still at the heart of environmental degradation. George Sessions 
‘Introduction: Deep Ecology’ in Michael E. Zimmerman, J. Baird Callicott, et al. (eds.) 
Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993). 
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climate, I would contend that the relationship between caring for 
human needs and a broader concern for the care of all creation is 
both promisingly and beneficially close. This can be seen even 
within early Salvationist literature. For example, William Booth, 
now considered as the ‘General’ of this ‘Army’, in his In Darkest 
England and the Way Out (1890), offered a ‘[plan, that] if realized 
[he believed] would solve the worst problems of modern society.’5 
This plan includes the ‘Cab Horse’s Charter’ and contains a link 
(however tenuous) between animal and human welfare. It stated 
that the generic cab horse in London, (the taxi of the day) could 
expect a better life than millions of men and women. Booth’s two 
main points were: when the horse is down, he is helped up without 
any questions asked, and while he lives he has food, shelter and 
work.  

With the orienting beliefs of a biblical mandate to share the 
gospel in word and deed, as spelt out in the Cab Horse Charter, 
ensuing ‘battles’ for social justice were won and are still continuing. 
An early example is the campaign to eradicate the use of white 
phosphorus in the manufacture of matches;6 more recent examples 
include supporting and raising awareness of the fair trade 
movement7 and continuing the fight against human trafficking.8 In 
tackling many of the issues of social justice, positive impacts on the 
environment can also be observed, although in some cases it would 
seem an inadvertent benefit. An example of purposeful rather than 
inadvertent benefit is the contemporary fair trade movement which 
regards the relationships between social justice, economic 
development, and environmental protection as clearly measurable 
and compelling. 

In addition to international work on social justice issues,9 the 
Army has also been at the forefront of a number of progressive 

                                                 
5http://www.salvationarmy.org/heritage.nsf/36c107e27b0ba7a98025692e0032abaa/
899e7c59ac6489ab80256b8a003a5b0c!OpenDocument  
6 White phosphorus caused hundreds of cases of ‘phossy jaw’ (phosphorus necrosis), a 
painful and disfiguring disease estimated to be fatal in 20% of cases. See M.L. Myers 
and J.D. McGlothlin, ‘Matchmakers’ ‘Phossy Jaw’ Eradicated’, American Industrial 
Hygiene Association 57:4 (1996): 330-332. 
7 See: http://www.fairtrade.net; http://salvos.org.au/canberracityoasis/about-
us/fair-trade/  
8 See: http://www.law.uq.edu.au/humantrafficking;  
http://www.humantrafficking.org/; http://www.stopthetraffik.org/  
9 A leading example of this is The Salvation Army’s International Social Justice 
Commission. The commission has continued The Salvation Army’s long connection 
with the United Nations. The Salvation Army has partnered with the UN since 1947 – 

http://www.salvationarmy.org/heritage.nsf/36c107e27b0ba7a98025692e0032abaa/899e7c59ac6489ab80256b8a003a5b0c!OpenDocument
http://www.salvationarmy.org/heritage.nsf/36c107e27b0ba7a98025692e0032abaa/899e7c59ac6489ab80256b8a003a5b0c!OpenDocument
http://www.fairtrade.net/
http://salvos.org.au/canberracityoasis/about-us/fair-trade/
http://salvos.org.au/canberracityoasis/about-us/fair-trade/
http://www.law.uq.edu.au/humantrafficking
http://www.humantrafficking.org/
http://www.stopthetraffik.org/
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socio-cultural movements without straying from the ‘orthodoxy’ of 
the mainstream Protestant churches. The movement was among 
the first to recognise the equality of women,10 the General and his 
family were promoters of vegetarianism,11 and cultural sensitivity 
has been genuinely valued within international mission contexts.12 
As an organisation the ‘Army’ has a strong international presence 
and ethos. It is now in over 120 countries around the world in a 
wide variety of sectors.13 Internationalism can be considered one of 
the basic ingredients in the spirit of Salvationism.14 This is an 
important dynamic in light of the global scale of environmental 
degradation and reach of potential future changes in climate. 
International linkages, education, cooperation and eco-mission are 

                                                                                                       
only two years after the UN had signed its founding charter. Once again, the main 
focus of this commission has been to alleviate suffering and support the UN to work 
towards ‘security, economic development, social progress, human rights and the 
achievement of world peace’. Carolyn J.R. Bailey, ‘The Salvation Army and The 
United Nations — Being Good Neighbors’, CrossCurrents, 60: 3 (2010): 352. Only 
recently (August-September 2011) has a ‘Call for Climate Justice’ been publically 
engaged with (according to a recent search of the ISJC website). 
http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf   
10 For further reading on the equality of women in the Salvation Army see David 
Malcolm Bennett, Catherine Booth on Women’s Place and Ministry: the Progress of 
her Thought (Camp Hill, QLD: Camp Hill Publications, 2004); also Andrew Mark 
Eason, Women in God’s Army: Gender and Equality in the Early Salvation Army 
(Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003). 
11 See K. Iacobbo and M. Iacobbo, Vegetarian America: A History (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 2004), and R. Green, Catherine Booth: A Biography of the Cofounder of The 
Salvation Army (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996). The value placed upon 
vegetarianism resonates both with Gary Snyder (in B. Taylor Dark Green Religion: 
Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2010), 20, regarding eating as a sacrament, and biblical references such as 1 
Corinthians 10:31. As a precursor to the Salvation Army, Methodism also had 
proponents of similar ideals. Evidence suggests John Wesley adopted vegetarianism 
at roughly the same time he published Primitive Physick: An Easy and Natural 
Method for Curing Most Diseases in 1747 (M. Lodahl ‘Christianity – Methodism’, in 
B. Taylor (ed.) The Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature (Bristol, Thoemmes 
Continuum, 2005), 352-354. 
12 With particular reference to India, Major Booth Tucker held strongly that ‘the 
approach to Indians should be from the Indian standpoint and that it was no part of 
the business of a missionary to Europeanise Orientals’. R. Sandall, The History of The 
Salvation Army Vol. II 1878-1886 (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, 1956 [1950]), 
272. For more on India, see F. Booth Tucker, Muktifauj, or, Forty Years with the 
Salvation Army in India and Ceylon (London: Marshall Brothers, 1930).  
13 See http://www.salvationarmy.org/ihq%5Cwww_sa.nsf/vw-
sublinks/D46980EA862CD1FD80256D4F00411840?openDocument for more 
detailed statistics. 
14 Shaw Clifton, New Love: Thinking Aloud about Practical Holiness (Wellington: 
Flag Publications, 2004). 

http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf
http://www.salvationarmy.org/ihq%5Cwww_sa.nsf/vw-sublinks/D46980EA862CD1FD80256D4F00411840?openDocument
http://www.salvationarmy.org/ihq%5Cwww_sa.nsf/vw-sublinks/D46980EA862CD1FD80256D4F00411840?openDocument
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affirmed both internally involving Salvationists in various cultures 
and climates, and externally with other branches of the Christian 
church, extending to other faiths and those of no faith.  

 
Mission and The Salvation Army 
 

Norman Habel suggests that Christian mission has over time 
progressively encompassed three elements, which I contend are 
applicable and relevant to the Salvationist context.15 Habel’s first 
element involves mission focused primarily on the saving of souls. 
The second element broadens the idea of mission and includes 
bodily and community-focussed therapeutic evangelism (social 
justice). The third, and broadest sense of mission, takes the whole 
of creation as the focus of salvation, redemption and healing. 

Historically, The Salvation Army has certainly focused on the 
first two elements: salvation of humanity, with a particular focus 
on those experiencing suffering, poverty and hopelessness. The 
focus on the first two elements has sidelined a broader discourse 
around the value and care of non-human nature within the same 
progressive movement that acknowledged the equality of women 
and appropriate cultural praxis.16 

It has been argued that the development and focus on the first 
two elements has bred especially well within evangelical theology 
and mission. Ross Langmead posits five reasons for this:  

 
1) Evangelical views of the gospel are almost exclusively centred on the 

personal salvation of humans;  
2) God’s transcendence tends to be over emphasized [over God’s 

immanence];  
3) Evangelicals tend to emphasize the historical Jesus and his atoning 

work at the expense of Christ the cosmic creator; 
4) Evangelicals often hold to an apocalyptic and otherworldy hope for 

the future;  

                                                 
15 Norman Habel, ‘The Third Mission of the Church,’ in Trinity Occasional Papers 
XVII: I (1998): 31-43. Cited in Clive Ayre, ‘An Approach to Ecological Mission in and 
through the Christian Community in Australia: Beyond Apathy to Committed Action,’ 
unpublished PhD thesis, University of Queensland, 2008. 
16 See Clive W. Ayre, ‘Eco-Salvation: The Redemption of All Creation’, Worldviews 14 
(2010): 232-242 for a deeper discussion on broadening soteriology towards all of the 
created order. Michael Lodahl’s God of Nature and of Grace: Reading the World in a 
Wesleyan Way (Nashville, TN: Kingswood, 2003) is also an excellent volume, 
discussing the valuable themes within Wesley’s work that assist expanding soteriology 
to all creation. 
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5) Many evangelicals believe that reality is divided into spirit, which is 
ultimately real, and physical matter, which is at the least 
unimportant and perhaps even sinful. 17 

 
In addition, J.A. Simmons condenses Calvin DeWitt’s ten main 

evangelical environmental stumbling blocks into three categories: 

 
First, there is a worry about the apparently inevitable slide towards 
liberal political positions that accompany environmental sensibilities… 
Second, there is a worry about theological heresies, in particular what is 
often referred to as ‘pantheism’ and ‘new age spirituality,’ which 
accompany so much of secular environmental positions…Third, there 
exists a particular eschatological vision (popular among some 
evangelicals) that supposedly makes environmental concerns really 
quite irrelevant.18 

 
These various stumbling blocks to evangelical environmentalism 

reflect, to some extent, the rich Christian ecological literary 
landscape, in that there are widely divergent views, and as Conradie 
contends, a lack of clarity.19 Indeed, Langmead’s review of articles 
focused on the ‘greening of mission’ in an evangelical Christian 
context claims there is a fairly common thread. This commonality 
appears to be a need to ‘justify the legitimacy of creation care 
theology’ in light of its comparatively recent recognition as a 
significant topic within evangelicalism.20 More broadly underscoring 
this somewhat ambiguous relationship between environmentalism 
and religiosity, Lieberman’s survey of quantitative studies of the 
effects of religious factors on environmental variables, published 
between 1980 and 1999, concluded that it was not a simple task to 

                                                 
17 Ross Langmead, ‘Ecojustice principles: Challenges for the evangelical perspective’, 
Ecotheology 5&6 (1998-99): 162-172. This fifth point is described by Christopher 
Bounds as a ‘virus’, and ‘many Christians today are infected with [this virus,] a form 
of Gnosticism’. Christopher T. Bounds, ‘God’s Ongoing Redemption of All Creation’ in 
Joseph Coleson (ed.) Care of Creation: Christian Voices on God, Humanity, and the 
Environment (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2010), 47-60. 
18 J. Aaron Simmons, ‘Evangelical Environmentalism: Oxymoron or Opportunity?’, 
Worldviews 13 (2009): 58. 
19 Ernst Conradie, Christianity and Earthkeeping: In Search of an Inspiring Vision. 
Resources in Religion and Theology 16. (Stellenbosch, South Africa: Sun Press, 2011). 
20 Ross Langmead, ‘Integrating Ecological Mission into Mainstream Mission: Can it 
be Done?’ (A paper delivered at the conference of the Australian Association for 
Mission Studies (AAMS), Sydney, 22 to 25 September 2011). 
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construct solid conclusions regarding the relationship between 
religiosity and environmentalism.21 

Nonetheless, as we will see, given the explicit direction of recent 
environmental positional statements, policy formulation, regaining 
sight of historical leadership views and ‘norms’ of Salvationism it is 
likely that further participatory research may indicate change. 
Sections and individual Salvationists may begin, like Aldo Leopold, 
to ‘see land as a community to which [they] belong, [and are eager 
to] use with love and respect’,22 and resonate with James Lovelock’s 
prescription that ‘those with faith should look again at our Earthly 
home and see it as a holy place, part of God’s creation, but 
something that we have desecrated’.23 

 
Sketches of Salvationism and Nature 

 
The current research project is in its early stages; nonetheless 

research to date finds that literature connecting views of nature 
and Christian mission from a Salvationist standpoint are relatively 
scarce in comparison to calls to action on social justice issues and 
holiness. There are certainly various sections’ websites that contain 
a positive environmental stance, such as Australia Eastern 
Territory, International Headquarters, UK and Ireland Territory, 
and Canada Bermuda Territory.24 However, only a small number of 
articles have been located in Salvation Army journals and 
publications with specific reference to the environment.25 

                                                 
21 Gretchen Lieberman, ‘Caring for Creation: Investigating Faith Based 
Environmentalism,’ unpublished MSc dissertation, University of Oregon, 2004. 
22 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, and sketches here and there (New York: 
Oxford University, 1989 [1949]): vii. 
23  Taylor, Dark Green Religion: 36. 
24 E.g. http://salvos.org.au/more/get-involved/social-justice/environment/ and 
http://www.salvationarmy.org/ihq%5Cwww_sa.nsf/vw-
sublinks/CF485BD13C302A3380256DE8005191E1?openDocument.   
25 Specific references on the environment and Salvationism: Lucy Aitkenread, ‘Is 
Green the New Red?,’ The Salvationist (6 June 2009): 7; Hanna Ferguson, ‘From 
Vision to Reality’, All the World 49:1 (January-March 2011); Raelton Gibbs, ‘A 
Growing Admiration,’ All the World 48:1 (January-March 2010); Kenneth Hodder, 
‘Yellow, Red and Blue...and Green – A Call for Imaginative Faith’, The Officer 
(May/June, 2009): 4-5; Michael Ramsay, ‘A Holy Environment’, Journal of 
Aggressive Christianity (April/May 2011): 38-39; and Cecil Woodward, ‘Taxing 
Times,’ Pipeline 15:8 (Aug. 2011): 20-21. One further paper outlines a biblical 
environmental ethic not specifically mentioning the Salvation Army: Cornelius A. 
Buller, ‘Ecology in a Damaged World’, Word and Deed (Nov. 2001): 43-61 

http://salvos.org.au/more/get-involved/social-justice/environment/
http://www.salvationarmy.org/ihq%5Cwww_sa.nsf/vw-sublinks/CF485BD13C302A3380256DE8005191E1?openDocument
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In many instances, certainly not confined to Salvation Army 
texts and communications, many references are made from nature 
towards a pertinent point or message within the Christian faith. 
Written and spoken analogies with reference to nature are not 
always pragmatic nor aimed to explicitly connect the listener or 
reader to an eco-centric respect for earth. For example, in one of 
his short stories, ‘And He Shall Be Like a Tree,’ Neil Young refers to 
Psalm 1:3 and relates this spiritual story to his early fascination 
with the life and growth of trees.26 In a similar fashion, Samuel 
Logan Brengle, an early Salvationist from the United States, 
writing in 1929 noted that:  

 
Renewal…and awakenings…never begin in a great way. They begin the 
same way oak trees begin. There is nothing startling and spectacular 
about the beginning of an oak tree. In darkness, in loneliness, an acorn 
gives up its life, and the oak, at first only a tiny root and a tiny stem of 
green, is born out of the death of the acorn. In a similar way revivals are 
born, souls are won, the Kingdom of God comes. Someone dies – dies to 
self interest, to the praise of men, to ambition – and lives for Christ, 
lives to save others.27 

 
Even though there is no explicit attempt here to move the 

listener or reader from anthropocentric action to eco-centric 
respect for earth, I argue that there are still positive and beneficial 
reasons for invoking remembrance of and acknowledging the 
natural order. Explicit examples of the value given to earth and 
non-human nature are seen from the beginnings of the Army. Early 
leadership, particularly Catherine Booth affectionately known as 
the ‘mother of the Army,’ was known to delight in nature and to be 
a strong advocate for the protection and care of animals. In her 
letters to William, Catherine notes her love of the natural world 
and often includes explicit reflections on her profound 
thankfulness and gratitude to the creator and the hope of a future 
perfect world. During the spring of 1853, she wrote, ‘I love nature, 
even what little of its beauties I have seen have almost enchanted 
me sometimes. I shall never forget the feeling of buoyancy and 
delight I experienced.’28  Also in the autumn of 1854, Catherine 

                                                 
26 N. Young, Still at School (Forest Glen: Seedlife, 2004), 122-124. 
27 P. Farthing (ed.), Samuel Logan Brengle: Heart for God (Sydney: Carpenter 
Media, 2009), 134-135.  
28 D. Bennett (ed.), The Letters of William and Catherine Booth (Brisbane: Camp Hill 
Publications, 2003), 95. Also see B. Watson, A Hundred Years’ War: The Salvation 
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wrote to William of the beauty of a sunset she had experienced in 
overly descriptive and blissful prose. She noted once again that it 
was an enchanting scene, one that stirred strange feelings, and 
touched chords which thrilled and vibrated through her whole 
nature.29 While echoing the ideas of countless others such as Henry 
David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold and Ralph Waldo Emerson, her 
letters did not subscribe to animistic or pantheistic approaches to 
nature.  

Catherine’s love of animals has been noted in a number of 
writings. It was said that she was greatly pleased to discover ‘that 
Wesley and Butler envisaged the possibility of a future life for 
animals.’30 W.T. Stead wrote of Catherine, ‘it is well to note with 
what passionate sympathy she regarded those who were suffering, 
whether they were drunkards or animals, so long as they were 
sentient beings.’31 Likewise, William Booth spoke of his wife’s 
whole soul being ‘full of tender, deep compassion. [He thought] 
that she suffered more in her lifetime through her compassion for 
poor...animals than some doctors of divinity suffer for the...wide 
world of sinning, sorrowing mortals!’32 One assumes that it was 
Catherine’s love for animals that was the basis for both the value 
placed upon vegetarianism within the Booth family and also the 
inclusion of a section within The Salvation Army’s Orders and 
Regulations for Soldiers: 

 
A soldier within the Salvation Army should be kind-hearted, and should 
manifest love and gentleness especially in their connection with the 
animal world. To inflict or to witness cruelty should be impossible. Not 
only should they avoid causing unnecessary hardship on animals, but 
should be willing to aid or relieve any suffering creature.33 

 

                                                                                                       
Army 1865-1965 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1964), 277 for a story of ‘being the 
Salvation Army’ and reflections on being in nature. 
29 Bennett, Letters: 228. See also Roger Green, Catherine Booth: A Biography of the 
Cofounder of The Salvation Army (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996); and Chick Yuill, 
‘Restoring the Image (Catherine Booth and Holiness),’ in Clifford W. Kew (ed.) 
Catherine Booth: Her Continuing Relevance (London: The Salvation Army, 1990). 
30 C. Bramwell-Booth, Catherine Booth: The Story of Her Loves (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1970), 28. 
31 Bramwell-Booth, 21. See also, Barbara Bolton, ‘A Denouncer of Iniquity (Catherine 
Booth and Social Justice),’ in Clifford W. Kew (ed.) Catherine Booth: Her Continuing 
Relevance (London: The Salvation Army, 1990). 
32 Bramwell-Booth, 451. 
33 The Salvation Army, Orders and Regulations for Soldiers (London: The Salvation 
Army, 1961): Chap 4, Sec 8. 
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Other figures within the earlier days of the Army, such as James 
Barker in Melbourne, valued green space. Barker ‘lamented the 
building over of the [beautiful green] Collingwood Flat…leaving no 
more vegetation than a billiard ball’.34 With the ‘consequent 
limitation of recreation space in the inner city, “what can you 
expect from the lads if you won’t give them any playground for 
their cricket?”’35 This statement from over one hundred years ago 
alludes to contemporary thinking on healthy child development, 
such as Richard Louv’s recent description of the loss of interaction 
and connection with nature and its physical and mental effects on 
children as 'nature-deficit disorder.’36 

While Barker valued recreation in nature, William Booth 
strongly believed that farming was a great means by which to 
alleviate many issues within the new industrialised, impersonalised 
and alienating society full of smoke, temptation and poverty. 
Florence Booth would appear to endorse William’s beliefs with her 
statement:  

 
Alas! There are crowds of men and women, especially in our great cities, 
who are almost compelled to live very unnatural lives, herded together 
in factories, offices, mills or workrooms, breathing exhausted air 
through long hours of every day.37  

 
Interestingly, it appears Booth, Barker and Lovelock (originator 

of the ‘Gaia’ hypothesis) may share some common ground on this 
issue. Lovelock goes further than Booth, arguing that 
environmental degradation is tightly linked to the increased 
urbanisation of humanity and its disconnection from the land. 

 
Over half the Earth’s people live in cities, and they hardly ever see, feel 
or hear the natural world. Therefore our first duty if we are green 
should be to convince them that the real world is the living Earth and 
that they and their city lives are a part of it and wholly dependent on it 
for their existence. Our role is to teach and to set an example by our 

                                                 
34 Barbara Bolton, Booth’s Drum: The Salvation Army in Australia 1880-1980 
(Sydney: Hodder and Stoughton, 1980), 114. 
35 Bolton, Booth’s Drum, 114. 
36 Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature Deficit 
Disorder (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2005), 54. 
37 Bolton, Booth’s Drum, 144. 
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lives…We need most of all to renew that love and empathy for nature 
that we lost when we began our love affair with city life.38 

 
In harmony with Barker noting the lack of green space and 

reflection on the potential for ‘nature-deficit disorder’, and 
Florence Booth’s and Lovelock’s urbanised human/nature 
disconnect, Frederick Booth-Tucker looked upon farming 
communities as uniting ‘the landless man with the manless land.’39 
The Salvation Army in a number of countries, including the United 
States, South Africa, Holland, England and Australia acted upon 
the view of ‘farming as work which healed and made people whole 
and drew them into rhythm with God.’40 Farm colonies were 
planned and set up in numerous areas, with a number still in use 
today as drug and alcohol rehabilitation centres. However several 
farms, particularly in the United States, did close fairly quickly, in 
part due to poor land, lack of experienced workers, and funding 
issues.41  

In more recent times The Salvation Army has in part responded 
to the environmental degradation evident around the world and 
has adopted positional statements that sound a moral and 
theological call for Salvationists to ‘follow Jesus’ pattern of 
humility, service and sacrifice in relation to the world.’42 Initial 
research has found the Canada and Bermuda Territory to be one of 
the more innovative and progressive territories in the area of 
environmentally based thought and action. The Ethics Centre 
within the territory has produced a position statement on 
responsibility for the earth. It is encouraging to see The Salvation 

                                                 
38 James Lovelock, The Revenge of Gaia: Earth’s Climate Crisis and the Fate of 
Humanity (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2006), 142, 8. Cited in Taylor, Dark Green 
Religion, 20. 
39 Diane Winston, Red-Hot and Righteous: The Urban Religion of The Salvation 
Army (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1999), 103. 
40 Bolton, Booth’s Drum, 126. See also R. Sandall, The History of The Salvation Army 
Vol. III 1883-1953: Social Reform and Welfare Work (London: Thomas Nelson and 
Sons, 1955), 136-148 for more on farm colonies and small-holding experiments 
predominantly based on the ‘Darkest England’ scheme. 
41 Winston, 117-118. It is interesting to note Sandall claims high interest rates on 
loans, unexpected drought, and the ‘Spanish-American war absorb[ing] public 
interest and funds’ as primary reasons for the three American land colonies being 
‘liquidated’ (Sandall, 146). 
42 The Salvation Army, Position Statement on Responsibility for the Earth (2009): 
http://www.salvationarmyethics.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/responsibility-
for-the-earth.pdf 
 

http://www.salvationarmyethics.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/responsibility-for-the-earth.pdf
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Army produce positional statements and raise ecological 
awareness, keeping in step with the emerging consensus among 
many denominations and ecumenical bodies throughout the world 
that a holistic mission of care for earth – not just humanity – is 
part of the Christian mandate. The Ethics Centre statement has 
been noted by some as one of the strongest Christian statements on 
this subject.43 The statement covers a number of important ideas 
such as: 

 
 The interconnectedness and delicate balance of earth systems, 

 The belief that God delights in each part of creation and fills it with 
intrinsic value, regardless of its utility, 

 Caring for creation is an act of worship to God, is an essential part of 
the Christian faith, while neglecting or abusing creation is an act of 
disobedience, 

 Human sinfulness, and not adhering to the rhythms and regulations 
of biblical stewardship are seen as contributing factors to the 
destruction and degradation of the earth, 

 Links are made between the degradation and destruction of natural 
resources with negative consequences for the poor, global 
neighbours and future generations as part of the broader reality of 
injustice and inequality in the world, 

 A broad call for individuals, communities, religious organizations, 
businesses and governments to take practical steps towards 
conserving and the regeneration of creation.44 

 
The Ethics Centre has also conducted surveys of ministry units 

within the territory. It found that a variety of pro-environmental 
actions are taking place: Vegetable gardens have been planted on 
Army properties; bicycle use was encouraged and made easier for 
volunteers, clients and staff; measures were taken to increase 
efficiency in building climate control, water and energy usage; use 
of disposable and plastic utensils and water bottles has reduced, 
while using recycled materials has increased. This action is 
hopefully driven to some extent from the grass roots of the 
Territory; however it is increasingly coming also from the top – 
environmental policies are in place and ‘green toolkits’ are 
available from Headquarters. These policies encourage and insist 

                                                 
43 Personal communications with religion and nature scholar, Bron Taylor, 2010.  
44

 The Salvation Army, Position Statement on Responsibility for the Earth (2009): 
http://www.salvationarmyethics.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/responsibility-
for-the-earth.pdf 
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on increasing environmental awareness, engaging in sustainable 
practice, reducing the ecological footprint in line with the belief 
that Salvationists are ‘called to be good stewards of the earth, every 
day, in all decisions, big and small.’45 

Other current positive action is seen in various locations across 
the world. A quick selection of encouraging signs include the 
following: the Australia Eastern Territory established a committee 
with its focus specifically on social injustice related to the 
environment;46 The Florida Division held a conference in March 
2011, with the purpose of engaging the ideas of mission and 
environment within the USA Southern Territory;47 Wind turbines 
have been installed in the India South Eastern Territory; in 
Alabama a new Family Store has been designed with sustainability 
in mind,48 likewise with the Australia Southern Territory’s new 
Headquarters.49 Mention must also be made of the widespread and 
well-regarded recycling centres otherwise known as Thrift, or 
Family Stores. Even in 1990, The Recycler’s Handbook mentions 
that “Two million pounds of clothes are kept out of landfills every 
year by the Salvation Army alone.’50 One would assume the original 
reasons for these stores would not have included an eco-friendly 
focus. The focus was rather to provide jobs for the jobless, cheap 
textiles for the poor, and funds with which to feed the hungry and 
keep the Army financially viable. Though these factors are still 
important, thrift stores have by and large only been seen through 
green-tinted glasses over the past couple of decades.51 

 
 
 
 
Current Challenges and Future Hope 
 

                                                 
45 http://www.salvationarmy.ca/2011/04/18/the-salvation-army%e2%80%99s-
%e2%80%98green%e2%80%99-initiatives/  
46 http://salvos.org.au/about-us/news-and-
resources/documents/pipeline_06jun2010.pdf  
47 http://tsasameimaginativefaith.com/index.html  
48http://www2.oanow.com/m/news/2008/may/22/green_with_energy_salvation_a
rmy_opens_new_auburn_-ar-513551/  
49 http://www.isis.com.au/projects/projects/office/salvation-army.aspx  
50 S. Shim, ‘Environmentalism and Consumers’ Clothing Disposal Patterns: An 
Exploratory Study,’ Clothing and Textiles Research Journal 13 (1995): 38. 
51 John Henderson, ‘Soup, Soap, Salvation...and Recycling!’ in The Salvation Army 
Year Book 1997 (London: The Salvation Army, 1997), 15-17. 
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Some challenges to Salvationist (and broadly speaking, Christian) 
eco-mission can be seen clearly in the ‘wicked’ problem of 
widespread environmental degradation.52 It is not hard to see 
‘wicked’ problem elements, particularly complexity and divergence 
in values, within the rhetoric surrounding the heavily politicised 
anthropogenic climate change and Australian carbon price debate. 
The divergent values and beliefs can make available options seem 
unclear, difficult and even present practical realities for the Army 
in terms of funding the work. Major contentions against eco-
mission may also emerge through popular eschatological resistance 
to the idea of creation care, influenced to some extent by prosperity 
theology and ‘Left Behind’ style dispensationalism.53  

Lieberman reports Guth and Kellstedt’s conclusion that 
‘theological fundamentalism versus liberalism is the strongest 
religious independent variable for predicting environmentalism.’54 
From their 1993 study, it appears ‘evangelicals were the least 
environmental, protestants were somewhat greener, and Catholics 
the greenest.’55 Guth and Kellstedt’s reasoning for this negative 
correlation between fundamentalism and environmentalism stems 
from the factors of ‘dispensationalism, end-times ideology, and 
pessimism about the possibility of reform.’56 Lieberman mentions 
‘the infamous example’ of…   

 
…the former US Secretary of the Interior, James Watt, a fundamentalist 
Christian, who resisted attempts to strongly protect national resources 
in the long-term by telling Congress, ‘I do not know how many future 
generations we can count on before the Lord returns.’57 

 
Langmead suggests two more potential reasons ‘evangelicals 

often fail to pursue ecojustice. [These are] simply because of fear 

                                                 
52 ‘Wicked’ problems are those that include elements of complexity, uncertainty and 
value divergence. Australian Public Service Commission, Tackling Wicked Problems: 
A Public Policy Perspective, 2007: 
http://www.apsc.gov.au/publications07/wickedproblems.pdf  
While coming from a governmental perspective, this document has a helpful overview 
of ‘wicked’ problems, which includes a brief section on climate change. 
53 See Michael S. Northcott, ‘The Dominion Lie: How Millennial Theology Erodes 
Creation Care,’ in Kyle S. Van Houtan and Michael S. Northcott (eds.), Diversity and 
Dominion: Dialogues in Ecology, Ethics and Theology (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2010), 
89-108. 
54 Lieberman, 21. 
55 Lieberman, 21. 
56 Lieberman, 21. 
57 As quoted by Guth and Kellstedt (1993), in Lieberman, 21. 
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September 2011 

 61 

 

 

 

 

that it might lead to New Age thinking [and] evangelical activism 
tends to distract Christians from the full enjoyment of creation 
which would foster a pursuit of ecojustice.’58  

In addition, as a proportion of social work carried out is with the 
assistance of government resources and funding, this suggests that 
a highly politicised climate change debate may constrain the Army 
against speaking as freely as it might hope to on these issues 
without the possibility of endangering other areas of social work 
within the community. 

In light of these issues, it is encouraging to note two recent, 
principally Australian texts. Firstly, a recent media release from the 
Australia Eastern Territory’s Major Peter Sutcliffe states that: 

 
The Salvation Army acknowledges the efforts and intentions of the 
Federal Government to preserve the environment for future generations 
through the introduction of a carbon tax. For many years The Salvation 
Army has encouraged environmental responsibility in its operations 
and also encourages measures that assist our community in reducing 
our impact in the environment. Given the finite resources of the world 
and its expanding population, together with the impact of industrial and 
rural activities, development must take account of the need to preserve 
the earth – an exercise in responsible stewardship.59 

 
Secondly, a piece in a recent edition of Pipeline by Major Cecil 

Woodward which also covered similar topics in a slightly extended 
form, mentioning climate change, carbon footprints, the need for 
various levels of response (international, national, organisational 
and personal) and other related ideas.60 

David Bookless calls for evangelicalism to broaden the outlook of 
God’s purposes further than human salvation or welfare.61 He 
suggests, based on David Bebbington’s fundamental evangelical 
characteristics that ‘evangelicalism has largely failed to be fully 
biblical, cross-centred, conversionist or activist in engaging with 
the non-human environment.’62 This can certainly be applied to 
The Salvation Army. We have noted there are positive historical 

                                                 
58 Langmead (1998), 168-169. 
59 The Salvation Army: Media Release (12 July 2011):  http://salvos.org.au/about-
us/media-
centre/documents/2011_07_12SalvationArmyRespondstoCarbonTaxweb.pdf  
60 Cecil Woodward, ‘Taxing Times,’ Pipeline 15:8 (Aug. 2011): 20-21 
61 David Bookless, ‘Christian Mission and Environmental Issues: An Evangelical 
Reflection,’ Mission Studies 25 (2008): 37–52. 
62 Bookless, 38. 
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foundations for Salvationist eco-theology and eco-mission. 
However when one considers the bigger picture of the Army’s 
journey towards healing and justice the overwhelming focus has 
been anthropocentrically based, primarily situated within Habel’s 
first and second elements of Christian mission. 

Nonetheless, with Bookless’ framework in mind, there is 
optimism and hope to be gained from the current situation. If the 
evangelical values of biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism and 
activism ‘are rediscovered and applied to the environmental crisis, 
this approach to the gospel and to mission can offer a distinctive 
and valuable contribution to the current difficulties faced by the 
environmental movement, and to a world often paralysed by 
lethargy or fear.’63 I would assert these are great strengths that The 
Salvation Army could, and should, bring to the current 
environmental crisis. The activist nature within the Salvation Army 
is witnessed the world over. In Australia, Barker was one such 
figure who ‘had an unquenchable zest for life and a buoyancy which 
told him that if God’s work and common humanity demanded that 
something should be done, it could be done.’64 Bolton would agree, 
in that ‘perhaps, above all things, the Salvationist is an activist. 
That is to say…happiest when…doing something. [The Salvationist] 
is rarely a contemplative, a scholar or a social analyst [but rather] a 
practical [person].’65  

Having said this, The Salvation Army also requires the raising up 
of both global and local strategic thinkers and doers to work 
through the finer points of mission in and for God’s earth. 
However, it would be wise also to acknowledge a word of caution 
relating to ‘doing’ with minimal ‘thinking.’ Bruce Nicholls broadly 
asserts that ‘evangelicals are activists and generally know little of 
contemplative prayer, fasting and meditation. Few are able to be 
still and silent before their Creator.’66 While of course this is a 
generalisation with a focus on spiritual disciplines, it is a point to 
constructively consider. The fullest expressions of love for God and 
service to God’s creation would arguably embrace and incorporate 
critical thought, spiritually attending to God, and practical action. 

                                                 
63 Bookless, 39. 
64 Bolton, Booth’s Drum, 31. 
65 Bolton, Booth’s Drum, 253. 
66 Bruce J. Nicholls, ‘Responding Biblically to Creation: A Creator-centered Response 
to the Earth,’ Evangelical Review of Theology’ 17 (209-22): 213, cited in Langmead, 
169. 
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In looking forward to increased ecological concern within The 
Salvation Army and countering previously mentioned suggestions 
about why evangelicals may be unenthusiastic about 
environmental issues, Langmead offers seven helpful responses: 

 
1. A cosmic view of salvation will balance the human-centred 

soteriology of many evangelicals. 
2. An understanding of God as both transcendent and immanent… 

will restore a lively sense of God’s intimate involvement with 
creation. 

3. A broader view of the atonement which links the redeeming work 
of Christ to his role as the creative and originating Divine Word 
will hold together creation and redemption more easily. 

4. A stronger affirmation of the value of this world to God, as 
demonstrated in the incarnation, will offset and balance the 
otherworldly hopes so common in evangelical thinking. 

5. An affirmation of the goodness of the material world, and even 
better, new integrated ways of conceiving the relationship of 
spirit and matter, will overcome the destructive dualism of spirit 
and matter. 

6. A willingness to work with others of like mind is needed to 
overcome the fear of the New Age. 

7. Finally, a healthy sense of wonder and grace that may allow a 
livelier relationship with creation which will nourish the pursuit 
of ecojustice.67 

 
Langmead has also recently adapted William Dyrness’ four 

actions recommended for Christians to undertake in order to 
incorporate environmental care into the Church’s worldwide 
mission. His four modified principles to rate current and future 
action are: 

 
1) Recognise the biblically announced mandate to care for creation 

and develop policies, structures and aims that characterise a 
culture of earth-care. 

2) Model personal lifestyles of simplicity and earthkeeping, living as 
Christ would among us today. 

3) Provide environmentally-sound development programmes among 
the poor with ecological awareness, procedures and actions. 

                                                 
67 Langmead (1998), 169-170. For further reading on these topics, I refer again to 
Lodahl’s wonderful book which touches on many of these points from a Wesleyan 
perspective: God of Nature and of Grace: Reading the World in a Wesleyan Way.  
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4) Train ministers, missionaries and church members in the 
principles and practice of Christian ecology, as well as 
encouraging them to reproduce the message.68 

 
Within The Salvation Army, the doctrine of Holiness (further 

elucidated through the writings of Brengle, Coutts and others) and 
the ideal of a sacramental life may also be two important steps 
towards a further strengthening of the basis for eco-mission. The 
idea of seeing life as sacred, as a sacrament itself, is seen implicitly 
in at least one Salvation Army song and one hymn in particular 
from John and Charles Wesley. The Salvation Army song, while not 
explicitly broad in the application of refreshing and feeding beyond 
humanity, links the life of the Christian with the sacramental meal 
of the Eucharist and the hope for its realization within one’s life. 

 
My life must be Christ’s broken bread, 

My love His outpoured wine, 
A cup o’erfilled, a table spread 

Beneath His name and sign, 
That other souls, refreshed and fed, 
May share His life through mine. 69 

 
Likewise, the Wesleyan hymn initially titled ‘Grace before Meat’ 

embraces the ‘affirmation of the sacramental character of our 
creaturely relations and experiences.’70 

 
Turn the full stream of nature’s tide; 

Let all our actions tend 
To Thee their source; thy love the guide, 

Thy glory be the end. 
 

Earth then a scale to heaven shall be, 
Sense shall point out the road; 

The creatures all shall lead to thee; 
And all we taste be God. 71 

                                                 
68 William A. Dyrness, ‘A Missiological Agenda for the 21st Century,’ in W. Dayton 
Roberts, (ed.), Patching God’s Garment: Environment and Mission in the 21st 
Century (Monrovia, CA: World Vision International, 1994), 148, cited in Langmead, 
2011. 
69 The Song Book of The Salvation Army (1986), No. 512. 
70 Lodahl, 2003: 146. 
71 Hymn #104, Works 7:211-12. Cited in Lodahl, 2003:145. Lodahl also mentions at 
this point the hymn was ‘placed in a section titled ‘For Mourners convinced of Sin’ in 
the 1780 Collection of Hymns’. 
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Conclusion 
 
Considering current environmental crises, the probable impact 
these crises will have on the people and places that are a major 
focus of the work of the Salvation Army, and most critically, 
acknowledging God’s self-giving love and care for all creation, there 
is a need for a holistic eco-theology and related eco-praxis within 
The Salvation Army. This must be a holistic theology born both out 
of cooperation with ecumenical bodies (such as the newly formed 
National Council of Churches in Australia Eco-Mission Project) 
and flowing from the distinctive Salvationist perspective. A holistic 
and inclusive eco-theology is required that is both internationally 
recognized as a clear mandate for the global Salvation Army, and 
yet locally concretised in Salvation Army centres and individual 
Salvationists as they aim to live out the calling of salvation and 
hope, showing selfless Christ-like love to all of God’s loved and 
degraded creation. 
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The recent discovery of a 1720 edition of Luther’s German New Testament, 
in which the books of the New Testament follow on from Luther’s Preface to 
the Book of Romans, invites another look at the accepted version of what 
happened at Aldersgate Street on 24 May 1738, the night Wesley’s heart 
was ‘strangely warmed.’ The accepted belief that William Holland was the 
reader, and that the William Wilkinson [WW] English version (1594 or 
1634)  of Martin Luther’s Preface was read that night follows from 
Holland’s association with the Wesleys, and the assumption that the WW 
version was the only version available in English. A careful examination 
shows that this is a speculative reconstruction of what happened that night 
without any evidence to support it. It is shown that the WW English 
version understood to have been read that night was exceedingly rare in 
Hanoverian England.  However, there were many German Pietists for 
whom the Luther German New Testament was the preferred version of the 
scriptures. Evidence is given to show that on 24 May 1738 Wesley attended 
a German religious society at Aldersgate Street, and there heard Luther’s 
Preface read in German.  
____________________________________________________ 

 
Introduction 
 
The recent discovery of a 1720 pocketbook or purse-sized edition of 
a Luther German New Testament, with Luther’s Preface to the 
Epistle to the Romans at the front of the edition, raises an intriguing 
possibility.1 The Luther German Bible and the Luther New 

                                                 
1 In April of 2007 while on a Bridwell Fellowship researching at the Bridwell Library 
of the Perkins School of Theology Dallas, I held this recently purchased German purse 
or pocket-sized New Testament.  The Rev Page Thomas, Senior Librarian at Bridwell 
and overseer of an extensive Methodist collection of documents, had realised the 
significance of this New Testament when it became available for sale and arranged for 
its purchase by the Library. After a brief preface to the New Testament there follows, 
Vorrede auf die Epistel St Pauli an die RÖmer (‘Preface to the Book of Romans’). The 
Vorrede auf die Epistel begins, ‘Diese Epistel ist das rechte Hauptseuct des Neuen 
Testaments, und das ab lerlauterste Evangelium, melche wol weurdig und werth ist, 
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Testament, traditionally published in this form, were the preferred 
versions of the Bible for Pietists and Moravians. For three years 
prior to John Wesley’s Aldersgate experience he was actively 
involved with Moravians. In Georgia he first lived with them and 
then was directly involved in worshiping regularly with them. On his 
return to England he met with Peter Boehler and his companions 
who read from such copies of the Luther New Testament. 

It is possible that Wesley heard Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to 
the Romans read from such a German New Testament on the night 
of 24 May 1738 when his heart was ‘strangely warmed.’ It is most 
likely that he had heard the preface read in German before, and was 
now hearing it again at a time of crisis in his own life. This calls into 
question the widely accepted view that William Holland was the 
reader and that it was the William Wilkinson [WW] 1594 or 1634 
English version which was read that night.2   

It is surprising how little is known about the circumstances of 
this night, a key event in John Wesley’s life. Wesley’s minimalist 
description of what happened at Aldersgate Street does not indicate 
which society he was attending, who the reader was, the version read 
or the people who were present.  Why did he go so unwillingly to ‘a 
society in Aldersgate Street’?  What sort of a society was it?  Why 
would someone have been reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to 
the Romans, and who was the reader?  This paper takes another look 
at the evidence for what happened that night.   

 
Identifying the Society at Aldersgate Street 
 
The footnote to the words ‘a society in Aldersgate Street,’ in Ward 
and Heitzenrater’s 1988 edition of Wesley’s account provides the 
most up to date summary of what was known about this society. 

 
Moravian sources (extensively quoted in Curnock, 1.475n.) suggest that 
this was a society which met weekly in Nettleton Court, Aldersgate 
Street. Among its members was James Hutton; Whitefield had 

                                                                                                       
das sie ein Christen-Mensch, nicht allein von Wort zu Word aus wendig wisse, 
sondern teaglich damit umgehe, als mit teaglichem Brodt der Seelen.’ 
2 John Wesley, Journal & Diaries I (1735-38) vol. 18 in The Works of John Wesley. 
ed. W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1988), 249. Note 76 declares ‘This work…was A Methodical Preface prefixed before 
the Epistle of S. Paule to the Romanes, very necessary and profitable for the better 
understanding of it.  Made by the right reverend father and faithfull servant of Jesus 
Christ, Martin Luther, now newly translated out of Latin into English by W[illiam] 
W[ilkinson] (London [1594]), and subsequently reprinted). 
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ministered there in 1737; and Peter Boehler formed them into bands.  
The Wesley brothers were staying at different addresses nearby at the 
time. 3  

 
Curnock gives a fuller description, identifying the site as that of a 

room in Hall House in Nettleton Court on Aldersgate Street.  

 
Until recently the sole evidence in support of this identification was a 
statement in Benham that James Hutton took a room in Nettleton 
Court, and had a ‘Society’ there. But in 1875 the Moravian Messenger, in 
an autobiographical memoir of Brother John West, a prominent 
member of the Fetter Lane church, threw additional light on Hutton’s 
society. ‘I attended,’ West says, ‘the ministry [of Whitefield] for the first 
time towards the latter end of 1737. I thought within myself, this is 
indeed something new, and omitted no opportunity to hear him. About 
this time I heard of a religious society which met weekly in Nettleton 
Court, Aldersgate Street, and it was not long before I joined them. The 
brethren James Hutton and John Edmunds were of the number.  When 
brother Bohler came to England…at our request, he formed us into 
bands. After Mr Wesley withdrew from us, I was in great strait whom to 
follow…’ It should be remembered…at this time…John was the guest of 
James Hutton in Wild Street, and the probability is that he would 
accompany his host to the society he had founded, which, it is clear, met 
in Nettleton Court.4 

 
It is evident from these accounts that James Hutton (1715-1795) 

was a key figure in regard to the society in Aldersgate Street. What is 
known about him in 1738, is derived from the Journals and Diaries 
in Wesley’s Works,5 the Manuscript Journal of Charles Wesley6 (not 
published until after his death), and the Memoirs of James Hutton 
written by Daniel Benham in 1856 which cites letters and diaries 

                                                 
3 Journal & Diaries I: 249, note 75.  
4 The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., ed. Nehemiah Curnock (London: A. M. 
R Culley, 1909-1916) 1: 475, note 1. 
5 The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1984 - ), begun as The Oxford Edition of the Works of John Wesley (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1975–1983). This major work documents John Wesley’s total 
activities as author, editor, and publisher from 1733-1791 and includes the results of 
research and the comments from previous editions of his work.  Publications still 
continue.  This paper refers to vol. 18 Journal and Diaries I (1735-38), ed. W. 
Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988), and 
vol. 25 Letters I, ed. Frank Baker (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980).  
6 S. T. Kimbrough, Jr and Kenneth G. C. Newport, eds. The Manuscript Journal of the 
Reverend Charles Wesley, M.A. 2 vols. (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 2008). 
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from the Moravian records held in Herrnhut.7 Recent research in the 
Moravian archives has provided fresh information about Hutton and 
these events, casting new light upon them as presented in Colin 
Podmore’s The Moravian Church in England, 1728-1760.8 

 James Hutton first met the Wesleys when he was fifteen at 
Oxford while visiting school friends. Wesley’s oldest brother Samuel 
lived next to James’ parents and ‘the Wesleys visited them when 
they were in London and stayed at their home in October 1735, prior 
to their departure for Georgia.’9 It was there, listening to John 
Wesley, that James was ‘awakened’ at the age of twenty, and wanted 
to go to Georgia with the Wesley brothers, but was not allowed, 
because he was still an apprentice. ‘Hutton was much impressed, 
and as he had lived very wildly in the world his awakening became 
the more earnest.’10 According to Podmore, ‘John Wesley sent his 
Georgia journals to Hutton, who read them in various societies, 
forming people who responded by donating money into an 
association for assisting the poor which soon had between 200 and 
300 members.’11 

James completed his apprenticeship to an eminent bookseller 
while John Wesley was in Georgia.   

  
At expiration of his apprenticeship, he commenced business as a 
bookseller in his own account, in a shop called ‘The Bible and Sun’ a 
little to the Westward of Temple Bar, where he at once held religious 
meetings. Hutton also engaged a room in Nettleton Court, Aldersgate 
Street, where he met a small society every week for mutual edification.  
He was at the same time a very active promoter, if not the sole author of 
an establishment for Christian fellowship at a house in Islington, but was 
obliged to give it up for want of proper persons to conduct it.12 

 
This vital, energetic young religious man was no stranger to 

religious societies. He had grown up in a society his father held at 

                                                 
7 Daniel Benham, The Memoirs of James Hutton; comprising the Annals of his Life, 
and connection with the United Brethren (London: Hamilton, Adams & Co, 1856).  
The memoirs were compiled from records at Herrnhut which include diaries of those 
involved in the Moravian work in London at the time. 
8 Colin Podmore, The Moravian Church in England, 1728-1760 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1988).  
9 Podmore, 35. 
10 Benham, 11. 
11 Podmore, 35. Hutton’s memoirs note that it was Wesley’s diaries that Hutton read, 
Benham, 12.  Wesley’s first Journal was not published until after he returned to 
London. 
12 Benham, 12. 
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his home, a somewhat ‘lifeless’ and ‘slumbering group.’13 Set alight 
as a Methodist, he was at the center of the evangelical events that 
unfolded over the next years. It was Charles Wesley who introduced 
him to the great Moravian leader Count Zinzendorf when he visited 
London in 1737. Zinzendorf was there to discuss with the trustees of 
the settlement in Georgia a proposal for further Moravian settlers in 
addition to the two parties already there. He met the court chaplain 
and Halle Pietist, Friedrich Ziegenhagen, and with the help of 
Charles Wesley sought a meeting with Archbishop Potter for 
recognition of Moravian orders, vital for future ministry in the 
Church of England in Georgia. Zinzendorf also conducted household 
worship which ‘was attended by London Germans, ten of whom he 
formed into an independent society, providing a set of rules.’14  After 
he left he showed no further interest in the group and ‘several 
members fell away, although the majority remained loyal, despite 
Ziegenhagen’s attempts to draw them away from Zinzendorf’s 
influence.’15  

It was not long after this that Hutton met George Whitefield 
another Holy Club member. Whitefield, ‘the boy preacher’ drew new 
members into these societies.  As Curnock notes, Brother John West 
joined the Aldersgate Street society in 1737 because of Whitefield.  
By February 1738 there was…  

 
…a small network of societies formed as a result of ‘awakening’ by the 
Wesleys and Whitefield. They had contacts and overlapping membership 
with the larger and older religious societies in which Whitefield’s 
preaching had created a readiness for renewal.  This newer network was 
linked, particularly through James Hutton, with the Oxford Holy Club 
and its former leaders the Wesleys, who were, in turn, among the 
Moravians’ main English friends.16 

 
On John Wesley’s return from Georgia, Hutton’s place became 

his London home.17 Hutton, a person who made things happen, was 
the ‘active promoter’ of two societies at this time, one at his home, 

                                                 
13 Benham, 9. 
14 Podmore, 26. 
15 Podmore, 27. 
16 Podmore, 32. 
17 Over the next two years John Wesley regularly stayed with Hutton when he was in 
London and when he was in Bristol sent letters to him describing the amazing work of 
God under way there.   When John separated from the Fetter Lane Society (which he 
and Peter Bohler had been instrumental in starting on 1 May 1738), Hutton stayed 
with the Moravians.   
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and one at Aldersgate Street.    
Wesley introduced Hutton to Peter Boehler soon after he arrived 

in England. Boehler was briefly in London on his way to Georgia. He 
had been given Wesley’s name as a person to contact with regard to 
a visit to the Holy Club at Oxford which provided a wide devotional 
network of people who subscribed to the ‘holy living’ tradition, 
similar to the Halle Pietists, but ‘diametrically opposed to that of the 
Moravians.’18 After he met Peter Boehler it was not long before 
‘James Hutton had become the leading figure among the English 
Moravians.’19 His shop was a regular meeting place for Holy Club 
members, prayer, visiting speakers, and Moravian visitors.   At this 
time Wesley was the older man at thirty-four, while Hutton and 
Boehler were both twenty-five.    

Boehler and his three companions only spoke German. They at 
first visited with German Christians, such as Pietists and others in 
the Lutheran Church who were open to the Moravians. His fourth 
companion, Abraham Ehrenfried Richter (who also only spoke 
German) had a specific task. It was to ‘visit the remnant of the 
German society founded by Zinzendorf in 1737.’20 He took in hand 
the 1737 society who were not yet Moravians21 and ‘noted of the six 
who still met together’… 

 
‘They are still under the Law, and want to become good and lovely, 
before they come to the Saviour.’ Here the disagreement with Halle 
Pietism was reflected in microcosm. The Moravians held that God 
accepts people as they are – as sinners, and that one should not struggle 
to achieve holiness through one’s own efforts (that would be unnecessary 
and impossible), but ‘become a sinner’; that is, accept one’s sinfulness, 
simply believe, and await the salvation which is the gift of God’s grace 
and cannot be earned by works or merit. During the first few days the 
society members found this teaching difficult to accept, but soon they 
began to come around.22   

 
By 10 March ‘the society had been organized into a band, and two 

weeks later daily meetings were being held; band meetings on three 
evenings, and prayer meetings on the others.’23 According to 

                                                 
18 Podmore, 33. 
19 Journal & Diaries I: 224, note 19. 
20 Podmore, 30. 
21 Podmore convincingly demonstrates from Moravian records that there were no 
Moravians or Moravian societies in London prior to Bohler’s visit in 1738.  
22 Podmore, 31. 
23 Podmore, 31. 
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Podmore, ‘Such intimate discipleship groups were hitherto virtually 
unknown in the Church of England.’24 By 2 April 1738, Easter 
Sunday, thirty people were involved with this group, now a 
Moravian fellowship group, with sixteen meeting in two bands. 
‘After negotiations and arrangements for their Georgia undertaking, 
the daily meetings of this German society were the main 
commitment of the four Moravians, none of whom could speak 
English.’25  The members of the group however had lived in England 
for at least a year, and probably much longer, and would be able to 
speak English and German. Where did this German group meet, 
especially after the group had grown and was organized into bands? 

It is also important to note that it was from this day, 10 March, 
that on his return from Oxford Boehler began to meet James Hutton 
regularly. The following Wednesday Hutton invited him to speak at 
the regular society that met in his home. At Easter, ‘Hutton’s group 
planned to imitate the Easter watch kept through the night at 
Herrnhut.’26 It is also likely he was the one who introduced Boehler 
to the society in Aldersgate Street which was soon formed into the 
bands John West notes. The active promoter of societies was now 
promoting Boehler and the Moravians.  

It was not until 1 May, nearly two months later, that Boehler, 
with James Hutton’s help, took the initiative to form a further 
society, Hutton’s third, and the second in his home. After Easter 
Bohler records in his memoir that interest from the English ‘grew 
and grew’. ‘Indeed their passionate insistence went so far, that I 
allowed myself to be introduced into different societies…and talked 
there as well as I could in English.’27 On 24 April he decided ‘he 
should attempt to form those who had come under his influence into 
a band.’28   

 
On the evening of 1 May Bohler invited a select group to gather at 
Hutton’s, and after discussion of the Moravian principles of 
fellowship, they agreed to form a band. John Wesley was present 
only by chance; having been called back to London because of his 
brother’s illness, he had arrived at Hutton’s (because Charles was 
staying there) only that evening. The founding of this band was an 
event of the utmost significance, for it was soon to grow into the 

                                                 
24 Podmore, 31.  
25 Podmore, 32. 
26 Podmore, 37. Herrnhut was the founding community for the Moravians. 
27 Podmore, 38. 
28 Podmore, 38. 
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Fetter Lane Society – the main seed-bed from which the English 
Evangelical Revival would spring…This society was in fact 
Moravian in foundation and character, even if initially Anglican in 
membership. It was founded ‘by the Advice of Peter Boehler;’ 
Wesley may have influenced the rules’ form, but their spirit was 
Boehler’s.’29 

 
‘Rather than a commitment to pursue holiness, the unwritten 

requirement was admission to one-self that one was a sinner and 
could not achieve holiness by personal effort or through religious 
exercises.’30 Boehler ‘was pleased to discover that this could now be 
said of Wesley too. Willingness to adopt Moravian practice was not 
enough; acceptance of Moravian teachings about salvation was an 
essential prerequisite for membership of this group – another mark 
of Moravian society.’31 

In May then, there were three societies that, while not strictly 
Moravian societies, were headed in that direction in addition to the 
Zinzendorf 1737 group led by Richter and his three German 
companions that was Moravian. This German group was growing 
rapidly, presumably by recruiting new members from the network of 
German Pietists in London. John Wesley belonged to the Fetter 
Lane Society, which he called ‘our little society.’32 When he was not 
present he reported to the meetings through James Hutton. Boehler 
left for Georgia three days after it was formed. Hutton soon became 
one of the key leaders. Boehler’s diary notes on the day he left that 
he had become displeased with Wesley’s preaching (which he now 
understood in English), and that ‘it was not as it should be,’ whereas 
on May 6 and 9, he wrote that he was overjoyed ‘how he (Hutton) 
had made a breakthrough with the Saviour.’33 From a Moravian 
point of view these fundamental tensions were to play themselves 
out over the next two and a half years. Hutton was now in Boehler’s 
camp, and not Wesley’s. 

Richter continued to care for the German society and its bands 
after his companions left with Boehler for Georgia on 4 May. Wesley 
does not refer to this group in his Journal, neither do the Memoirs 
of James Hutton. Yet here was a group both Wesley and Hutton 

                                                 
29 Podmore, 39, 40. 
30 Podmore, 41. 
31 Podmore, 40. 
32 Journal & Diaries I: 236. 
33 Sandra Gehrlach, ‘John Wesley, “Inquirer Seeking Grace”: The Moravian View,’ 
Methodist History 45:4 (July 2007): 226. 
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knew existed and it is highly likely they would have known some of 
its members. Where did it meet? As has been noted, Boehler began 
to meet regularly with Hutton from 10 March about the time the 
German group ‘had started to come around’ and was organized into 
bands. Two weeks later on 24 March as the group grew, ‘daily 
meetings were being held; band meetings on three evenings, and 
prayer meetings on the others.’34 It seems entirely possible that 
Boehler talked over with Hutton, the ‘active promoter’ of societies 
where the society and the bands could meet. Other than his home, 
the other place Hutton had access to in which a society or band 
could meet was Aldersgate Street. It is highly likely that in addition 
to Hutton’s society this other German society met here also.   

Gerlach, writing from a Moravian perspective, presumes that 
Wesley in his Journal ‘made sure that Aldersgate, his public 
testimony of assurance, took place at Hutton’s society, which was 
not exclusively Moravian at the time.’35 It was still an Anglican 
society with Moravian leanings. Martin Luther’s Epistle to the 
Romans would have been read in English. What if it was not 
Hutton’s society but a band or group of this German society that 
Wesley attended on the night of 24 May 1738? Such a group had a 
good reason to be reading Luther’s Epistle to the Romans. It was an 
iconic German reading for Pietists and Moravians. It would be read 
from a Luther German New Testament or Bible that was the 
common text used by Pietists and Moravians. All present were able 
to read and understand German. 
 

                                                 
34 Podmore, 31.  There is little evidence as to the numbers attending by the end of 
May, but clearly a significant number of separate meetings were under way each 
week.  As yet no records of these meetings and their locations are available.  The 
German Diary of Abraham Richter is a further resource that needs to be checked for 
any comments about Wesley. If he had commented directly it would have been 
already noted in the literature. 
35 Gerlach, 230.  Gerlach is arguing that according to Boehler’s Diary, Wesley on the 
night of 23 April 1738 admitted that faith was instantaneous, and received Bohler’s 
direction that he preach faith until he had it. Wesley reports this but Boehler’s Diary 
goes on to say that Wesley, alone with him, tearfully pulled back from a spiritual 
highpoint because he was unwilling to admit his unbelief and did not seek ‘to learn to 
believe’ further from Boehler.  Indeed Wesley in his Journal for that night says, ‘Here 
ended my disputing.  I could now only cry out, ‘Lord, help thou my unbelief.’ Journal 
& Diaries 1:234. Gerlach sees the Aldersgate account as Wesley wanting to distance 
himself from the Moravian faith and define his own moment of belief in a more 
Anglican setting at Hutton’s Aldersgate society.  If it actually happened in the German 
society meeting at Aldersgate Street he would have to distance himself to an even 
greater extent. 
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Identifying the Reader 
 
If the reader could be identified it could indicate which language was 
used to read the Preface that night. In a footnote to the account on 
24 May, Ward and Heitzenrater summarise what has been generally 
accepted about the identity of the reader. 

 
The reader is thought to be William Holland (died 1761) a devout 
Anglican who now introduced the Wesley brothers to Luther’s 
commentaries on Galatians and Romans. He was a founding member of 
the Fetter Lane Society, and on its division in 1740 threw in his lot with 
the Moravians.36   

 
The Fetter Lane society at this stage still met at Hutton’s before 

moving to Fetter Lane later in mid-October 1738.37  Holland was not 
a member of the society at Aldersgate Street. Curnock provides more 
detail, commenting in a footnote, ‘It has been suggested that 
William Holland was the ‘one’ who ‘was reading Luther’s Preface’ on 
May 24.’38 After a fuller description of his involvement with the 
Moravians, Holland’s account of his discovery of faith in the 
presence of Charles Wesley is presented. It is a longer account of 
what Charles Wesley chronicles in his Journal for 17 May 1738.39  
Curnock quotes from Holland’s manuscript account of what 
happened, before making his own comments.  

 
Shortly before Peter Boehler’s departure for Georgia, he and Mr Wesley 
began a band. I was gone at that time for a few days into the country. 
After my return, in speaking with one of our society on the doctrine of 
Christ, as preached by him, and reading the eighth chapter of Romans, I 
was conscious that I was not in the state there described. I became very 
uneasy, made a diligent search for books treating of faith in Christ, and 
was providentially directed to Martin Luther’s Commentary on the 
Epistle to the Galatians. I carried it round to Mr. Charles Wesley, who 
was sick at Mr. Bray’s, as a very precious treasure that I had found, and 
we three sat down together, Mr. Charles Wesley reading the Preface 
aloud. At the words, ‘What, have we then nothing to do? No, nothing! 
But only accept of Him who of God is made unto us wisdom and 
righteousness and sanctification and redemption,’ there came such a 
power over me as I cannot well describe; my great burden fell off in an 

                                                 
36 Journal & Diaries I: 249, note 75, line 5. 
37 Podmore, 44. 
38 Curnock, I: 475, note 1. 
39 Kimbrough and Newport, 103. 
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instant; my heart was so filled with peace and love that I burst into tears. 
I almost thought I saw our Saviour! My companions, perceiving me so 
affected, fell on their knees and prayed. When I afterwards went into the 
street, I could scarcely feel the ground I trod upon.40 

 
Holland writes that he was ‘providentially directed’ to this 

commentary.  Charles Wesley puts it slightly differently. He had 
‘accidentally lit upon’ the commentary.41 Then Curnock links 
Holland to the night of 24 May 1738. 

 
It is extremely probable that this was the reader under whom John 
Wesley’s heart was strangely warmed. If so, we have the singular 
coincidence that Charles read to him, and he read to John. But what was 
read? The text of the Journal, as it has reached us, says distinctly: 
Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. One can scarcely be 
surprised that a doubt has arisen with reference to this statement. Is 
‘Romans’ a misprint, or error of association, for ‘Galatians’? The 
discovery of a missing diary would set the question at rest.42 

 
A word of explanation is needed here. Wesley wrote his Journals 

from the coded diaries that he kept for almost every day of his adult 
life. The Aldersgate night is described in Journal extract No 2 which 
covers the period from 1 February to 14 August 1738.43 
Unfortunately the only diary still extant from this period is for April, 
the month prior to the key event. Thus, there is no separate diary 
account for Aldersgate. Because Wesley was a disciplined diary 
writer it is generally presumed that these particular diaries were 
written but later lost or destroyed.     

Curnock believes that if Wesley’s missing diary were to be found 
the diary would state that what was read that 24 May night when his 
heart was strangely warmed was not Luther’s Preface to the Epistle 
of Romans, but Luther’s Commentary on the Galatians.  If Curnock 
is right then it makes sense that Holland, on fire with his discovery 
of faith from Luther’s Commentary on Galatians, would take every 
opportunity to share this reading that had changed his life with the 
brethren in the network of societies he knew.  If Curnock is wrong, 
and Wesley heard Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans 
read, then there is no evidence linking Holland with John Wesley on 

                                                 
40 Curnock, I: 476, note 2. 
41 Kimbrough and Newport, 103. 
42 Curnock, I: 476, note 2. 
43 Journals number 2-4 cover the period from February 1 prior to Aldersgate to 
October 1740, when Journal 2 was published.    
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the night of 24 May 1738.  In fact Wesley published his Journal 
account of 24 May as a tract three times after 1740, and distributed 
it widely throughout England. It is certain that it was Luther’s 
Preface to the Epistle of the Romans that he heard. 

It has to be underlined that it is only on the basis of this 
supposed misprint that it can be said that it is ‘extremely probable’ 
that William Holland was the reader.  At the heart of the received 
tradition, summed up by Curnock and continued in Ward and 
Heitzenrater’s footnote, there is no evidence that Holland 
‘introduced the Wesley brothers to Luther’s commentaries on 
Galatians and Romans.’44  

Yes, Holland’s discovery of Luther’s Commentary on Galatians 
was instrumental in Charles Wesley’s discovery of faith on Pentecost 
Sunday 21 May 1738, only three days before John’s experience at 
Aldersgate. He introduced Charles Wesley to Luther’s Commentary 
on Galatians, and indirectly John as well, but not John or Charles to 
Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. Holland’s manuscript 
does not go on to say that he then searched for Luther's copy of the 
Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. There is no evidence from 
Holland that he read an English version of Luther’s Preface to the 
Epistle to the Romans to a society in Aldersgate Street on 24 May 
1738.  
 
The Availability of English Translations of Luther 
 
Were these two English translations of Luther readily available in 
England at this time? The English Short Title Catalogue (ESTC) lists 
over 460,000 items published between 1473 and 1800 in the British 
Isles and North America, predominantly in English, in the British 
Library and over 2,000 other libraries. It provides an opportunity to 
gauge the relative availability of Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the 
Romans, and Commentary on the Galatians in and about 1738. 

There were eleven printings by six different publishers of 
Luther's Commentary on Galatians translated from the Latin into 
English in the years between 1575 and 1734.45 There are many copies 
of each of these editions still widely distributed in libraries 
throughout the British Isles. These early printings were at a time 
when the Puritan and Dissenting groups were gaining the influence 
and power that culminated in the English Civil War and the Puritan 

                                                 
44 Journal and Diaries 1: 249, footnote 75. 
45 These are 1575, 1577, 1580, 1581, 1588, 1602, 1616, 1635, 1642, 1644, and 1734. 
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Commonwealth (1643-1659). There were no further printings after 
the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 until four years prior to 
Aldersgate in 1734. Perhaps this last printing is an indication of 
greater interest in German Pietism during the reign of the Hanovers 
(George I and II). It is then not unlikely or surprising that William 
Holland in his search for books upon faith, ‘had accidentally lit 
upon’ the Commentary on Galatians three weeks before Aldersgate 
that was instrumental first in his own conversion and then soon 
after the conversion of Charles Wesley.   

The Preface to the Epistle to the Romans is much rarer. Both the 
1594 edition and the 1632 edition were published during the Puritan 
Dissenting era, but none after the Restoration. According to the 
English Short Title Catalogue there are a total of four known copies 
of the 1594 edition, and two copies of the 1632 edition presently in 
libraries in Britain and North America.46 What is clear is that at that 
time the book had been out of print for more than a hundred years. 
In 1738 it would have been far easier to have ‘accidentally lit upon’ a 
copy of the Commentary on Galatians than the Preface to the 
Epistle of the Romans.    

MacNeill, in his 1939 article ‘Luther at Aldersgate,’ summarized 
the situation at that time.47 He noted ten editions of the 
Commentary on Galatians translated from the Latin, (the eleventh 
in 1734 has come to light since) and the two editions of the Preface 
to the Romans. He cites the comments of Didymus referring to the 
WW version of the Preface to the Romans in 1838, ‘This book has 
long been extremely scarce, so that I have never been able to get a 

                                                 
46 The WW 1594 edition was already 144 years old in 1738. There is a copy at the 
Oxford University Bodleian Library and at Oxford University’s Exeter College (neither 
of which allows general borrowing), and there is a copy at the Folger Shakespeare 
Library, and the British Library (not formed until 1753) - four in all.  The WW 1632 
edition was already 106 years old in 1738. There is still a copy of at the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, and a record at the British Library indicating that a 1632 paper 
copy had been destroyed. The Folger obtained the 1594 and 1632 editions from the 
collector, Sir Robert Leicester Harmsworth (1870-1937).  The 1632 printing has a 
pencil note in the fly leaf that it was owned by the bibliophile Richard Heber (1773-
1833).   A note listing the provenance has ‘Richard Heber (1773-1833): Britwell Court 
copy [no date], with MS. shelf-mark and Miller arms and initials on the front and 
back covers.   Miller (1789-1848) at Britwell Court was seen as the successor to Heber 
having bought much of Heber’s collection.   So it is possible that there was at least one 
1594 copy and a 1632 copy somewhere in the London region in 1738 probably in the 
hands of a private collector. 
47 John T. McNeil, ‘Luther at Aldersgate,’ The London Quarterly and Holborn Review 
vol. 164 (April 1939): 200-217. 
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copy.’48 In spite of this he concludes, ‘The probabilities highly favour 
the use of W.W.’s English translation of this work, which existed in 
editions of 1594 and 1632.’49 One of his key reasons is stated in the 
form of a double negative. ‘There is no probability that the English 
version would be unavailable in London a little more than a century 
after its second printing - especially to members of a circle in which 
James Hutton, bookseller, was a recognized leader.’50 He underlines 
that John would most likely have been shown or been told of the 
Commentary on Galatians by Charles both before and after Charles’ 
conversion.  Nevertheless he holds that John Wesley definitely heard 
the Preface to the Epistle to the Romans read that night at 
Aldersgate.  

McNeill considers the possibility that Luther’s Preface was read 
in German. He notes the comments of Melle who asserts that… 

 
[T]he English societies contained ‘many German Herrnhutters who 
understood little English’ and thinks it quite possible that German was 
the language of the book, the reading being accompanied by oral 
translation. We may not exclude the possibility of such a procedure. Yet 
it seems to me highly improbable.51 

 
McNeill is right to reject the idea that English societies contained 

German Herrnhutters. Fifty-nine years later Podmore has clearly 
shown that the first real base for the Moravians turned out to be 
Fetter Lane and only after the Methodists left in 1740. And his 
doubts that the many societies in the network of that time were 
‘thronged by Germans’ have been borne out.52 Moravian records, 
however, do clearly identify the existence of the Zinzendorf German 
group whom Richter brought around to the Moravian position by 10 
March 1738 and formed into a growing society with bands and 
prayer meetings. 

McNeill believed that Wesley’s words ruled out that a double 
process of translation occurred. As a result he was left with the 
conclusion that James Hutton the bookseller was the probable 
source for whoever brought the book to the society in Aldersgate 
Street. Yet the Memoirs of James Hutton make no mention of him 

                                                 
48 McNeill, 209. 
49 McNeill, 217 
50 McNeill, 214. 
51 McNeil, 212, note 1, citing F. H. Otto Melle, Das Welten Gottes in Deutschen 
Methodismus (1924), 24. 
52 McNeill, ibid. p. 214 
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supplying the WW version of the Preface to the Epistle to the 
Romans to the society where Wesley’s warmed heart occurred.  
Given Wesley was the one who first ‘awakened’ him, and then was 
opposed to  him in 1740, it would be strange if as a ‘bookseller’ he 
did not make this vital connection, if he was involved.  

If, as McNeill considered briefly, there was another ready source 
of Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans amongst the 
German community in London, then it is clear that the accepted 
version of events would have to be reassessed. 

 
Hanoverian England 
 
There was a significant German presence in London before the reign 
of George I and even more so during the reign of George I and 
George II. The Hanoverian kings brought German-speaking people 
to England to work with king and parliament. Records from London 
show there were two German-speaking congregations present in the 
Savoy buildings about a kilometre from Aldersgate Street.53     
England had long been the destination or the jumping off point to 
the New World for Protestants who had suffered Roman Catholic 
persecution on the Continent. In 1709 there were more than 20,000 
German refugees living in camps on the outskirts of London, many 
of whom stayed on in England.  
 
Luther’s Writings among the Pietists 
 
In the last half of the seventeenth century Philipp Jakob Spener 
inspired a Protestant evangelical awakening that gave rise to the 
Pietist movement. Later, August Hermann Francke made the 
University of Halle a key training centre for Pietist ministers and 
leaders and a major educational and printing centre for Pietists 
throughout Europe. Religious persecution at this time forced many 
to look for other places to live. Count Zinzendorf in 1721 started the 
Moravians as a Pietist refugee group. They separated from the other 
Pietists after a profound revival galvanized their Herrnhut 
community in 1727. This led to a far more focused group life and a 
particular understanding of what faith meant. 

                                                 
53 Journal & Diaries I: 239, note 12.  Wesley’s Journal indicates that ten days before 
Aldersgate he preached free salvation by faith in the blood of Christ at the Savoy 
Chapel on May 14.  That morning he had preached at St Ann’s and noted that as in 
other places ‘I am to preach no more.’  The Savoy Chapel however, did not bar him 
from its pulpit.   
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The expulsion of all 20,000 Protestants from Salzburg in the 
winter of 1731 (with only eight days notice) made headlines 
throughout Protestant Countries, with articles containing 
‘illustrations of the Salzburgers turning their back on their mountain 
homeland for the sake of the Gospel, a fat baby under one arm and 
the Luther Bible under the other.’54      

Francke’s decision to send Anton Wilhelm Bohm to England in 
1701 was to have enormous ramifications. By 1709 he was a very 
active member of the Society for the Propagation of Christian 
Knowledge (SPCK). He served as court chaplain for George I until 
his death in 1722.  He was the bridge between the English religious 
scene and Halle, keeping people up to date with the Pietist 
movement. George I then replaced him with ‘a chaplain from the 
same Hallesian stable who became a still more firmly established 
figure in…the English scene, Friedrich Michael Ziegenhagen, who 
held office 1722-1776.’55 

‘The great moment for both Ziegenhagen and the SPCK came 
with the Protestant crisis in Salzburg over the winter of 1731-32.’56 
Wesley, a member of the SPCK, was directly involved with this Halle 
supported initiative. ‘The English…got a first installment of 200 who 
were settled by the Georgia Trustees near Savannah with two 
ministers sent from Halle, and put under the general spiritual 
oversight of the Wesley brothers.’57 As it turned out John Wesley 
spent most of his time with the Moravians, visiting other Pietists 
only once.  

The Luther Bible, which usually included Luther’s Preface to the 
Epistle to the Romans, was at the heart of the Pietist movement. At 
the turn of the 1700s Francke, the leader of the German Pietist 
movement, was both emphasising the importance of each person 
carrying their own copy of the Luther Bible, and searching for a way 
to make the scriptures available to the poor. In 1710 Baron Karl 
Hildebrand von Canstein proposed that the ‘poor should be 
provided with Bibles at very low prices’58 and founded the first 
modern Bible Society at Halle, printing and distributing the Bible for 
twelve cents and the New Testament for four cents by means of his 

                                                 
54 W. R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), 105. 
55 Ward, 306. 
56 Ward, 308. 
57 Ward, 104. 
58 S. L. Greenslade, The Cambridge History of the Bible (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1963), 1: 340. 
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invention of a cheaper method of printing. ‘To make it cheap, the 
aids to comprehension which had been provided in the glosses and 
prefaces of Luther and others were omitted.’59 By 1776, more than a 
million Luther New Testaments had been printed, nearly all in 
German (more than four million Luther Bibles).60 ‘Since the total 
demand could scarcely be met, the operation was not in competition 
with ordinary printers.’61 New Bible Societies emerged, and other 
religious book publishers produced Luther New Testaments and 
Luther Bibles for this growing new market among the educated as 
well as resourcing the religious enlightenment of the peasants who 
previously had been dismissed as non-educable.    

The particular edition of the Luther New Testament purchased by 
the Bridwell Library was printed in Hamburg in 1720 by Christian 
Trausold.62 Hamburg was the port of departure for most who sailed 
to England or the New World.  Ordinary printers were still printing 
the Luther New Testament with the prefaces and making them 
available in forms that helped people carry their copy of the 
scriptures with them. The fact that within a decade specialized 
markets had emerged as indicated by the selling of pocketbook or 
purse-sized Luther New Testaments adds to the number of ways that 
people were carrying the scriptures with them. With the strong 
Hallesian presence in England there were Luther New Testaments 
with a Preface to the Book of Romans in German carried in German 
pockets in London particularly among Pietists and Moravians.  It is 
far more likely that it was this version of Luther’s Preface that was 
available in England in 1738. 

 
Wesley’s Facility with German 
 
Wesley understood German, and translated German hymns into 
English. But more than that, most of the time he spent in Georgia 
was immersed in the Moravian movement. On the trip across to 
Georgia, Wesley notes in his Journal that on the first day ‘I began to 
learn German, in order to converse with the Moravians, six and 
twenty of whom we had on board.’63 For the first five weeks and the 
last six weeks of the sixteen week journey his diary indicates he 

                                                 
59 Greenslade, 1: 341. 
60 Greenslade, 1: 341. 
61 Greenslade, 1: 341. 
62 See footnote number 1 for details of the purchase 
63 Journals and Diaries I: 137. 
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studied German for a total of at least ninety hours, and during the 
voyage spent more than 120 hours with ‘the Germans.’    

Within three weeks of arriving in Georgia, Wesley took up 
lodging with the Moravians in Savannah until a house was provided 
there for him. His diary indicates that for sixteen of the twenty 
months in Georgia (while he was at his base in Savannah), he 
worshipped with them nearly every day, and sometimes twice a day. 
This was often followed by conversations with ‘the Germans.’ In all, 
his diary shows at least 220 hours spent this way. Most days in 
Savannah he set aside time to learn German, sometimes read 
grammars, and spent time translating into German and from 
German. His diary shows at least a further 210 hours in this task in 
the first year.  He read the Bible with the Germans and since they 
were Moravians it is most likely the Bible was the Luther Bible. He 
provided a public service for a few Germans in Fredericksburg and 
in a village near Savannah. ‘We first sung a German hymn, then read 
a chapter in the New Testament, which I explained as well as my 
little skill in the tongue would allow, and then after a second hymn 
and the Lord’s Prayer, I concluded with a Blessing.’64  

The diaries show that Wesley immersed himself in the Moravian 
community, German grammars, and conversations. The voyage from 
England and the time in Georgia was for Wesley a language 
laboratory for learning German, conversing, worshipping and 
praying formally and informally with Germans.  

After Aldersgate he travelled to Herrnhut. He met Count 
Zinzendorf, the leader of the Moravians, at Marienborn and notes in 
the Journal that he stayed with a member and ‘usually spent the day, 
chiefly in conversing with those who could speak either Latin or 
English: not being able (for want of more practice) to speak German 
readily.’65 Wesley’s comment makes it plain that he needed practice 
in speaking but did not lack understanding. And then at Herrnhutt 
he transcribed the conversations with those who shared their 
experience of conversion with him including lectures by Christian 
David. ‘Most of his words I understood well: if at any time I did not, 
one of the brethren who went with me explained them in Latin.’66 

 
 

                                                 
64 Journals & Diaries I: 432.  
65 Journals & Diaries I: 260. 
66 Journal & Diaries I: 273. 
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A New Reading of 24 May, 1738 
 
It is time to look again at the way Wesley reports the evening of 24 
May, 1738.  

 
In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, 
where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. At 
a quarter past nine, while he was describing the change which God 
works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for my salvation, and an 
assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and 
saved me from the law of sin and death. 

 
I began to pray with all my might for those who had in a more especial 
manner despitefully used me and persecuted me.  I then testified openly 
to all there what I now first felt in my heart. But it was not long before 
the enemy suggested, ‘This cannot be faith; for where is the joy?’ Then 
was I taught that peace and victory over sin are essential to faith in the 
Captain of our salvation; but that as to the transports of joy that 
usually attend the beginning of it, especially in those who have mourned 
deeply, God sometimes giveth, sometimes withholdeth them, according 
to the counsels of his own will.67 

 
The society most likely to be reading Martin Luther’s Preface to 

the Epistle to the Romans was a society which valued the Preface 
and had it available to them, namely those who were Pietists or 
Moravians. If this was a predominantly German group, it could 
explain why Wesley ‘went very unwillingly.’ It is three weeks since 
his meeting with Peter Boehler and the three witnesses who 
convinced him that he was without faith. Those who knew Boehler 
would know that Wesley was still searching for the faith he did not 
yet have. Wesley would have to face those who knew he did not have 
faith, sitting among them without any role to perform, feeling out of 
place on the edge of the group.  

So much falls into place once James Hutton is seen as the one 
who made available the rooms in Nettleton Court, Aldersgate Street 
for one or both bands of this German society started by Zinzendorf, 
and now the first group in England to come around to the Moravian 
view. It makes sense of a little recognized feature of Wesley’s 
account of what he experienced at Aldersgate. His comments are 
generally attributable to what he heard read from Luther’s Preface. 

                                                 
67 Journal & Diaries I: 249. Italics in original. 
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But as Podmore points out Wesley had ‘already accepted the 
Moravian understanding of salvation.’68 He was not a Moravian, but 
his experience was informed by that understanding. 

 
He felt his heart ‘strangely warmed’ (Zinzendorf’s was a  
Herzensreligion69); he trusted ‘in Christ, in Christ alone for salvation’ 
(and he did not strive to achieve it by self discipline and attendance at 
worship); he was given an ‘assurance’ (he felt that he was justified); his 
sins, the burden under which the Holy Club members and their friends 
had labored, had been ‘taken away’; he had been saved ‘from the law of 
sin and death’ (the Pauline phrase ‘under the law’ was precisely how the 
Moravians described those who did not accept their approach.70 

 
Gerlach points out that the Pietist elements involved included the 

reading of Luther’s Preface and an account that ‘took place at a 
specific hour as required by Halle Pietist conversion narrative 
tradition.’71 But then after prayers for others ‘the enemy suggested. 
“This cannot be faith; for where is the joy?’’’72 It was then that 
Wesley said that those present taught him that… 

 
[P]eace and victory over sin are essential to faith in the Captain of 
our salvation; but that as to the transports of joy that usually 
attend the beginning of it, especially in those who have mourned 
deeply, God sometimes giveth, sometimes withholdeth them, 
according to the counsels of his own will. 73 

 

Wesley, perhaps intentionally, places in italics the disclaimer 
taught to him by those present, that the 'transports of joy' that 
accompany salvation may be given or withheld at God's discretion. It 
seems plain that ‘those present’ in this society knew what it was to 
be born again in the Pietist and Moravian way. This is counselling 
from a Moravian perspective. Who else would have been able to 
provide such a commentary in England other than those members of 
this first Moravian band? Charles Wesley’s journal records ‘Towards 
ten my brother was brought in triumph by a troop of our friends and 

                                                 
68 Podmore, 42. 
69 ‘Religion of the heart’ 
70 Podmore, 42. 
71 Gerlach, 230. 
72 Journal & Diaries I: 250. 
73 Journal & Diaries I: 250. Italics in original.  
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declared, ‘I believe.’’’74 Note there are no names, but ‘a troop of our 
friends’ who brought him in triumph. John Wesley had experienced 
what they had in some measure also experienced. Two days later he 
went to his Moravian friend from Georgia, Toltschig, for advice. And 
three weeks later on 13 June, accompanied him and six members of 
Zinzendorf’s original German society to Herrnhutt.   

The circumstantial evidence is compelling that James Hutton 
made a room in Aldersgate Street available to Richter’s society (or a 
band) of the German group that Zinzendorf had originally brought 
together. On this Wednesday 24 May, John had some hope that 
salvation was close when he opened his Bible twice in the morning 
and later in the afternoon heard the words of the anthem when he 
helped out at St Paul’s. Now the day was almost over and nothing 
had happened. He had accepted an invitation to attend this society 
and may have already known that Martin Luther’s Preface to the 
Epistle to the Romans was to be read in German. As Wesley went to 
this meeting, he was pushing up against the deepest issues of his 
failed ministry and a failed faith in a cross-cultural setting requiring 
greater mental effort and concentration. No wonder he went ‘very 
unwillingly.’ Wesley desperate to find faith, finding himself in a 
predominately German group, needing to concentrate to hear 
Luther’s words in another language, hears and is blessed.75  It is an 
encouragement in a multi-cultural world to know that one of the 
profoundly formative moments in Wesley’s life, (and in Methodist 
theology) may well have been helped into being by the dynamics of 
Wesley finding himself in a meeting, clearly outside his comfort 
zone, with those who did not speak his native tongue. 
 
 

                                                 
74 Kimbrough Jr. and Newport, eds., Manuscript Journal of the Reverend Charles 
Wesley, 1: 111. 
75 The question arises whether the prefaces are the same in actual content.  The 1721 
German version was translated into English and compared with the WW English 
translation from the Latin which was translated from the German. The German 
version in English is shorter, and some of the phraseology is different.  But nothing 
stands out as being significant with regard to Wesley’s comments at Aldersgate.  It 
seems more likely that knowing German and the inclusion of the Preface in most 
Luther Bibles he had heard the preface before, if not often, while he was in Georgia. 
 Rather than any difference in the German it is more likely his re-assessing of the 
preface in the light of his realization that he lacked belief after his conversations with 
Bo hler.  At Aldersgate he hears firsthand once more what Luther declares faith to be.  
And he heard. 
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The Critical Question 
 

Why, then, is there no mention of this German context in John 
Wesley’s Journal? Wesley’s minimalist account of Aldersgate is 
consistent with the language used being either English or German. 
When an important event is excessively decontextualised, the 
suspicion is that the context may well be very important. This is 
editing by omission rather than alteration. And clearly Wesley as the 
editor of this account is deciding what is to be presented and what is 
not to be mentioned. What were the factors most impinging upon 
Wesley when he finalised this account in August and September of 
1740?    

There were in fact very good reasons why a German and 
Moravian connection might be minimised.  From this Journal (and 
later Journals) we know Wesley is providing an account of one of 
the most turbulent times of his life. What is even more remarkable is 
that in the Preface to Journal Extract 2 written in late September 
1740, he does not even mention Aldersgate in his overview of the 
decisive events from February 1738 to September 1740. This has 
puzzled many scholars, readers and subsequent generations who see 
Aldersgate as the decisive event of Wesley’s ministry. 

In 1740 Wesley was writing as the leader of a fledgling 
evangelical movement pushed out of the Fetter Lane society because 
of his refusal to accept the practices of the Moravian leaders of this 
group. He is differentiating the Methodist movement from the 
Moravians. The Preface to the Journal zeroes in on the 1738 visit to 
Herrnhut, the 1739 preaching in the fields, and the 1740 separation 
from the Fetter Lane society.76 Wesley states it is not necessary to 
seek God in strange lands, ‘When I went, the case was widely 
different. God had not then ‘made bare his arm’ before us as he hath 
now done, in a manner (I will be bold to say) which had not been 
known either in Holland or Germany at that time.’77 ‘In September 
1738, when I returned from Germany, I exhorted all I could to follow 
after that great salvation which is through faith in the blood of 
Christ; waiting for it “in all the ordinances of God,” and in “doing 
good, as they had opportunity, to all men.”’78 

                                                 
76 Journal Extract 2 itself covers the period, from his arrival back in England in 
February 1738, meeting Peter Bohler, the Aldersgate experience, and ends with the 
July-August visit to Herrnhut.  Journal Extract 3 records the preaching in the field, 
and Journal Extract 4 includes the separation from Fetter Lane.     
77 Journal & Diaries I: 219. 
78 Journal & Diaries I: 219. 
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Wesley gives the reasons why he opposed the Moravian leaders 
who a year later in September 1739 came troubling and subverting 
the believers at Fetter Lane teaching that a person may not use the 
ordinances of God until their experience of justifying faith has freed 
them from all doubt and fear. 

 
In flat opposition to this I assert: 
 

(1) ‘That a man may have a degree of justifying faith before he is 
wholly freed from all doubt and fear, and before he has (in the 
full, proper sense) a new, a clean heart.’ 

(2) ‘That a man may use the ordinances of God, the Lord’s Supper 
in particular, before he has such a faith as excludes all doubt 
and fear, and implies a new, a clean heart.’79 

Wesley is no longer a Pietist or a Moravian. He is defining the 
basic doctrines of faith for the Methodists over and against the 
Moravians of late 1739 and 1740,80 claiming in his own way to be 
true to the experience of many of the Moravians he interviewed at 
Herrnhut, while affirming elements of his own Anglican heritage, 
scripture and experience of field preaching. Podmore points out that 
‘as a rule Moravians did not preach in the fields’ whereas for Wesley 
this was where ‘God had made bare his arm.’81 At this critical time in 
1740 the future of the movement was not at all clear. It would not be 
until 1746 that Wesley would hold the first embryonic 1746 
Methodist Conference. 

The publication of the Journal came at a crucial time.  Wesley 
was sure of what God was doing through the amazing ministry in the 
fields and convinced that he had to face head-on the ‘quietists’ who 
in the name of faith called the Church and the ‘means of grace’ into 
question.  It makes sense that John Wesley and his connections with 
the Moravians might be read out of the Aldersgate account.82 In so 

                                                 
79 Journal & Diaries I: 220. 
80 Gerlach, 227.  It is fascinating to read Charles Wesley’s Journal for the period 
January to July 1740 and see the degree to which he fights against the ‘stillness’ 
doctrine of the Moravians, and affirms with his brother the ‘means of grace’.  In no 
way does Charles almost defect to the Moravians over this matter as Gerlach claims. 
81 Podmore, 54. 
82 No mention is made of the details of Charles Wesley’s conversion experience.  But 
then again Charles’ discovery of faith was bound up with William Holland who had 
thrown in his lot with the Moravians at the split.   Little of this would be known if it 
were not for Charles’ Journal (which was not published in his lifetime). 
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doing, John Wesley was effectively insulating Aldersgate from any 
direct tie with the Moravians. 

 
A Personal Experience 
 
In his account of Aldersgate it is Wesley’s own experience that is 
centre stage. His heart was strangely warmed; not through a Pietist 
penitential struggle, nor even a Moravian cleansed heart, but 
unexpectedly and strangely warmed. John’s description of this 
critical moment in the evening is most intriguing. There is no talk 
here of justification, redemption or sanctification. Instead, while 
Luther was ‘describing the change which God works in the heart 
through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed.’ Then 
follows the key words, ‘I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for 
salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken away 
my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.’ 
Wesley experienced what it is to feel forgiven. Since convicted of 
unbelief by Boehler, he had been praying for ‘justifying, saving faith, 
a full reliance on the blood of Christ shed for me; a trust in him as 
my Christ, as my sole justification, sanctification, and redemption.’83 
This prayer was answered, but with the emphasis on ‘the change 
which God works in the human heart through faith in Christ’ –a 
simpler and a less explicit doctrinal framework that is more 
accessible to be understood by others.     

Who can argue with Wesley when he reports what happened to 
him? He affirms that when he felt his heart strangely warmed he did 
trust in Christ and felt forgiven by Christ. And the description itself, 
his heart was ‘strangely warmed,’ holds together the divine and the 
human with God’s ‘strange’ action, and his own experience of a 
‘warmed heart’. John Wesley then, as editor, in 1740 describes what 
happened at Aldersgate in terms of his own experience. By then he 
has seen many people discover faith. He can speak with the 
authority of one who has been there when God has ‘bared his arm’ in 
the lives of many people. His perspective is not so much that of an 
individual searching for faith, but a leader attempting to be true to 
the work that has unfolded. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
83 Journal & Diaries I: 248 
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Conclusion 
 
It was in Wesley’s best interests to lessen the German influence on 
his conversion and increase the focus on the experience of faith. For 
Wesley, the habits of a lifetime of carefully recording what happened 
hour by hour would not easily have been put aside. The only course 
really available to him was to focus on the important matters from 
his 1740 perspective and lessen what he considered to be the 
background details in his description of that night. It was a 
censoring of the data by omission rather than modification of the 
actual details.  

The evidence for a German society meeting at Aldersgate Street, 
the availability of the Luther German New Testament including the 
Preface to the Epistle to the Romans, and Wesley’s ability to 
understand German, provide a better understanding of Wesley’s 
minimalist account of Aldersgate than the traditional view of a 
reading in an unknown society from the English WW edition. The 
ministry which Wesley received after his ‘heart was strangely 
warmed’ is entirely consistent with the counselling he received from 
this German society new to the Moravian perspective. 

The Preface to Journal 2 is caught up with the explosive events of 
the previous two years.  Events had moved beyond his personal 
struggle for faith which culminated at Aldersgate, to those of a 
leader wrestling with the future of the Methodist movement.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Putting It All in Perspective: A Survey of 
a Half Century of Doing Theology 

1961 – 2011 
 

Alan Harley 
 
Editor’s Note: This article is an address given by Dr. Harley at the Booth 
College Faculty Seminar in Sydney on 8 August 2011.      
 

The world of the early 1960s was marked by novelty - lots of it. The 
Beatles were about to revolutionise the music scene. Movies such as 
A Clockwork Orange and The Graduate were to shock the 
sensibilities of many movie-goers. Long-held moral values were 
being questioned and replaced. On the global scene humankind was 
divided by the Cold War and the Iron Curtain. And in that unsettled 
world I began my theological pilgrimage. 

At that time Anglican Bishop and New Testament scholar John A. 
T. Robinson was a household name, not so much for his scholarship 
as for his theological novelties. He had just written Honest to God, a 
small book which echoed Tillich’s notion of God as ‘the Ground of 
Being’ and with Tillich rejected what he deemed inadequate and out-
of-date views of God. Robinson also endorsed the contextual ethics 
of the so-called ‘new morality’ - concepts popularised by Joseph 
Fletcher and others, and destined to create a revolution in ethical 
thought to which we are heirs. To see ethical decisions as 
determined by their context rather than by external principles and 
objective standards was just what many in the flower power 
generation wanted. 

In this period the drug culture was born. Psychedelic experience 
was promoted as ‘religious’ by the likes of Timothy Leary.  Harvey 
Cox wrote The Secular City which gave rise to a fascination with all 
things ‘secular’ and had an impact across the wider church. 
Salvation Army Major Fred Brown of London became Mr Fred 
Brown because of having written a small book, Secular Evangelism, 
without the imprimatur of his leaders.  

In 1965 Methodist Leslie Weatherhead, friend of W. E. Sangster, 
wrote The Christian Agnostic, in which just about every doctrine in 
the book was scuttled, and euthanasia, spiritualism and 
reincarnation promoted. Overshadowing all the novelties was 
Gabriel Vahanian’s 1961 book, The Death of God. Paul van Buren 
developed its thesis, as did Thomas Altizer, who announced that God 
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had literally died in our time. The Jesus Seminar was tame in 
comparison. 

In this ‘world of shifting values’ – one of pot-smoking hippies, 
theological radicals, a sexual freedom brought on by the creation of 
the pill, and the fear of the Hydrogen Bomb and global extinction 
which encouraged this libertine lifestyle, theological study 
represented a rather uncertain journey. Ancient landmarks had been 
removed. For many of us it meant being driven back to the 
Scriptures and classical theology in order positively to respond to 
the challenge of this new age. There could be no embracing of 
liberalism or a going back to an earlier fundamentalism. Neo-
Evangelicalism became our home, with its openness to scholarship, 
cooperative ministries and ecumenical dialogue. For others the 
teachings of Moltmann, Pannenberg and Rahner replaced the 
shallow fare of the swinging sixties. 
 
Early Studies 
 
Theology at The Salvation Army’s college in Toronto was evangelical 
and mildly Wesleyan, with a strong emphasis on biblical study and 
practical ministry. The course was afforded generous credit when 
later I enrolled in a Bachelor of Theology program. This required 
three-year residence, one year external, and a 30,000-word exit 
dissertation. I chose the subject of Paedobaptism and argued that it 
was the more appropriate symbol of prevenient grace. If baptism be 
the mark of entry into the church, I argued, it must extend to the 
children of believing parents. In this regard the provisions of the 
new covenant could not be less generous than its predecessor. I saw 
baptism not as opus operandum, but, like a coronation, the symbol 
of an existing reality. The children belonged to God until they chose 
otherwise (Matt.19:14, 15).1 Graduate studies were pursued with the 
same college, focusing on the nature of atonement in the Old 
Testament.2 Research in the area of Old Testament theology was 
greatly assisted by the writings of the palindromic Otto Baab of 
Garrett Biblical Institute3 and Cambridge’s John S. Whale4, whom 
later I met at Oxford. 

                                                 
1 Alan Harley, ‘The Biblical Basis for Infant Baptism,’ Bachelor of Theology thesis, 
American Divinity School, Chicago, 1965. 
2 Alan Harley, ‘A Biblical Theology of Grace and Redemption,’ Master of Theology 
thesis, American Divinity School, Chicago, 1967. 
3 Otto Baab, The Theology of the Old Testament (Nashville: Abingdon 1959). 
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Other studies included Clinical and Pastoral Education at Brock 
University, near Niagara Falls, Ontario and post-ordination work at 
the United Church of Canada’s Centre for Christian Studies in 
Toronto. One Canadian autumn I drove some fifty kilometres to 
attend weekly lectures on the Philosophy of Religion at the 
University of Waterloo. A heavy winter, which had us snow-bound 
meant that it proved impossible to attend every class. Nevertheless 
the studies introduced me to the existentialist thought of Soren 
Kierkegaard, Abraham’s ethical position as reflected in his intention 
to slay his son, and the paradoxical concept of ‘the teleological 
suspension of the ethical.’ We also struggled with Anselm’s 
Ontological Argument – and I’m still struggling. Our text was Karl 
Barth’s Anselm – Fides Quaerens Intellectum. 
 
My Brush with Barth 
 
Fifty years ago Karl Barth was for many evangelicals the enemy. At 
the same time those of liberal persuasion found him too 
conservative. In those early days of study and ministry I could not 
afford to buy his Church Dogmatics so would visit the university 
library to dip into them. I received a gentle introduction to Barth in 
1964 by reading his Prayer and Preaching, which affirmed the 
centrality of biblical proclamation in the Church and the importance 
of prayer in the life of the minister. In it he said, 

 
… it is not possible for us to say, I will pray or I will not pray, as if it were 
a question of pleasing ourselves; to be a Christian and to pray mean the 
same thing, and not a thing which can be left to our own wayward 
impulses. It is, rather, a necessity, as breathing is necessary to life.5 
 

And again, ‘Preaching is ‘God’s own Word.’ That is to say, 
through the activity of preaching, God himself speaks.’6 

The same year I attended the lectures of that other Barth, 
Markus, at Michigan’s Calvin Theological Seminary. I mention in 
passing this great scholar overshadowed by a famed father. I also 
mention him because I have been helped by his teachings. For 
example… 
 

                                                                                                       
4 John S. Whale, Victor and Victim (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press), 
1960. 
5 Karl Barth, Prayer and Preaching (London: SCM Press, 1964), 19.  
6 Barth, Prayer and Preaching, 98. 
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The sacrifice of Christ shows what a sacrament is, and it shows that 
there is but One True Sacrament. If anything truly ‘shows what it 
effects, and effects what it shows’, then it is Christ’s death and His 
resurrection…By the One and only Sacrament, i.e. Christ’s death and 
resurrection, theological thinking and liturgical shaping are warned not 
to transfer to an alleged glory of several sacraments and priests what 
belongs only to the One Ministry of Jesus Christ.7 

  
G. C. Berkouwer’s kindly critique, The Triumph of Grace in the 

Theology of Karl Barth, first read in 1965, enabled me to appreciate 
Barth without getting carried away. I later was able to get some first-
hand insight into Barth when I had as a student in one of my classes, 
and as a member of my congregation, Dr Grover Foley. Foley had 
studied under Barth in Basle and was appointed by the great man to 
translate into English his Evangelical Theology: An Introduction. At 
the close of his studies with me Dr Foley said, ‘I’ve heard things here 
I never learned from Dr Barth’. I like to think he was affirming my 
insights; but he probably was thinking of my oddities. 
 
The Wider Family  
  
Like the Israelites of the Exodus who purloined Egypt’s treasures, 
my theology was enriched by my brief sojourn in foreign climes. 
High church brothers and sisters gave me a love for the Church’s 
history and continuity. Pentecostal friends showed the importance 
of being ever open to the Holy Spirit. From Reformed colleagues I 
learned what it was to think logically, biblically and theologically. 
Friendly Dutch Reformed pastors welcomed this Arminian into their 
homes and to their church’s communion table. Warm-hearted and 
godly Calvinists such as Iain Murray of Banner of Truth introduced 
to me a Christianity whose prime emphases were the grace of God, 
the person and work of Christ, godliness of life, and the authority of 
Scripture - not predestination and election. 

Those Dutch Reformed friends introduced me to their world – 
one populated by theologians such as Abraham Kuyper, Gerrit C. 
Berkouwer and Herman Bavinck. I warmed to the Reformed 
teachings set forth in the confessions and catechisms of the 
sixteenth century (rather than the more scholastic style of the 
seventeenth century). For example, the opening question and its 
answer in the Heidelberg Catechism of 1563: 

                                                 
7 Markus Barth, ‘Was Christ’s Death a Sacrifice?’ Scottish Journal of Theology 
Occasional Papers, No. 9 Edinburgh, 1960), 53, 54. 
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Q. What is your only comfort in life and in death? 
A. That I belong – body and soul, in life and death – not to myself but 
to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood 
has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the 
dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the will 
of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that 
everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.  
Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and 
makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for 
him. 

 
I also warmed to Bavinck’s definition of theology – a definition 

which has shaped my approach to the study and teaching of the 
subject. In his inaugural address as professor of theology at the Free 
University of Amsterdam, he said… 

 
Religion, the fear of God, must therefore be the element which inspires 
and animates all theological investigation. That must be the pulsebeat 
of the science. A theologian is a person who makes bold to speak about 
God because he speaks out of God and through God. To profess 
theology is to do holy work. It is a priestly ministry in the house of God. 
It is itself a service of worship, a consecration of mind and heart to the 
honour of His name.8 

 
The Man who was a Barthian before Barth 
 
This was the epithet given to Scottish scholar P. T. Forsyth, whom I 
studied in the context of my MTh studies. He was criticised by 
liberals, for whom he was out-of-date, and also by conservatives, for 
embracing such things as biblical criticism. Like his successor, 
Barth, he was a theologian of the Word. For him the Word was 
Christ, of whom the written word of Scripture was the testimony.  
While turning away from verbal inspiration, Forsyth called the 
Church back to Scripture, and established his teaching firmly on the 
foundation of divine grace. For him, a sound theology must be 
grounded both in dogmatics and Christian experience. 

 
We have not two certitudes about these supreme matters, produced by 
authority and experience, but one, produced by authority in experience, 
not a certitude produced by authority and then corroborated by 

                                                 
8 Herman Bavinck, Our Reasonable Faith (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977),  7. 
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experience, but one produced by an authority active only in experience, 
and especially the corporate experience of a Church.9 

 
From Forsyth I was learning how to be an evangelical without 

being a fundamentalist, and how to have a high doctrine of grace 
without becoming a Five-Point Calvinist. My thesis, incidentally, 
addressed the subject of grace-based redemption from the 
perspective of biblical theology. In it I contended that;  

 
The Spirit speaks through the Word of God to the heart of the sinner. If 
he spoke through the Word without at the same time working in the 
heart, no one would ever respond to the gospel. If he only worked in the 
heart without illuminating the Word, the gospel would be mysticism, or 
something akin to the Inner Light of the Quakers, but not a gospel of 
grace. 

 

Against those who saw human free will as sovereign, I contended 
with Luther that the will is in bondage and must be freed in order to 
respond to Christ. 

 
Being Wesleyan 
 
For most of my pilgrimage I have identified with Wesleyanism. I 
have explored – and for a time been attracted to – other positions, 
but Wesleyanism has been my default position. My academic 
pursuits reflect a Wesleyan trajectory. My arts degree was awarded 
by Michigan’s Wesley College. My earliest theological mentors were 
committed to Wesley’s teachings. For several years I ministered in a 
staunchly Wesleyan sister denomination, the Free Methodist Church 
of North America. The six years of preparation for ordination 
therein afforded a prominent place to things Wesleyan. Later, 
Methodist and Wesleyan Studies were completed with the 
Westminster Institute of Education, formerly the British Methodist 
Church’s Westminster College, within Oxford Brookes University. 
My graduate work was in the area of Wesley studies. 

Being Wesleyan does not mean that I endorse every word of 
Wesley. Nor does it involve embracing the terminology and 
hermeneutic of the eighteenth or the nineteenth centuries. It is, 
rather, to go to the heart and essence of a teaching which 
emphasises a truly free, truly sure and truly full salvation, known 

                                                 
9 P. T. Forsyth, Principle of Authority (London: Independent Press, 1952), 55. 
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within a warm-hearted, personal experience of God - an experience 
which finds its expression in purity of life and holy love. Such a 
position does not need Calvinism as its foil. It does not exist to 
oppose any other theological system. In a journal article in 2005 I 
presented a Wesleyan understanding of election without finding it 
necessary to make any mention of Calvinism. It is a thoroughly 
positive expression of the Christian message. I observed, in another 
journal article in 2004 that ‘Wesley’s doctrine of holiness finds its 
roots in the New Testament and the writings of mystics, theologians 
and Church Fathers, and is thus truly catholic in its origins.’ 

I have a personal reason for being Wesleyan. Wesley’s cerebral 
high Anglican trilateral of Scripture, reason and tradition needed a 
fourth component - experience. Mine also has to be a faith built on 
all four. I need to have a heart strangely warmed.  I need to know 
and love my Lord with my heart as well as my mind. And I have not 
been disappointed. In March 1973 the Spirit touched my life in 
sanctifying grace in a pastors’ gathering at Roberts Wesleyan 
College, New York. This did more for my theology of sanctification 
than all my reading in the subject. It would be untrue to say that I’ve 
always lived in the lofty atmosphere of that moment. But it’s the 
benchmark. I know what’s possible. And to that moment I can - and 
do - return for renewal. After fifty years of theology the outward man 
may be perishing but the inward man can be renewed day by day. 
 
The New Quest for the Historical Jesus 
 
In the 1960s the New Quest for the Historical Jesus was in vogue 
and in 1969 I attended Oxford’s Mansfield College Summer School 
where the ‘New Quest’ was the main subject.  The lecturers included 
John Marsh, J. S. Whale, John Hick and C. H. Dodd.  Like many 
evangelical preachers the bulk of my preaching had been from the 
Epistles and the Fourth Gospel - didactic and propositional. I 
returned from Oxford, cured of Docetism, to launch a sermon series 
from Mark’s Gospel. I also wrote a hymn (one of a few produced in 
that period) which was published in an American hymnal. Its second 
verse reads… 

 
The Living Word revealed to men, 

the life, the truth, the way. 
Not through the words of tongue or pen 

or tablets wrought in clay; 
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But through a lowly, human life 
this earthly path He trod, 

And sharing in our mortal strife 
He showed the way to God.10 

 
A high Christology was now tied to belief in an authentic 

Incarnation. I could affirm that Jesus Christ ‘is truly and properly 
God and truly and properly man’ and could add ‘Chalcedon’ to the 
list of things which defined my theology. This understanding 
affected my view of the Wesleyan doctrine of sanctification, which I 
spelled out in an Aldersgate Papers article, ‘Jesus, the Incarnation, 
and Holy Living.’11 

This ‘epiphany’ had practical implications. In the 1960s many 
North American Christians supported such things as segregation, 
the suppression of women, and extreme right-wing political systems. 
Then Black, Feminist and Liberation Theologies appeared on the 
scene. I read Gustavo Gutierrez with a critical eye and an open mind. 
I could not embrace all that he said, but came to see as wrong the 
way in which women, the poor, and non-Caucasians were treated in 
the world and often in the Church.  

 
Affirming Creativity 
 

As an additional nail in the Docetist coffin, I developed an interest in 
the relationship between theology and the arts. For several years I 
endeavoured to teach theology to dance, drama, music and art 
students. I say ‘endeavoured’ because creative arts students are like 
students on steroids or too much red cordial.  

At Oxford I attended lectures given by Professor Horton Davies 
on ‘The Mirror of the Ministry in Contemporary Literature’ 
(‘contemporary’ at that time meant such authors as Graham Greene, 
Peter de Vries, J. D. Salinger, William Golding, and Alan Paton). 
From Greene and his whisky priests I caught a glimpse of the grace 
of God in the context of human depravity. Alan Paton’s Cry, the 
Beloved Country exposed the evil that was apartheid. De Vries, in 
The Blood of the Lamb, gave a glimpse of human grief and the perils 
of glib religious responses. Golding’s Lord of the Flies depicted 
human depravity in a group of schoolboys, and his The Spire 
illustrated the futility of religious service prompted by false motives. 

                                                 
10 Hymns of Faith and Life (Winona Lake: Light and Life Press, 1980), no. 526. 
11 Alan Harley, ‘Jesus, the Incarnation and Holy Living,’ Aldersgate Papers no. 7 
(Sept. 2009): 60-73.  
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We also surveyed D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover – not a 
great theological work but most effective in holding the students’ 
attention. 

This new-found interest was to have practical implications. For a 
term I taught Shakespeare at the Niagara Christian College, and 
later tried my hand as a thespian. This included, among other 
things, a one-man John Wesley performance, presented several 
times in Wesley Theatre, Sydney, and a principal role in Guys and 
Dolls. 
 
Discovering the Family Tree 
 

My grandparents had been active Salvationists in the days of the 
Booths. William Booth died just twenty-nine years before I was born 
and I was commissioned as an officer by his grandson. We had little 
sense of history. Everything began with the East London Christian 
Mission. A pragmatic people, we were ever updating our 
methodology. By contrast, I knew of churches which traced their 
origins to apostolic times and which claimed to worship as had their 
ancestors of nearly two millennia earlier. Long before Robert 
Webber’s ‘Ancient-Future’ ideas and before the drift of evangelical 
Christians to Canterbury, Constantinople and Rome, I was looking 
for roots that went deeper than the late nineteenth century. My brief 
time in Oxford, and subsequent studies, addressed this. 

Mansfield College, where I attended Summer School, was the 
first non-conformist college in Oxford. Its chapel contains statuary 
depicting great pillars of the faith – Athanasius, Augustine, Anselm, 
Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Wycliffe, Bunyan, Owen, Isaac Watts, 
Richard Baxter, Wesley. These, I realised, were my spiritual 
ancestors. As a preacher of the gospel, I was in the succession which 
they represented.  

At that time the quest for church union was at its peak. The 
existence of different denominations was seen as a ‘scandal’ to be 
corrected as soon as possible. A major stumbling block to organic 
union was the issue of ordination. Anglicans refused to recognise a 
non-episcopally ordained ministry as valid, and non-Anglican clergy 
refused anything that smattered of re-ordination. I wrestled with 
this topic and was helped to see, with the artisans of Mansfield 
College chapel, that my ministry was not deficient because it could 
not lay claim to being in that succession: I was in that Evangelical 
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Succession which traces to the teachings of the Apostles, is conferred 
by the Holy Spirit and made real by the presence of Christ – a 
succession which creates a valid ministry and a true church   – ubi 
Christus, ibi ecclesia. So I’m a member of the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic church and a minister within the Evangelical Succession – 
a valid ministry regardless of my denominational membership. 

In my doctoral thesis I contended that the succession was not so 
much that of individual clergy as of the whole people of God, his 
‘royal priesthood.’ For non-episcopal Christians;  

 
…the whole gospel of Christ is, by its nature, different from that sort of 
religious experience or life which is (supposedly) transmitted by ritual 
acts…Further, they would affirm an evangelical succession which does 
tie all believers in an unbroken tradition to the times of the Apostles. 
However, this tradition does not necessarily run in a straight line, as 
suggested by Catholicism. Rather, it is more in the order of a mountain 
stream, winding its way through the rocks, sometimes going 
underground, sometimes a strong tide and other times almost reduced 
to a trickle. This stream, or evangelical tradition, embraces all who 
know and love Christ, regardless of their ecclesiastical commitment.   

 
Not all, of course, agreed. In a public debate with Orthodox 

scholars some years ago my conclusions were challenged. But the 
arguments of my opponents were dependent on their church’s 
tradition, not the Greek New Testament. One of their number 
contended, having rendered presbuteros by ‘priest’ rather than 
‘elder’, that the Apocalypse teaches that we shall need priests in 
heaven. Another said that my lack of priestly ordination invalidated 
not only my ministry but my marriage, my Christianity and my 
eternal salvation! After that grenade we did the only sensible thing – 
we went for afternoon tea. 
 
Graduate Studies 
 
These were pursued with the Geneva Theological College.12 My 
Master of Divinity program, which included time spent at Oxford, 
culminated in a 30,000 word dissertation, ‘For Us Men and Our 
Salvation.’ When relating the atonement to the Reformed/Arminian 
controversies, I attempted to find some common ground, and noted 
that; 

 

                                                 
12 Now affiliated with and accredited by the North West University, South Africa 



September 2011 

 101 

 

 

 

 

….we are not commanded...to preach predestination and repentance. 
Our gospel does not begin there and to commence at that point is to 
start at the wrong place. The New Testament calls all men 
everywhere to repent, and when they do, it says, they are numbered 
amongst God’s elect according to the foreknowledge of God. We 
begin with God’s call of grace to sinners, not the doctrines of decrees, 
predestination, election or foreknowledge.13 

 
The ethos of the Geneva Theological College was ecumenical and 

‘high church.’ My studies included the theology and ethos of 
traditional Anglicanism, and my tutor was an Anglo-Catholic priest. 
He introduced me to Anglican ascetical theology, the treasures of the 
Book of Common Prayer and the liturgical tradition of the Oxford 
Movement. This proved to be a practical form of tutelage as my tutor 
frequently invited me to concelebrate the Eucharist in the lovely 
nineteenth century Gothic church.  Dean (later Bishop) Lawrence 
Lee Shaver, an Anglo-Catholic, supervised my viva voce, in which I 
defended Wesley’s view of ordination and ministry.14 

In the final chapter of my thesis I examined the quest for visible 
unity. I had served ‘on loan’ to the United Church of Canada, one of 
the first major church unions (1925) in a parish which was formerly 
part of the Evangelical United Brethren. This German-based 
denomination became part of the United Church of Canada and in 
the United States joined with the Methodist Church to form the 
United Methodist Church. Of the 1925 union of Methodists, 
Presbyterians and Congregationalists in Canada I wrote… 

 
The union of churches in Canada was prompted, according to some, 
by a desire to see a healing of the broken Body of Christ in Canada. In 
point of fact, more pragmatic concerns appear in the documents 
written before 1925. Prior to Union, the Methodists and the 
Presbyterians had a comity agreement in regards the rural sectors of 
the land. Some felt that the arrangement favoured the Presbyterians, 
and the Methodists, eager to recover lost ground, have been charged 
with pursuing union with that goal in mind. This is no doubt a cynical 
view, but it would appear to contain more than a modicum of truth.15 

 
And again, 

                                                 
13 ‘For Us Men and Our Salvation’, 28. 
14 The 400-page thesis, ‘The Evangelical Succession,’ was presented to the Geneva 
Theological College (Massachusetts campus), June 1972 and is on file at the Owen 
Morris Library of North Wales. 
15 ‘The Evangelical Succession,’ 190. 
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The disappearance (rather than the sharing) of the Methodist and 
Presbyterian traditions, and particular the former, was quite rapid. 
The demise of older ministers and members saw the Church largely 
populated by a people who had no sense of history going back beyond 
1925. The challenge of wrestling with the views of Calvin, Knox and 
Wesley and producing some creative synthesis, or a further 
development in evangelical theology on the basis of such work, was 
not undertaken. None of the United Church’s theological colleges 
taught the theology of those ‘founding fathers’ and, as a consequence, 
ministers went to their first parishes lacking a sense of continuity or 
of historical theology.16 

 
Other Influences 
 
Situated for several years in a part of Canada which had a 
substantial immigrant population, and serving a German (English-
speaking) congregation with roots in eighteenth century Pietism, I 
was brought into constant contact with the spectrum of Reformation 
churches - Dutch Calvinists, Anabaptist Mennonites, traditional 
Anglicans, and German Lutherans. When the snows were not falling 
I would attend the occasional lecture at the Lutheran and Mennonite 
colleges some forty kilometres away.  

I’ve also learnt as I’ve taught. Having done all of my teaching in 
colleges with small faculties, within the Australian College of 
Theology or Sydney College of Divinity consortia, I’ve been called 
upon to teach in a wide range of areas - some twenty subjects in all. 
The academic purist rightly would frown on such goings on, but each 
subject proved to be a learning experience for me, if not for my 
students (especially when I was only one lesson ahead of them).  

Over the past two decades Thomas Torrance and Donald Bloesch 
have had a significant influence on my thinking. As with all the 
aforementioned mentors I have points of disagreement. But I 
acknowledge my indebtedness to these giants.  
 
The End Product 

                                                 
16 ‘The Evangelical Succession,’ p. 192. In a footnote (p.165) I noted, five years before 
the creation of the Uniting Church in Australia, that ‘The Australian churches are 
giving serious consideration to a very creative approach to church union. Rather than 
following the example of the Canadian churches, they are discussing the possibility of 
establishing a concordat with the Church of South India, thus making the new body a 
church with the historical episcopate.’ The final decision, of course, was to largely 
appropriate the Canadian model. 
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Long ago, in a preaching class, Professor Donald Demaray asked 
why, when speaking of heaven, my gestures aimed at the floor rather 
than the ceiling. My only excuse was that, having lived an equal 
number of years in Australia and Canada, I didn’t know which way 
was up. Happily, the bulk of my study has pointed me in the right 
direction. Encounters with scholars from across the Christian 
community have contributed to a theological position which is 
shaped, and enriched, by all.  This position aspires to be;  
 

 Catholic - rooted in the teachings of Nicea, Chalcedon and the 
‘Great Tradition’ of the Church.  

 

 Reformational - built on the principles of the sixteenth century 
Reformers17 – grace alone, faith alone, Scripture alone, Christ 
alone, and to the sole glory of God. 

 

 Evangelical - affirming a high view of Holy Scripture, 
dependence upon the work of the Holy Spirit, and commitment 
to preaching the gospel with a view to seeing sinners converted, 
believers sanctified, and the church alive and growing in the 
power of the Spirit of God. 

 

 Wesleyan – holding that all people need to be saved, all can be 
saved,  all who are saved can know they are saved by the inner 
witness of the Spirit, and all the saved can go on to Christian 
holiness. 

 
While affirming these strong doctrines, I admit to times of 

uncertainty. Dostoevsky’s faith was ‘formed in the crucible of doubt.’  
Mine too. There is no doctrine I have not at some time questioned. 
Donald Bloesch says that doubt is sin. So be it. Mea culpa. Simil 
justus et peccator. Thomas Torrance claims never to have known 
doubt; I envy him. I’ve known the questioner’s dark night of the 
soul. And I take heart from Tillich’s words: 

 
Nothing is more disastrous for the theologian himself and more 
despicable to those whom he wants to convince than a theology of self-

                                                 
17 In particular, I focus on the 16th century confessions and catechisms, which unlike 
their more scholastic seventeenth century successors, are marked by evangelical 
warmth and are redolent of personal Christian experience. 
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certainty. The real theologian is he who has the strength to perceive and 
to confess his weakness…18 

 
After a half-century I still ‘see through a glass, darkly.’ But so did 

the Apostle. One day, with Paul, I shall know even as I am known. 
Meanwhile I affirm that the church’s ‘Great Tradition’ has shaped 
my faith – the Apostolic Age, Nicea, Chalcedon, the Reformation, 
and that fourth component of the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, Christian 
experience. Its fundamentals are the four great principles of the 
Reformation. But, unlike some, who see these ‘solas’ as 
propositional concepts, I tie them to Pneumatology. 

 
  Salvation is provided by grace alone – grace mediated to our 

hearts by the ministry of the Holy Spirit who regenerates, 
sanctifies, assures us that we belong to God, enables us to 
persevere in the faith and to pursue the path of holy living. It’s 
all God’s doing – not mine – sola Gratia. 

 

  Salvation is received by faith alone – faith, both of mind 
(assensus - assent to truth) and of heart (fiducia - trust in 
Christ for salvation), both made possible by the prevenient and 
ongoing working of the Holy Spirit.   

 

  Salvation is taught in Scripture alone – Scripture illuminated 
by the Spirit and made alive to our hearts and minds by the 
testimonium Spiritus Sancti internum. Wesley said: ‘The Spirit 
of God not only once inspired those who wrote it, but 
continually inspires, supernaturally assists those who read it 
with earnest prayer.’ This dynamic Word and Spirit 
understanding of the inspiration of Scripture, strengthened by 
reading Forsyth, Barth and Bloesch, has, in the face of the 
ongoing debate over biblical inerrancy, prompted me to focus 
on a living and inerrant Lord who by His Spirit makes known 
himself and his will through Holy Scripture. We have this 
treasure – the revelation of Christ – in the sturdy clay jars of 
Holy Scripture - sola scriptura. 

 

 Salvation is found in Christ alone – Christ as revealed to us and 
in us by the Holy Spirit, enabling us to enter into a vital 
relationship with him. In simple terms, for me the Christian life 

                                                 
18 Paul Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations (New York: Scribners, 1948), 125. 



September 2011 

 105 

 

 

 

 

– conversion – sanctification – perseverance – are the fruit of a 
relationship with the living Lord of the church, not simply 
‘blessings’ received from him. Sole Christus. He in turn is 
known to our hearts by the work of the Spirit. 

 
These foundational principles continue to provide a framework, a 

theological method and a hermeneutic with which to ponder the 
things of God. Mine has been a theologia viatorum – a theology of a 
wayfarer – a theology on the way – a pilgrimage - a work in 
progress. It has always been, still is, and shall be fides quaerens 
intellectum. Its inspiration has been the maxim of seventeenth 
century Puritan pastor, John Robinson, ‘God has yet more light to 
break forth from his Word,’ and of Wesley, ‘Let us unite the two so 
long divided; learning and vital piety.’ 

My theology is a coat of many colours - coloured by all I have 
met.  And I have met saints and scholars representing diverse 
theological traditions. I have also met those with whom I have 
disagreed and in the encounter have experienced a strengthening of 
my faith. Yet, despite the many influences on my thinking, it’s as the 
1931 pop song says: ‘It’s still the same old story…the fundamental 
things apply as time goes by.’ Time has gone by – all fifty years of it. 
But those Apostolic, Great Tradition, Reformation, Pietist, 
Evangelical, Wesleyan ‘fundamental things’ still apply. And it’s still 
the same old story - of Jesus and his love. 



TO WALK WITH GOD, AGAIN 
 

Joseph Coleson 
 
Editor’s Note: This and the following article, along with two that appeared 
previously in the September 2010 issue, were presented as keynote 
addresses at the Second Annual Conference of the Australasian Centre for 
Wesleyan Research, Wesleyan Reflections on the Image of God, held in 
Melbourne at the Salvation Army Training College, 20-21 August 2010.     
 
This article provides an interpretation of Genesis 3 that sees the serpent 
appealing to the first human pair’s legitimate desire for knowledge which, 
paired with the false promise that they would become like gods, became the 
first temptation and resulted in the fracturing of formerly harmonious 
relationships.  God is depicted as the Bereft Lover, the Merciful Parent and 
the Effectual Deliverer whose  pronouncements upon the snake, the 
woman, and the man, were not arbitrary sentences imposed by a judge but 
rather God’s revelation of some of the natural consequences of their 
actions.  The man took it upon himself to bestow a name upon the woman, 
though that was not his creation prerogative as to name the human species 
was God’s right. In naming the woman ‘Mother’ and taking for himself the 
name ‘Human,’ the man placed her outside the pale of ‘real’ humanness, 
denying her share in the federal headship by which God had appointed 
both to oversee God’s earthly creation. The humans having failed in 
fulfilling their mandate, God gave the mandate to others, the cherubim. 
The new arrangement was, however, intended to be temporary. 
____________________________________________________ 
 

In the two previous articles in this series it was asserted that an 
accurate reading of Genesis 2 reveals God’s creation of the ’adam, 
the human species, for purposes of relationship: God’s relationships 
with us and ours with God; our varied relationships with each other 
as brothers and sisters in God (we cannot say ‘in Christ’ just yet); our 
assortment of mutual relationships with the rest of creation. We 
noted, by a number of markers, that God created us with genuine, 
even passionate, love. God anticipated a rich intensity of love and 
fellowship with our first parents, and we will see that their 
relationship did begin that way. 

Our question then must be: What happened? Genesis 3 provides 
us with a summary account and, equally important for us, the 
beginning of God’s putting into motion the Great Reversal.  
 
 



September 2011 

 107 

 

 

 

 

Conversation with a Snake 
 
Exegetically, we begin with the bridge, or link, between the end of 
chapter 2, with creation of the ’adam completed, and the beginning 
of chapter 3, with the introduction of the nahash, usually translated 
into English as ‘serpent,’ or ‘snake.’ The link between the two 
pericopes lies in the adjectives ‘arummim (‘naked’), describing the 
humans, and ‘arum (‘crafty,’ ‘subtle,’ ‘shrewd,’ ‘cunning’), describing 
the nahash. The two words sound alike (except for the necessary 
plural ending of ‘arummim, describing two humans), but they are 
not from the same Hebrew root. The author’s use of a pun here 
already tells the reader something is going on. 
 The humans are described as ‘not ashamed’ of their nakedness 
(‘arummim) at the end of chapter 2. Eating of the fruit immediately 
made them ashamed, as evidenced by their hurried and makeshift 
attempt at covering themselves. The nahash used its cunning 
(‘arum) to induce the humans to the act that made them ashamed of 
their state. Before a word is spoken at the opening of chapter 3, the 
reader knows, by the author’s use of this pun, that something is 
going to happen, and it probably will not be good. 

Adam Clarke was the premier biblical exegete of early 
Methodism; his Commentary is still a valuable resource. While 
agreeing that nahash refers to a living creature, Clarke noted biblical 
occurrences where it almost certainly could not mean ‘snake.’ The 
letters nhsh comprise four different roots in Hebrew; Clarke 
attached importance to a muttering, shy, and sly furtiveness he 
discerned in one of the roots. He held that the translation ‘snake’ or 
‘serpent’ was taken over with little thought from the Septuagint. 
Taking this together with an etymological connection he saw with an 
Arabic noun meaning ‘ape,’ Clarke argued for the nachash being an 
orangutan, the higher primate closest to humans. Clarke’s argument 
seems plausible, though of course it cannot be proven. What it does 
prove is that close consideration of the text in its minutest details is 
great fun! 

In the interests of space, however, we must lay aside a great 
many interesting details and highlight only a few from the 
conversation between the woman and the snake - as we will call it 
for convenience, here. First, the Hebrew grammar of verse 1 allows - 
almost I would say requires - that we translate, ‘the most cunning of 
all the creatures of the field that Yahweh Elohim had made.’ This 
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was one of God’s creatures. No Gnostic dualism is allowed, whether 
from assumed Zoroastrian contacts during the time of a late editing 
of Genesis, or by importation into the text in a first-century milieu 
such as that represented in Paul and Timothy’s Ephesus. Of course, 
we cannot (and as Wesleyans would not) base an entire doctrinal 
assertion on a single verse. But this verse is one other piece of  
evidence among myriads that the Bible teaches no kind of 
Gnosticism, no kind of dualism.  

Next, we note the serpent’s statement, dripping with sarcasm, 
arrogance, and condescension toward the human pair, and even 
toward God. This opening speech usually is translated as a question. 
However, the Hebrew particles ’af ki do not introduce a question 
elsewhere. It seems best to treat ’af as an interjection, ‘Really!’ We 
should translate ki as ‘that,’ one of its regular uses. The entire 
statement, then, would read, Really! That God should have said you 
may not eat from any tree of the garden! It is a subtle opening, ‘a 
feigned expression of surprise,’ intended to elicit a response.1 Not for 
nothing does the author describe the serpent as ‘crafty’ or ‘cunning’; 
its subtlety accomplished its vile purpose. 

Of course, the serpent’s ‘feigned surprise,’ dripping with 
sympathy for these poor creatures, slandered God’s character. God 
had forbidden the fruit of one tree, a beginning exercise in moral 
development. To suggest God had forbidden every tree was to tempt 
the humans to think of God as heartless, putting wonderful things 
within reach, then forbidding their enjoyment. The Hebrew text of 
the woman’s first reply (v 3) does not allow us to assume either a 
substantive addition to God’s instruction (‘or touch it’) or a 
weakening of the consequence (‘lest you die’). In the Hebrew text, 
both are faithful representations of what God had said. 

The serpent appealed, ultimately, to the human pair’s desire for 
knowledge: innate, God-given, usually legitimate and laudable. 
Paired with the false promise that they would become like gods 
themselves, however, this legitimate desire was transformed into the 
first temptation presented to the human species, resulting in the 
‘bent-ness’ that fatally weakened them and their line after them. 

The text is clear: the man was ‘with her.’ She did not save an 
‘apple’ and give it to him with his supper when he came in from 
pruning the pomegranates on the back forty. He listened to the 

                                                 
1 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1990), 186.  
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entire conversation without a word, without backing up the woman 
as she defended God from the serpent’s attempt at character 
assassination, without suggesting that, at a minimum, they should 
wait until they had a chance to talk with God about this. The man 
watched her eat, without a word of protest, without taking her hand 
in his and attempting to persuade her at least to wait. He accepted a 
fruit from her hand; he raised it to his own lips; he ate. Paul said 
correctly the woman was deceived. He also said correctly the man 
was not deceived (1Tim 2:14), and therein lay the greater culpability. 

The pair received, after a fashion, the knowledge they had 
bargained for. But experiential knowledge of evil is always deadly, 
and death began for them, and us, that day. Their new sense of 
shame at their physical nakedness signaled their all-encompassing 
loss of transparency, and loss of transparency is a slow corrosion, a 
rusting of the human person, inside and out. 
 
God, the Bereft Lover 
 
We come to the most heart-rending scene of the entire saga, the 
equal of anything in Scripture until the fateful day of Calvary, for 
this is the day God’s heart first was broken. The simple phrase, ‘the 
sound of Yahweh Elohim walking’ (3:8), sets the scene. The verb is a 
participle; it denotes repetition, regular occurrence. This was God’s 
habit, to come and meet the human pair. Everything points to the 
conclusion that this was a daily tryst. Already, we may infer that 
God anticipated it, delighted in it, else why meet with them daily? 
But the stem of the Hebrew verb carries more volitional and 
emotional freight. This is a hitpa’el; God did not merely arrive at the 
usual meeting place, see the human pair was not present, and leave, 
nor yet sit down to wait for them. (How else are we to speak of this, 
and many other scenes in Scripture, without using anthropomorphic 
imagery?) God paced to and fro! God was eager to see them again, 
though God had met with them only the day before, and the day 
before that, and…As the minutes passed, God’s eagerness turned to 
anxiety. Where are they? What’s keeping them? 

Now I believe as firmly as most that God knew where they were, 
and what was hindering them from keeping their usual date with 
God. But the language of the text itself compels us to understand 
God’s frame of mind and emotional state this way. (Again, how else 
if not anthropomorphically? We have no other means or medium.) 
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God loves; God delights in human presence; God is ‘anxious’ when 
we are absent; God grieves over our rejection - for the hurt we do 
ourselves, to be sure, but also for the pain our turning away inflicts 
upon God. 

We have spoken earlier in this series of the exquisite care and 
attention with which God sculpted and built the human pair, the 
crown of this earthly creation. And that still is important to know, to 
ponder, to rest on in confidence: our Maker values us supremely. 
But by itself, our creation is not the total proof of a relational love. 
Maybe I should rather say: by itself it is not the finally convincing 
demonstration of a relational love. Especially in our now-groaning 
world, a person of only a mildly skeptical nature may be able to 
think God loves her because she is God’s ultimate project, God’s 
final masterpiece. God’s ‘love’ really is the pride of creation and 
ownership, different only in degree from a thousand examples she 
has seen in human architects and builders, authors and composers, 
and even in the sometimes-defectively-loving parents of prodigies. 

But here we have the raw pain and grief of the divine Lover, 
rejected, tossed aside for an impudent stranger, an interloper in the 
Garden heretofore held sacred, by Yahweh and the humans alike, to 
the joys of their personal, intimate communion. They have allowed 
in the Enemy, and the sanctuary is befouled. They have let in death, 
so before they can be rescued, they must die. They will watch their 
own children die, and be helpless to prevent it. The infinite Lover 
knows that he himself will be helpless to prevent it. To reverse it will 
cost him the death of his own beloved Son.  

One word further in the Hebrew text and we hear God’s 
anguished call, ‘Where are you?!’ We hear the voice of the Lover: 
‘Why have you not come today? What have I done, that you should 
desire to avoid me now?’ ‘What have you done?’ will come in a 
moment, but we need to hear first the voice of the bereaved Lover, 
because that is the first voice of this cry. 

We speak too glibly, I think, of God’s immutability, of the 
unmoved Mover, of the Giver who needs no gift. Of course, with 
respect to God’s being, all that is true. Nothing humans or others 
can give could enhance or enrich God, intrinsically or materially. 
Nothing humans or others can do could destroy or diminish God, or 
introduce defect into God’s nature or character. But with respect to 
relationship, nothing could be further from the truth, by the 
testimony of every page of Scripture, though hardly any as sharp, 
clear, and poignant as this one. Human acceptance of God’s 
invitation to intimate communion, with God and with each other in 
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God, gives God almost infinite joy and pleasure. Human rejection of 
God breaks God’s heart, fills God with pain, renders God bereft. 

God does not enter this story in anger, nor in a posture of 
emotional neutrality, ready to apply an objective justice. God enters 
this story grief-stricken, heart-broken, crushed, bereft of the human 
lovers and companions who had brought God joy and pleasure for 
we do not know how many days. Until we begin to fathom how much 
the loss of our presence grieves and bereaves God, we cannot begin 
to fathom how much God loves us. 
 
God, the Merciful Parent 
 
God’s love is expressed in actions that extend again to us the life God 
personally breathed into our first parent. God ‘had’ to find a way to 
bring the human pair to Godself again, and to begin that process of 
redemption and restoration, God had to bring them to account.  

We have said already that, objectively, God knew what the 
humans had done, why they were hiding, and where they were 
hiding. God’s questions on that score were designed to elicit 
confession, perhaps even contrition, though the text does not 
indicate that contrition was forthcoming either from the woman or 
the man. God needed to assume here the role of divine Parent, 
confronting children caught with their hands in the cookie jar. The 
image of Parent, rather than Judge, is appropriate here because the 
resolution was not, strictly speaking, a judgment or a sentence. It 
was, rather, a loving parent spelling out consequences that could not 
be avoided, either in justice or in mercy (if, indeed, those two are 
opposites, as we so often construe them). Yet, God mitigated the 
consequences of the fatal decision, insofar as they could be 
mitigated, and promised an ultimate reversal. In a delicious irony, 
the promise to the woman, and through her to all humans, is 
couched in God’s words of condemnation to the serpent. He had 
been her undoing; her offspring would be his ruin. 

In the man’s response to God’s question (v 10), ‘the sound of you’ 
is first, for emphasis. Always before, the sound of God’s approach 
had been a daily source of delight, presaging an interlude of joyous 
communion with their Maker and Friend. Now, guilt had introduced 
dread. ‘I was afraid’ is the first biblical occurrence of the verb ‘to be 
afraid.’ One may wonder whether the irony of their situation dawned 
upon the miscreants; their craven fear was a far cry from the 
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equality with God they had thought they were acquiring in tasting of 
the forbidden fruit. Such foolish arrogance could not survive even 
God’s disappointment expressed in the simple one-word question. 
How if God had spoken in anger? We may assume they would have 
been undone immediately. 

But the death God had foretold was not to be manifested in 
immediate physical death. ‘I was afraid’ was the man’s proper 
response, but as the first occurrence of this verb in Scripture, it also 
leads to the observation that in many accounts when humans were 
afraid at God’s (or God’s representative’s) appearance, they were 
encouraged, ‘Do not fear!’2 Because of our sin, humans naturally fear 
God’s judgment, but this kind of fear is not God’s permanent desire 
for us. God desired and would provide restoration of the lost 
intimate relationship. 

That the man’s answer was in the singular throughout (‘I heard’; 
‘I was afraid’; ‘I was naked’; ‘I hid myself’) suggests that his initial 
impulse may have been to protect the woman, and take 
responsibility for their transgression upon himself. If so, this was his 
first and last chivalrous act in the entire account. But let us give 
credit where credit is due; as Hamilton says, ‘He does not 
incriminate her with “we hid ourselves.”’3 The staccato brevity of his 
response, four short clauses in only nine Hebrew words, parallels the 
initial narrative of the woman’s taking of the fruit (v. 6) and 
indicates his desire to conclude the interview and escape as quickly 
as possible. His answer was not a confession, but an evasion. 
However, as all good parents learn, God knew more was needed. 

To that end, God asked another, follow-up, ‘parental’ question or, 
rather, two questions (v 11). And again, God knew the answers to 
both these questions, but the man needed to be brought to 
admission of his sin. God’s purpose here still was restorative 
confession, not condemnation. To the first question, the literal 
answer was, ‘No one.’ No one had said to him, ‘You are naked!’ In 
fact, the tempter deliberately had avoided bringing that up; it would 
have detracted from his nefarious purposes. However, the narrator’s 
portrayals, both explicit and subliminal, of the intimacy of the 
previous relationship between God and God’s beloved human pair 
allow us to infer that God not only knew, but also felt intense pain, 
in the moment their eyes were opened (v 7) and they possessed a 
premature and shamed knowledge of their nakedness. 

                                                 
2 See for example Gen 15:1; Judg 6:23; Dan 10:12; Matt 28:5, 10; Rev 1:17. 
3 Hamilton, 193.  
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It is difficult to convey in English the force of God’s 
disappointment as expressed in the Hebrew syntax of God’s second 
question here (v 11). Even a literal translation does not express all its 
pathos, but we may start there, ‘From the tree which I commanded 
you not to eat of it, have you eaten?!’ As noted earlier, when some 
element other than the verb begins a Hebrew clause, it almost 
always is a sign of great emphasis. Also, the inverse of the usual 
arrangement, with the verb itself at the very end of the clause (‘have 
you eaten’), adds a climactic emphasis in its own right. The 
emotional impact of their deed upon God included genuine and 
disappointed ‘surprise,’ even if, as many Christians believe, God 
possessed the foreknowledge that they would eat of the fruit of this 
tree. The clear and consistent testimony of Scripture, too often 
unacknowledged or underemphasized in our theology, is that God 
really does experience emotion without effecting change in God’s 
character; emotion, too, is one of the ways we are created in God’s 
image. The very syntax of this question reflects the biblical truth that 
God is love. Moreover, it points up in vivid contrast the despicable 
hypocrisy of the ‘feigned surprise’ of the serpent’s initial ‘inquiry’ 
concerning the nature of the single proscription (v 1). 

Though many have tried since, the first man, at least, knew he 
could not lie to God. But before admitting his own culpability, he 
attempted to shift the blame to the woman, and even onto God. The 
boldness of this attempt comes across clearly; the verbs are the 
same, in Hebrew as in English, ‘The woman whom you gave [to be] 
with me, she gave me of the fruit, and I ate.’ His tone was, ‘What 
else could I do? You gave me the woman, and she gave me the fruit. I 
had no say in the matter!’ The cheekiness of his response gives rise 
to the suspicion that it may have been premeditated. Did the man 
stand silently by during the entire conversation with the serpent, 
hoping the woman would succumb to the temptation to eat of the 
fruit which he also desired fiercely? Did he spend the time talking to 
himself instead, framing this phrasing of his blame game in the 
event God should call them on it? Was a part of his sin his 
preparation to try avoiding responsibility for it? Even his admission 
of guilt, unavoidable in the end, he placed at the end of his 
rationalizing statement, framing it in a single word, as though 
hoping God would not notice it, and would move on. The only 
mitigating feature of this answer is that the climactic placement of 
his one-word admission does parallel the placement of the verb in 



Aldersgate Papers, vol. 8                   

 114  

God’s arrangement of the question: ‘Have you eaten?’ (v 11); ‘and I 
ate’ (v 12). 

At first, it may have seemed to the man as though his strategy 
had succeeded; God did move on. God’s question to the woman was 
much shorter, as was her answer. The facts of the case now were 
very near to being established. She no more could deny their 
transgression than could her husband. God’s question to the woman 
was, however, a very serious one; its simplicity in English hardly 
transmits its gravity in Hebrew. Even today, in Israel, one can hear 
this question exactly as God put it to the woman, in tones of 
astonishment and disbelief that anyone could act so fecklessly, so 
recklessly, so mindlessly, so foolishly. An analogous expression in 
colloquial English is, ‘What were you thinking?!’ 

The woman, too, attempted to shift the blame, but wisely did not 
try to include God in her excuse. She said merely, ‘The serpent 
deceived me’ (v 13), and this was true. Deception is not always an 
outright lie, though the serpent did lie in saying they would not die 
(v 4). The more powerful attraction of the serpent’s line, and of the 
fruit itself, lay in his statement that they would become like God (or 
‘gods’), knowing good and evil (v 5). True, they did come to know 
good and evil, but in a disastrous and deadly way, not at all in the 
way(s) God knows evil, then or ever. If the woman spoke truly (and 
we have no reason to doubt her in this) she really did allow herself to 
believe the serpent’s lies and deceptive partial truths, probably 
because she wanted as desperately as her husband to have an excuse 
to eat of the forbidden fruit. 
 The comment of Dorotheus of Gaza is entirely apropos; 
 

So it is, my brethren, when a man has not the guts to accuse 
himself, he does not scruple to accuse God himself. Neither 
the one nor the other stooped to self-accusation, no trace of 
humility was found in either of them. And now look and 
consider how this was only an anticipation of our own state! 
See how many and great the evils it has brought on us - this 
self-justification, this holding fast to our own will, this 
obstinacy in being our own guide.4  

 
God, the Effectual Deliverer 
 

                                                 
4 Dorotheus of Gaza, cited in Andrew Louth (ed.), Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture: Genesis 1-11 (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 87.  
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God’s attitude toward the serpent at this point was totally 
dismissive. The introduction to God’s speech gives the first clue, its 
words coming in the normal order of Hebrew syntax, ‘Then Yahweh 
Elohim said to the serpent’ (v 14). By contrast, when God spoke to 
the woman and to the man, ‘the woman’ (v 16) and ‘the ’adam’ (v 17) 
come first in their respective sentences for emphasis; God’s name 
and title do not even occur in these verses. God continued to care for 
and about them. 

Having consented to be used as the agent of the lawless one, 
having used its exalted status against the humans who were his God-
appointed overlords, the serpent had forfeited any right it may have 
had to a hearing. God had no need in justice to listen to any excuse it 
may have been inclined to offer. Moreover, we may infer its 
punishment already had begun. Whatever exactly its gifts had been, 
the serpent’s crafty cunning had allowed it to speak to the humans. 
Having used that gift for evil, it already had lost it; the serpent would 
not speak again. 

The consequences fit the deed in another way, also. We should 
not translate, ‘Cursed are you above all the livestock and…animals!’ 
(v 14). None of the other creatures was cursed, either on this 
occasion or later, so the preposition min cannot carry here a 
comparative force, as it often does elsewhere. Here it is a partitive, 
the ‘from’ of separation, exclusion, alienation. We should translate, 
with Hamilton, ‘Banned shall you be from all cattle and from every 
creature of the field.’5 The serpent was now cut off from all other 
creatures, alienated from all former relationships and formerly 
appropriate relationships. The serpent had been ‘arum, 
cunning/crafty, above the other creatures; now it was ’arur, cursed, 
diminished to a status beneath, and separated from, the other 
creatures. Both categories of the larger creatures are mentioned 
here, ‘all the livestock and all the wild animals,’ rather than the 
single all-inclusive category we take ‘the creatures of the field’ to be 
in verse 1. This doubling of the categories emphasizes the totality of 
this creature’s exclusion from all its former or potential associations. 
This exclusion extended, of course, to its banishment from the 
company of the humans with whom it just had been holding 
converse, virtually as an equal. Having persuaded the humans to eat 
of the forbidden fruit, it now would ‘eat dust’ in perpetual 
humiliation. Certainly, losing the power of speech and the ability to 
walk upright, losing its privilege of association with God’s other 

                                                 
5 Hamilton, 194. 
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creatures (however that may have been previously, in practice), and 
being consigned to move about forever in the dust, was a mortifying 
degradation for an intelligent creature, whether snake, orangutan, or 
something else. No wonder it would harbor enmity toward the 
humans, whom it would regard as the cause of its downfall. 

‘You will eat dust’ does not mean the creature’s diet henceforth 
would be, literally, the soil of the ground, as is the earthworm’s 
intake, for example. However, with its head always near the ground 
(if it was the snake), it would ‘eat’ plenty of dust every day, though 
its diet was primarily rodents and other small creatures. This is yet 
another example, one of many, of the phenomenological approach of 
this entire account (Gen 1-3). The author told it as we experience it, 
or as it seems to be upon casual observation, not how we know it to 
be scientifically (when those two approaches do not agree). This is 
not primitive ignorance, but a way of speaking to all humans 
through the ages, whatever their level of ‘scientific’ knowledge. 

We render verse 15, ‘Moreover, I will put enmity between you and 
the woman, and between your seed and her seed. As for him, he will 
strike your head, and as for you, you will strike his heel.’ Those who 
see primarily an aetiological explanation here note the usual 
animosity of humans for snakes, and the ease with which snakes 
may strike unsuspecting humans when they come too close. They 
note also that humans usually kill snakes by striking them on the 
head, or by severing the head from the body; snakes usually strike 
humans on the heel or the lower leg. Others, seeing a morality tale 
instead of or in addition to an aetiology, find instruction in resisting 
temptation. Be alert for the ‘snake’ of temptation; strike it quickly 
and surely by moral resistance, and it will die - lose its power to 
tempt you. Walk carelessly into temptation, and it will strike without 
warning; you may die. Neither of these explanations is necessarily 
‘wrong’; however, neither by itself is, nor are both together, adequate 
or sufficient. 

We should notice, first, that ‘I will place’ (v 15) is one of only two 
first-person verb forms from here to the end of the chapter; the 
second is ‘I will multiply’ in God’s announcement to the woman (v 
16). Only in these two places did God pronounce a sentence that God 
personally would carry out, an action that God personally would do. 
This first one was a God-ordained change in the relationship 
between the serpent and the human race - the woman and her 
descendents. ‘Enmity’ is a feminine noun from the same root (’ayab, 
‘be hostile’) as the participial form which often is translated ‘enemy.’ 
God would see to it that the serpent and the human race would be 
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enemies. This strongly suggests more than the antipathy of all or 
most humans to an animal they find distasteful, or even to one they 
may fear. This was God’s doing, by God’s own declaration. While 
this is only the beginning of the story, and we cannot see from here 
the story’s end, we are justified in understanding already from God’s 
action, announced in this beginning, something much more than a 
mere aetiology. That ‘something’ will be revealed, though still 
cryptically, in God’s climactic statement to the serpent, the next and 
final line of this pronouncement. 

Before proceeding, though, we note that zera‘ (‘seed’) is a 
collective noun. It is singular in form but may be either singular or 
plural (collective) in meaning. If this verse were all we had to go on, 
we probably would be justified in translating it as a plural, 
‘descendents,’ in both its occurrences here. However, even here the 
last line of God’s pronouncement upon the serpent would give us 
pause, because both its verbs are singular in form, not plural. God 
did not say to the serpent, ‘They [her descendents] will strike their 
[your descendents’] heads, and they [your descendents] will strike 
their [her descendents’] heels.’ Rather, God said, ‘As for him, he will 
strike your head, and as for you, you will strike his heel’ (v 15b). All 
the pronouns are singular, not plural, and the two subject pronouns 
are not even necessary, grammatically. The author used them 
precisely for the purpose of giving this statement considerable extra 
emphasis, pointing the reader to think in a specific direction - that 
this emphatic prediction, this clear declaration of God’s purpose, 
must presage more than the usual antipathy between humans and 
snakes. 

The Hebrew root is shuph; translating ‘strike’ in both clauses 
allows for the ‘normal,’ expected interaction of human and serpent, 
but does not close out the possibilities realized in the ultimate 
fulfillment of God’s threat to the serpent, which was, at the same 
time, a promise to the woman. The woman’s seed would be wounded 
- that is all we may say from this statement alone - but the serpent 
would be mortally and eternally crushed. 

As with the serpent, most of God’s pronouncements upon the 
woman and then the man, were not arbitrary sentences imposed by 
a judge who had several to choose from in the law. Rather, they were 
God’s revelation of some (not all) of the natural consequences of 
their actions. Having tried to sever their relationship with God, they 
now would find all their heretofore harmonious relationships 
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fractured: with God, with themselves individually and internally, 
with each other, and with the earth and its other inhabitants, their 
fellow creatures. At the same time, they would find their 
dependencies increased, in unhealthy rather than healthy ways, 
because of the new realities they themselves had introduced into the 
world. 

God revealed three results to the woman, all of them almost 
universally misunderstood. Most translators and commentators 
have treated the pairing of the first two nouns as a hendiadys, and 
have translated the first clause similarly to NIV’s ‘your pains in 
childbearing’ (v 16a). However, this reflects the failure to notice that 
the noun ‘itstsabon occurs only three times in the Hebrew Bible: 
here; in the next verse; and in Gen 5:29. Moreover, all three contexts 
call for the same understanding; in all three, ‘itstsabon must mean 
‘hard work, difficult toil or labor.’ We should translate this first 
clause, ‘I will greatly multiply your toil and your conception.’ ‘Toil’ 
here means hard work of any and every kind, but principally, in 
antiquity, the hard and sustained physical labor of working the fields 
to wrest a livelihood from them, just as it does in the next verse, and 
in 5:29.  

The biblical, the archaeological, and the anthropological records 
all demonstrate that both men and women always have worked hard 
in agrarian subsistence societies, such as our first ancestors began to 
experience upon their expulsion from the garden, and as ancient 
Israel did in their central highlands homeland, especially in the first 
generations of their settlement following the entrance into Canaan 
under Joshua. Our romantic picture of the woman spending all her 
time in or close to the house, while the man tilled the fields and 
tended the vineyards, orchards, and livestock simply does not accord 
with ancient reality - or, for that matter, with much of modern 
village reality in that part of the world. God would curse the ground 
(v 17), and by that means greatly multiply the woman’s toil together 
with that of her husband, in what now would become their daily 
struggle to sustain themselves, no longer having access to the Tree of 
Life. 

Moreover, God would also greatly multiply the woman’s 
conception, that is, the number of her pregnancies. Rather than a 
few well-spaced conceptions, she would conceive regularly and 
often. Nothing in this first clause relates either to childbearing, or to 
the pain supposedly mandated here as inevitable in the process of 
childbirth. It bears repeating: this clause announces only the 
multiplication of days of difficult toil over a lifetime, and the 
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multiplication of the number of children she would conceive in her 
fertile years. 

Similarly, the second clause does not refer to pain. It, too, 
announces arduous toil, labor, hard work; the root is the same 
(whether ‘tsb II, or a postulated ‘tsb III is debated). We should 
translate, ‘With labor you shall produce children.’ This did include 
the labor of childbirth, when childbirth is accompanied by hard 
labor, as it can be, but it is by no means limited to that ‘labor.’ In 
fact, the labor of childbirth is not even primarily in view here; it is 
but a small part of the hard work that bearing and rearing children 
now would entail. We must note one further element, a more 
important nuancing than the physical burdens of toil entail. In the 
new world they had fashioned and now were entering, this labor 
(‘etseb and ‘itstsabon, both) often is characterized by anxiety, and 
often by irksomeness. We could translate ‘onerous labor,’ or ‘anxious 
labor,’ in both clauses. In the first, this is the labor of daily work 
which is often both onerous and anxiety-producing. In the second, it 
is the anxious, often onerous labor through the years of childrearing, 
including but certainly not limited to the sometimes very difficult 
labor of childbirth itself. This, too, bears repeating: the supposed 
universal sentence upon women, of unavoidable pain in childbirth, 
simply is not present in this verse, or anywhere else in the Bible. 

The third result of her sin with which the woman would find 
herself burdened - again, a natural consequence in the now sin-
infected world, and not God’s judicial punishment - has been the 
most tragic for women across the millennia. We should translate the 
first clause here, ‘And to your husband shall be your desire’; so far, 
this is as it should be. But now the man would take advantage of her 
desire (and of the usually greater physical strength of the human 
male) to impose his will upon her: ‘and he will rule over you.’ The 
joint-stewardship mandate of Genesis 1:26-31, confirmed in multiple 
ways as God’s will for human gender equality in the more detailed 
creation account of Genesis 2, now would be usurped by the man’s 
arrogation of authority and control to himself alone. He would rule 
her more severely and more harmfully than ever he would rule any 
portion of the natural world.  

Turning attention to the man, five times in verses 17-19 God used 
the verb ‘eat.’ The Great Transgression had been an act of eating; 
now all eating would reflect the disruption of the natural order it had 
caused. ‘Cursed’ (v 17b) is the same verb used in God’s 
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pronouncement upon the serpent; here, it carries the same basic 
meaning. The ground would be changed in its relationship to the 
human family, from what it had been in the garden. It would be 
‘banned’ from the fullness of its creatively intended relationship with 
the human family, prevented from exercising fully the natural 
productivity of the soil, at least in its capacity for lavish, abundant 
yielding of food for human consumption; the originally intended 
largesse of the ground would be diminished. Work is not a curse; the 
humans had worked before, but now their work for food would be 
greatly increased both in time and in effort, their reward greatly 
diminished both in quantity and in satisfaction. 

We will understand this more clearly if we note the significant 
difference between our common understanding of ‘curse’ and the 
biblical/theological meanings of the terms often translated in 
English, ‘curse/cursed.’ In English usage we often equate ‘cursed’ 
with ‘damned,’ and assume that anyone or anything ‘cursed’ is 
consigned sooner or later to destruction, if the curse or the one 
doing the cursing is powerful enough to make it happen. That is not 
the meaning of either of the two common Hebrew roots (’rr and qll) 
often translated ‘curse’ or ‘cursed.’ (Hebrew has other ways of 
denoting someone or something as ‘damned.’) As noted above (v 14), 
the root here (’rr) carries the sense of being banished from contact, 
or from some previously privileged standing or relationship, with 
the one or in the arrangement from which the person or thing now is 
‘cursed.’ God informed the man that the ground no longer would be 
in the relationship (‘with respect to you’) of producing abundant, 
nutritious food for the human pair with minimal, but entirely 
satisfying, labor on their part. The ground was not ‘damned.’ 

‘Through anxious, onerous toil’ (v 17b) marks the third time in 
this encounter that God used this root. Twice God had told the 
woman that now her reproduction would be accompanied with 
anxious toil; the litany of woeful forecast is completed with this 
prediction to the man. Just as grains are much more prolific under 
human cultivation, so thorns, thistles, and many other ‘weeds’ often 
grow very well in cultivated fields, or where the soil has been 
cultivated in the past. There is the danger they will choke out the 
precious seed-bearing grains (see Matt 13:7), yet if the farmer pulls 
them out from among the grain, he easily pulls up the growing grain, 
as well (see Matt 13:29). Thus, verse 18 reflects the change from 
eating the abundant produce of the Garden, obtained through 
pleasant work, to the hardscrabble cultivation of fields for relatively 
meager harvests of less nutritious grains. Verse 19, ‘By the sweat of 
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your brow’ (more literally, ‘nose,’ or ‘nostril’), continues this vivid 
picture of stoop labor in the field. Preparation of the ground, 
seeding, weeding, harvest and ingathering: all are labor-intensive, 
sweaty tasks, and all are necessary in the economies based in 
subsistence agriculture that have dominated most of human history. 

God had taken the first human (’adam) from the ground 
(’adamah; 2:7), sculpting a noble being in God’s own image. For 
such a creature, ‘dust . . . to dust’ (v 19c) is an ignominious end. Yet 
immortality with the kind of knowledge of evil the pair (and we) now 
possess(ed) would be a fate worse than death. Mercy dictated their 
removal from access to the Tree of Life. This statement is a threat of 
death deferred. Yet the original prohibition (2:17) against eating of 
the forbidden fruit had seemed to indicate immediate death, ‘on the 
day you eat of it,’ according to many translations. Some have said 
the man and woman died spiritually on the day they ate of the fruit, 
as physical death began to work in them. Before this, they had not 
experienced even the beginnings of death working in their bodies. 
This may be a legitimate inference, but it is hard to discover in the 
text itself. 

Given the insight afforded here in 3:19, a better translation of 
2:17 may be ‘for on the day you eat of it, you are destined to die.’ The 
syntactical form mot tamut will bear this meaning, and obviously 
the man and woman did not experience physical death the day they 
ate the forbidden fruit. For God’s prediction to be truthful, their 
physical death did not have to be instantaneous; it did have to be 
certain, eventually. 

We translate verse 20, ‘Then the ’adam called the name of his 
wife, Havah, because she became the mother of all living [humans].’ 
At this point in the narrative, it becomes accurate, in one sense, to 
begin calling the first couple ‘Adam’ and ‘Eve.’ However, the reason 
is not a positive one. The man took it upon himself to bestow a name 
upon the woman, though that was not his creation prerogative. 
Before (2:23), he had declaimed the common nouns ‘man’ and 
‘woman,’ neither of which was a formal naming. To name the human 
species was God’s right. As we shall see in 5:1-2 (a summative 
‘flashback’), God exercised that right, calling the human species, as a 
whole, ’adam.  Now the man arrogated to himself the name ’Adam, 
‘Adam,’ and in a formal naming (cf. 2:19-20) bestowed upon the 
woman the name Havah, ‘Eve.’ ‘Mother of all living’ sounds like an 
honorific, but it was a largely empty honor. In naming the woman 
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‘Mother’ and taking for himself the name ‘Human,’ the man placed 
her outside the pale of ‘real’ humanness, denying her share in the 
federal headship by which God had appointed both to oversee God’s 
earthly creation. How quickly the man began to fulfill God’s 
prediction that he would rule over her! 

The point is often made that God’s provision of clothing 
(‘garments of skin,’ v 21) involved the shedding of blood, and can be 
regarded as the first sacrifice for sin. This may be a valid point, but if 
so, it is proleptic. The laws of sacrifice were not instituted until many 
centuries later. Alternatively, this may have been as simple and 
practical a matter as God knowing the human pair would need more 
substantial clothing than fig-leaf skirts, as they left Eden to make 
their way in the wider world. In sum, Genesis 2:25 notes the human 
pair were naked and unashamed; 3:7 reports they knew they were 
naked and attempted to clothe themselves; 3:21 records God’s 
solution to their problem. 
 With the introduction of God’s statement, ‘Behold the ’adam has 
become’ (v 22), we see that in God’s view ’adam remained a 
collective noun, though the man had begun to arrogate it to himself 
as his personal name. As God was expelling both humans from the 
Garden, both are included in the designation, ‘the ’adam.’ The 
human pair were now like God and the angels only in ‘knowing good 
and evil,’ though their knowledge of evil was experiential, as God’s 
was not, is not, and cannot be. The humans had been allowed access 
to the fruit of the tree of life. Now if they were to continue eating of 
it, their estrangement - from God, from themselves individually, 
from each other, and from the rest of creation - not only would 
continue; it would increase, and grow ever more disastrous in its 
consequences. 

In relating God’s action, the narrator used the same verb 
(shalah) God had used in stating the problem; ‘Lest they send forth 
their hand and take’ (v 22), ‘God sent them from the Garden’ (v 23). 
The word play is intentional and powerful. Moreover, ‘take’ (v 22), is 
the verb (laqah) used of the woman’s first act in verse 6, ‘and she 
took.’ They had taken of the forbidden fruit; now they would not be 
allowed again to take of the fruit of the Tree of Life. Lest they should 
send forth their hands to do so, God sent them from the Garden. 

The first statement of verse 24, ‘So God drove out the ’adam,’ is 
not redundant. ‘Drove out’ (garash) has a stronger force than the 
‘sent out’ (shalah) of verse 23. The repetition of the statement, but 
using the more forceful verb, is for the purpose of literary climax, 
and also to emphasise that there would be no possibility of return. 
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Perhaps not so incidentally, ‘to the east of the Garden of Eden’ 
suggests a single entry/exit point to the Garden. In antiquity, 
gardens usually were enclosed by walls or thick-set hedges. 

Artists often have rendered the final scene with one of the 
cherubim holding the sword, though the cherubim (plural) and the 
sword (singular) are a compound direct object and two distinct 
entities. The artistic representation is not impossible, but the text 
does not actually say it, and the reflexive participial form of the verb, 
‘[the sword] flashing itself this way and that,’ would seem to make it 
unlikely. 

The humans were driven from Eden where they had been placed; 
they were bereft of their previously happy home. What of the Garden 
they had been appointed to serve and to guard (2:15)? Cassuto 
astutely observed that God did not leave the Garden without 
protection. The humans having failed in fulfilling their mandate to 
protect it, God gave the mandate to others, the cherubim.6 We may 
add that, on the scale of eternity, God intended the new arrangement 
to be temporary. They would in due course walk with God again.  

In our final essay in this series, we will consider briefly a few of 
the many theological mandates, implications, and cautions inherent 
in these marvelously profound opening chapters of the 
Jewish/Christian sacred texts.  

                                                 
6 Humberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis: Part I, From Adam to 
Noah (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1961), 174. 
 



LIVING TOGETHER  
AS DAUGHTERS AND SONS 

IN GOD’S ALREADY-BUT-NOT-YET 
WORLD 

 
Joseph Coleson 

 
In this concluding essay of four, a number of theological concepts that may 
be derived from Genesis chapters 2 and 3 are listed, and a few discussed 
briefly along with implications in areas of practice. As Creator, God is fully 
invested in the well-being of his creation, both human and non-human, 
though God’s relationship with humanity in particular is the summum 
bonum of creation. Our creation in a particular location imparts to us a 
God-given sense of the sacredness of space, since all space is graced by 
God’s Presence. Work is a good gift of God; to act constructively and 
creatively is to fulfill our nature as God’s image, representative, and 
steward upon the earth. The highest responsibility of human work is to 
promote the wellbeing, the shalom, of all God’s creative handiwork upon 
our home planet. Since most societies have been patriarchal, we need the 
direct witness of the first chapters of Genesis, situated in an authoritative 
canon, in order to see full gender equality as God’s intention. Hierarchy is 
not an intrinsic value or condition of human culture; it almost always is 
inimical to human growth to maturity. The early chapters, like all of 
Scripture, constitute a narrative of God’s loving, passionate regard and 
redemptive purpose for humanity. God is relational; therefore, any and all 
theology truly derived from Scripture will also be relational.  Most human 
and other suffering in our world is attributable to sinful choices or 
‘accident.’ To learn to refrain from calling most of our suffering ‘God’s will,’ 
‘God’s decree,’ or even ‘Satan’s attacks,’ is part of our growth toward 
maturity. A major task of Christian theology is to rethink God’s self-
limitation on the use of sovereign power, in the greater interests of 
relational integrity with humans and, to some extent, with other 
inhabitants of God’s created order. 
____________________________________________________ 

 
God is the Maker 
 
Of course, many commentators on Genesis 1 have made this point, 
but it is evident in chapter 2 also. More important for our purposes 
here is the contrast between the two portraits of God the Maker in 
these two chapters. Predominantly, the focus of Genesis 1 is on what 
most call God’s transcendence; in Genesis 2, it is on God’s 
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immanence. It is important to note that this, too, is a bit simplistic, 
especially for Genesis 1. The making of the rakia’ on creation day 
two (1:7) evokes the everyday work of the bronze- or copper-smith, 
an image of immanence rather than transcendence. Also, God’s 
invitation to the seas, skies, and dry land to partner with God in 
bringing forth both vegetative and animal life hardly conjures a 
Deity remote and above it all. Perhaps we need to learn to temper 
our all-or-nothing statements about the nature of God, as well as 
about much else that we presently see only through a glass, darkly. 

Nevertheless, it is accurate to say that the text of Genesis 2 
portrays God more intimately than does the text of Genesis 1. In 2:7, 
God is the consummate Artist/Sculptor, the divine Teacher of 
Leonardo, Michelangelo, and all the rest. Immediately, in 2:8, God is 
referenced as Planter, the original Master Gardener. The Surgeon 
who operates without inflicting pain upon the patient; the Builder of 
a second ’adam, so that now we exist as male and female; even the 
delighted divine Matchmaker - all these images of divine 
imminence, of an extremely intimate imminence, draw the reader in 
by the end of chapter 2. From these and other images, the reader 
becomes increasingly convinced that God is invested in this project. 
This was and is not a diversion. If it were an experiment, we 
certainly would not have expected God to abandon it and, as the 
narrative continues, we see that God did not. In another aspect of 
God’s character as Maker, the continuing narrative of Genesis 3 
reveals God as Rescuer/Restorer of God’s good work. 
 
The ‘Adam is God’s Summum Bonum 
 
Both Genesis 1 and 2, by means of different narrative strategies, 
present as a primary intended teaching that upon this earth, at least, 
humans are God’s best-loved and most-valued creation. Of course, 
this has been a central tenet of Judeo-Christian faith traditions from 
the beginning; it may hardly seem worth noting. Yet, in today’s so-
called post-Christian world, it is a point worth reiterating and 
pondering anew in response to God’s call to reach and teach, for 
example, neo-pagans, and thorough-going Darwinists. On another 
level, though, this is quite a bold statement, and requires 
qualification at several points. Let me state the first one positively, 
for maximum clarity. God does value all God’s creation. The 
grandeur, the beauty, and the joy, of Genesis 1 proclaim this. The 
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rest of Scripture, at many places, affirms that creation, altogether 
and in all its manifold splendours, brings satisfaction and joy to its 
Maker. 

A brief aside, here: Despite our exegesis/discussion of Genesis 2, 
we do not say that gender is the most important aspect of being 
human. It is not. Just being human is most important. To be human 
is to be far more alike, than to be female and male is to be different. 
That is the point of the phrase ‘ezer cenegdo upon which we spent 
much of our time in Genesis 2. Being gendered may come next in 
discussing what it means to be a human creature, but our gender 
identity is secondary to our humanity. 

We have said that humans are God’s best-loved and most-valued 
creation ‘upon this earth.’ The Bible contains a number of references 
to cherubim, seraphim, and other intelligent, seemingly spiritual 
beings who are not human. With other Christians, Wesleyans believe 
that these, and any other conceivable orders of intelligent beings, 
also are God’s creations, along with the locales they may inhabit, if 
any. Realistically, we can say very little about such creatures, before 
we begin to enter the realm of speculation. What we can say, from 
Genesis 1-3 and the rest of Scripture, is that upon this earth humans 
are the crown of God’s creation, the goal toward which this creation 
was tending, the entity which all else exists to support. If 
relationship with humans were not God’s goal, the summum bonum 
of creation upon this earth, we no longer would be here. God would 
have wiped the slate clean, demolished everything on the 
construction site, and started over, or would have abandoned the 
project altogether. 

We cannot now know much of what the rest of this universe, or 
other possible universes, may contain of other creations and other 
creatures. In his space trilogy, C. S. Lewis has given us a plausible 
scenario; of course, it is fictional, but it also is a vivid and compelling 
reminder that upon this subject prudence and caution continue to be 
in order. Near the end of Perelandra (the second volume in the 
trilogy), the eldila in attendance upon the coronation of the 
Venusian ‘Adam and Eve’ instruct Ransom that creation ‘turned a 
corner’ when Maleldil (God) became a man upon Tellus (this Earth). 
Henceforth, all rational/spiritual creatures are/will be human, since 
in Jesus Christ God became and continues to be human. Lewis’s 
scenario is a reminder that, whether we look backward or forward 
along the line of our present temporality, we cannot see very far. On 
this, as on quite a number of matters, we simply must be content to 
wait. 
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Thus, each of us is; each has a name by which s/he is known. 
The first thing we desire when meeting someone for the first time is 
to announce our name, or to hear it given by a third party. This is so 
important to most of us, most of the time, that we fail to listen 
closely enough to retain the other person’s name, and have to ask for 
it again! We can train ourselves to do better, though, and that little 
foible does function as another evidence of the importance we 
properly attach to names. We are; we exist individually as human 
beings, and collectively as members of various groups of human 
beings. ’Ani hayiti; ego eimi; I am: of course, these assertions belong 
eternally to God, but God has granted us also one kind of right to 
them, as God’s image-bearers. 
 
Place as Holy/Sacred 
 
Most of us have heard, or used, a version of the saying, ‘If everything 
is special, then nothing is special.’ Of course, in some settings and 
scenarios, this is true. Yet with respect to any position in space that 
can be called a ‘place,’ I think it is not true. Wherever ‘there’ is, God 
is, and wherever God is, is special, sacred, holy. From that 
perspective, it is impossible to find an ‘unholy’ place. 

Only God is infinite. When the infinite One made the decision to 
create, the only possibility for creation was finitude. Perhaps this 
universe of time and space, of matter and energy, was not the only 
possible choice for a universe. Having made this choice, however, 
God ‘had’ to create everything in a definite location. In the universe 
God did create an ‘unlocated’ creation is a contradiction in terms. 
Thus, wherever God located a creation or a creature, that location is 
sacred by virtue of its being the place where God created something 
‘good.’ This is in addition to God’s own presence sanctifying every 
place. 

Moreover, all creatures, as finite beings, require the mediation 
of place if they are to experience anything, including encounter with 
God or with one another. Our finite nature requires instruction and 
educational experience in holiness, as in all else, and instruction 
requires particularity before the finite can move to the universal. By 
itself, simple aesthetics was reason enough, but for these reasons, 
also, God planted a garden ‘in Eden,’ and placed the first humans 
there (2:8) for them to learn, among other things, the sacredness of 
place. From there, they could have moved into the broader world, 
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encountering every place as sacred, because there, too, they would 
have met God as they had learned to do in the garden. 

If our first parents needed to learn the sacredness of place by 
living in a place made sacred by God’s presence, how much more 
crucial a lesson is that for us, in our bent finitude? We did not lose 
the idea of sacred space altogether. Cain and Abel offered sacrifices 
upon an altar at a specific location, as did Noah and his family, later. 
But soon, altars, groves, and temples abounded across the 
landscape, sanctified to a host of deities, great and small. God had to 
start over with Israel at Sinai, teaching them about one space sacred 
to the only true God, before they could begin to grasp that every 
space is sacred because God is everywhere. 

We should spend a moment, also, on the nature, the character, 
of this sacred space. It was beautiful; it was functional; it was joyous; 
it facilitated relationship. We even may say the garden participated 
in and reciprocated relationship. If the personification of trees, hills, 
seas, and waves in the Psalms is more than metaphor, and if Jesus’ 
declaration that the rocks would cry out in exaltation over the 
coming of their beloved Sovereign is more than hyperbole, we have 
in such passages hints and echoes of what life was like in the garden, 
when all nature existed and related in the harmony God intended 
and designed it for all of nature, including humans. 

This sense of the sacredness of place is built into every human, 
though it is more pronounced in some than in others. Each of us 
comes from a specific locale, a birthplace. Each belongs to a place, or 
a series of places, throughout a lifetime. So thoroughly is this true 
that the second question usually asked when meeting another for the 
first time is, ‘Where are you from?’ 
 
Work is Good/Holy/Sacred 
 
Some believe work is one of God’s curses upon the human race as 
part of the punishment for our first parents’ transgression. Those 
sincere in this belief usually reference God’s words to the man 
recorded in Genesis 3:17-19, with its classic phrases, ‘in sorrow shalt 
thou eat of it,’ and ‘in the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread,’ 
ending with, ‘for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return’ 
(KJV). They note the unsatisfying, less-than-productive nature of 
much human labor. More distressing, even, is the destructive ‘work’ 
undertaken by too many in this world of bent moral and ethical 
values. Certainly, none of this is God’s intention. 
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It takes awhile for most of us to notice that Genesis 2:15 ordains 
work as a good gift of God to the ’adam, and its fruit as good gifts to 
all the creation, before ever the humans ate the fruit of the forbidden 
tree. As a result, we often have been slow to understand that work is 
not a curse; work itself is good, and one of God’s ‘goods’ for the 
benefit of all creation. The good God does good work. Humans are 
made in the image of God. Therefore, when we do what God created 
us to do, humans also do good work. 

Again, we see this routinely in our initial social discourse. We 
ask and are asked, ‘What do you do?’ To do something, to act 
constructively and creatively, to contribute, is to be human; it is to 
fulfill our nature as God’s image, representative, and steward upon 
the earth. Wearisome, irksome, anxious toil is another matter. When 
things do not work in the harmony God intended, much of our work 
becomes onerous. We may think of a manual-transmission 
automobile driven at seventy kilometers per hour, in second gear. It 
is good for neither the car nor the driver; if continued for long, it will 
destroy the car’s engine, its transmission, or both. Similarly, a great 
deal of the wearisomeness of human toil we may trace to our self-
imposed alienation from God, with its inevitable end in alienation 
from the rest of God’s good creation. We often drive ourselves as 
though we could make up the difference through sheer force of 
effort, but humans do no better over long distances in second gear, 
than do automobiles. 
 
Our First Work is to Serve and Protect 
 
Our stewardship responsibility includes watchful awareness of the 
earth and all it sustains and nurtures within the multitudinous 
systems of the created order. In any given situation, this may or may 
not imply the necessity of direct action, but we are responsible to be 
aware of and promote the wellbeing, the shalom, of all God’s 
creative handiwork upon our home planet. All forms of Gnosticism 
are ruled out. The material creation is God’s creation; all God’s 
creation is good. God has provided for the redemption/restoration 
/renewal of all, as we may discover virtually everywhere in Scripture, 
if we will but look. 
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Gender is Important; the Genders are Equal 
 
Much of what we have been discussing may be inferred from 
everyday life, but in any patriarchal (or matriarchal) society, gender 
equality is not our common experience. Moreover, most societies - 
throughout history and down to the present - have been patriarchal, 
whether explicitly or ‘only’ implicitly. We need the direct witness of 
an authoritative canon on this issue. That it is addressed in the very 
first chapters of the Christian canon is neither mistake nor 
happenstance; it is intentional. I will return to this important theme 
in the concluding paragraph. 
 
Maturity is God’s Ultimate Goal for Us 
 
We define maturity here as intrinsic autonomy in our relationships 
with each other, thinking and acting always in the integrity of 
mutual respect and regard, and all under God as benevolent 
Maker/Provider/Friend. An important goal of God’s redemptive 
purposes is human maturity, individually and communally. An 
important corollary is that God’s creation intentions for human 
relationship do not include any sort of permanent hierarchy. 
Hierarchy is not an intrinsic value or condition of a holy human 
culture; moreover, it almost always is inimical to human growth to 
maturity. Thus, when hierarchical power arrangements are 
necessary, they are to be granted only for the achievement of specific 
goals within specific timeframes, with strict safeguards and 
limitations on their use. Anything else is an assault on God’s desire 
and design to bring us to full maturity in Christ. 
 
God is Bereft and Grieves the Loss of Fellowship 
 
This is vital if we are to understand anything at all of who God is, 
and how we are to represent God to each other - to believers and 
non-believers alike. Wesleyans know, as well as our Reformed 
brothers and sisters, that God is sovereign. But what good is 
sovereignty, even to the Sovereign of all, in matters of real 
relationship, which is to say, of voluntary relationship exercised in 
and with integrity? Sovereignty cannot compel respect or regard, to 
say nothing of love. If this is true, then the possibility of love also 
entails the possibility of grief. 
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Redemption Whispers Everywhere 
 
We are accustomed to reading God’s proleptic promise of 
redemption in the words of the so-called Proto-evangel of 3:15. 
However, God’s redemptive love whispers everywhere in this 
narrative: the very fact of God’s grief at the estrangement caused by 
the human transgression; God’s seeking out the human pair; God’s 
not executing them instantly; God’s preparing them with a word 
about what they soon would face; God’s clothing them. Even the 
expulsion from the garden we must see ultimately as an act of 
redemptive love. Having learned to read these first chapters as a 
narrative of God’s loving redemption, it is not difficult to read the 
rest of Scripture, also, as both the promise and the narrative of God’s 
loving, passionate regard. 
 
God is Relational 
 
This, too, we have noted repeatedly. God is involved with us, and 
with all God’s creation, more actively and more intimately than we 
can dream, until all is revealed. It is not too much to say that every 
point we have noted from these chapters affirms this, directly or 
indirectly. God is relational; therefore, any and all theology truly 
derived from Scripture will also be relational. This is not to say that 
propositional theology is ‘bad.’ It is to say that propositions not 
derived from, or not illuminating, some aspect of God’s relational 
nature - and thus the nature of all creation, derivatively - are not as 
helpful as they otherwise could be, and may in fact be hurtful. 
 
‘Bad’ Usually Results from Less-Than-Good Choices 
 
We have asserted that God’s words to the woman and the man (Gen 
3:16-19) primarily comprise announcements of consequences, rather 
than arbitrary punishments selected from an array of available 
choices. This is an early example of the principle that living in the 
creation God chose to bring into existence entails choices, with 
consequences. To use a silly example, perhaps God ‘could,’ but God 
does not, change water to petrol just because we may wish to save 
money by pouring water into the petrol tank. To act so foolishly 
would be to ruin the car’s engine, to say nothing of the owner’s 
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reputation for sound judgement. A much more sobering example is 
the murder of one human by another. As much as we may wish it, 
God does not change the knife to paper the moment it contacts the 
murder victim’s skin, or the bullet to eiderdown just before its 
penetration of the skull. 

Read carefully and humbly, God’s words to our first parents 
encourage us to resist the easy urge to blame our suffering on God, 
or even on the Evil One. Most human and other suffering and 
mischance in our world is, and always has been, attributable to our 
own or others’ sinful choices, to our own or others’ ignorant choices, 
to our own or others’ careless or lazy choices, to the circumstance of 
being in the wrong place at the wrong time, which we often call 
‘accident,’ or to some combination of these. To learn to refrain from 
calling most of our suffering ‘God’s will,’ ‘God’s decree,’ or even 
‘Satan’s attacks,’ is part of that growth toward maturity of which we 
have spoken already.1 
 
Living Together as Sisters and Brothers 
 
What would it look like, then - how would we experience living 
together as sisters and brothers in the already-but-not-yet life of the 
family of God - if we were to take Genesis 1-2 seriously? What if we 
were to take these chapters as God’s intentions for human living, the 
pattern to which the redemption wrought by Christ ultimately 
restores us, if indeed it does not surpass it? What if Christians are 
called to live by Gen 1-2 as much as possible? What if this is one way 
to express conceptually the real purpose of Christian living, 
individually and in community? A few thoughts on a single issue 
must serve as a beginning to what would be possible, could we work 
to develop the whole. 

Genesis 1-3 is about gender equality as much as it is about any 
other subject. Genesis 1-2 affirms gender equality to be God’s 
creation intention, and Genesis 3 narrates the fracturing of all 
relationships that caused us to lose that God-intended treasure, 
along with many others. If this understanding of the text is correct, 
then the historical Wesleyan affirmation of women’s place in 
ministry also is correct. Where do we need to direct our attention to 
make sure we are living biblically and ‘Wesleyan-ly’ in how we do 
ministry, and encourage women in ministry? How do we counteract 

                                                 
1 This is not to deny the reality of miracle; however, by definition, miracles are 
relatively rare. 
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with and for our people the non-biblical, non-Wesleyan hermeneutic 
that pervades so much of the various electronic media’s teachings on 
these subjects? As God-called influencers of Wesleyan theology and 
practice, we are impelled to address these issues. 

The biblical mandate for gender equality will also impact the 
Christian home. The notion that God calls the husband to be the 
dictator in his home will have to be abandoned - never mind the 
always-expressed qualification that he is to be a benevolent dictator. 
The paradigm extends beyond gender relations to all areas of life. 
Ethnicity, ‘race,’ class, educational attainment - none of these, and 
no other criteria, either, can justify permanent, uncircumscribed, 
unaccountable hierarchy. Power is ceded for specific purposes with 
specific limitations, specific procedures for accountability, and with 
strictly defined time limits. Power is like electricity, useful but 
deadly. Lord Acton spoke truly, ‘Power tends to corrupt and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely.’ Even the raising of our children which, 
in their younger years, requires that we exercise power over them, is 
for the purpose of helping them to reach their ultimate autonomy, 
under God. Our perfect model here is God’s own self. A major task of 
Christian theology, at present, is to rethink God’s use of - or rather, 
God’s self-limitation on the use of - God’s sovereign power, in the 
greater interests of relationship and relational integrity with 
humans, and perhaps even, to some extent, with other inhabitants of 
God’s created order. 

So much to ponder, so much to say, from these marvelous 
chapters! So little space and time to record these few initial 
thoughts! It remains now to thank, once again, my hosts of the 
Australasian Centre for Wesleyan Research for their gracious 
invitation to address the 2010 annual meeting in Melbourne, and for 
their generous hospitality. Also, thanks to you, the reader, with the 
prayer that something here may stimulate an insight or a 
connection, to your blessing and to the good of the family of God, 
everywhere. 
 



BOOK REVIEWS 
 
THOMAS J. OORD, The Nature of Love: A Theology. St. Louis, MO: Chalice 
Press, 2010; pp 208.  
 

Thomas Oord seeks to contribute to the discussion on a topic close to the 
heart of Wesleyan theology: love. The book is a vehicle to offer a definition of 
love that is intended to help guide further discussion in the area. Oord 
begins by surveying and critiquing antecedent theologies of love before 
advocating his own proposal of ‘essential kenosis.’ In fact, roughly two-
thirds of the book is dedicated to severe criticisms of some of the most 
significant thinkers of Western Christianity. 

Oord spends his first chapter arguing for the centrality of love. ‘God is 
love’ is the closest the New Testament comes to a metaphysical definition of 
God. However, Oord tells us, there is no biblical definition of love. Oord 
decides that the evocative depictions of love in 1 Corinthians 13 are not a 
definition, but sheer poetry. To meet this lack, he proposes his own 
definition: ‘To love is to act intentionally, in sympathetic/empathetic 
response to God and others, to promote overall well-being’ (p. 17). With this 
Oord seeks to equip the church with a foundation for its discourses on love. 
This definition put forward, Oord proceeds to demonstrate the need for a 
new theology of love by critiquing previous attempts. 

Oord first sets his sights on Anders Nygren’s study of agape and eros. 
Oord makes some salient observations regarding the weaknesses of Nygren’s 
work. He helpfully gestures to the more supple and less univocal use of 
agape in the New Testament (p. 56). However, much of Oord’s critique is 
predicated on the acceptance of his as-yet unrevealed alternative of essential 
kenosis. Moments such as these can be disorienting for the reader. 

Oord moves on to critique Augustine arguing that Augustine had an 
apophaticism without nuance and no understanding of analogy (pp. 71-72). 
Oord maligns Augustine for both indicating the impossibility of speaking 
about God, and then for going on to speak about God. (p. 72). This strange 
methodological habit in which Oord wants his critiques to work both ways 
continues throughout the book. The level of engagement with Augustine is 
not always deep. At one point Oord critiques a section heading in De 
Doctrina Christiana by quoting John 3:16 (p. 67). Oord pays no attention to 
the role of love in Augustine's psychological analogy, and references to De 
Trinitate are sparse. The book would have benefited from a greater 
engagement with these sources. 

When turning to Aquinas, Oord finds himself perplexed by the claim that 
‘God is not like creatures, but creatures are like God’ (p. 73). He does not see 
this as a statement of ontological priority, but instead concludes that this 
belies an absolute capitulation to the via negativa in which no analogies are 
possible. Oord seems to think that Aquinas settled with equivocation, rather 
than seeing analogy as the solution to the problem of equivocation and 
univocity. Oord’s denial of any positive role of analogy in Aquinas – the 
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quintessential theologian of analogy – is bewildering to this reviewer. Oord 
desires that love be univocally predicated of both God and creatures, but he 
never argues why this needs to be the case. His critiques of Augustine and 
Aquinas reveal that he sees the only alternative to be equivocation and the 
via negativa. As such, the whole argument so far is a practice of petitio 
principii.  

We begin to see the real shape of Oord’s thinking when he gets to Barth. 
Barth, who establishes divine love in freedom – specifically the freely given 
love of the Trinity – is critiqued for claiming that God's love is ‘arbitrary’ (p. 
7, 111). Oord takes issue with the fact that Barth sees the inner-triune love of 
the Godhead as sufficient, and balks at that fact that ‘Barth thinks that God 
can love and yet have nothing nondivine to which God expresses love’ (p. 7). 
This makes clear that when he speaks of ‘love’ he means God's love for us. 
Perhaps now we can see the reason for his elision of Augustine’s discussion 
of Lover, Beloved and the Love in the Trinity. Later in the book Oord ties the 
internal essential love of the Trinity to God's love for creation (p. 131). God 
has love, Oord asserts, only in that he loves us. His issue with Barth is that 
Barth is able to think of love as essential to God's being without there being a 
cosmos. For Barth and many others, this means that God is able to give his 
love to creatures freely and gratuitously. For Oord, on the other hand, a non-
necessary relation must be arbitrary. He goes so far as to label this view of 
gratuitous love as ‘capricious’ because it is not bound by necessity (p. 110). 

Here, the theology becomes murky and troubling. Oord seeks to bind 
God to creation in a relation of necessary love. All gratuity is lost as God 
loves us out of the obligation of divine essence, rather than freely out of 
grace. God, in his existence, becomes a prisoner to his predetermined 
essence. Transcendent love determines the existence of God and every 
instance of divine love expressed to creation. Oord asserts that the object of 
God's love must be external to the triune Persons. If God is essentially love, 
and this love is directed outward toward creation, then creation must be as 
eternal as the love. This is the basis for his denial of the ‘unbiblical’ doctrine 
of creatio ex nihilo (p. 102). Of all of Oord's interlocutors, Pinnock gets the 
fairest hearing. Though, in the end, he succumbs to the same critique as 
Barth due to his desire to uphold creatio ex nihilo and the possibility that 
triunity alone might be sufficient to predicate love of God. Oord seems to 
imagine the life of the immanent Trinity apart from the world as one of 
isolation, rather than the liveliness of perfect community in mutual self-
giving (p. 81). 

The book could be read as an attempt to ‘de-hellenise’ love. The task is 
anything but neat, and introduces one of the puzzles of this work: just who 
are these ‘philosophers’ Oord keeps mentioning (p. 108)? For Oord, 
theologians who borrow from the philosophy of ancient Greece are clearly 
mistaken, and yet much of what is said in this book would not be possible 
without the philosophy of Whitehead. He might do well to bring other 
philosophers into the conversation. Heidegger’s onto-theological critique 



Aldersgate Papers, vol. 8                   

 136  

bites when Oord seeks to find ‘metaphysical principles that govern all 
beings’ including God (p. 72). Indeed, for Oord revelation is complete and 
God is known: ‘A God who purposely hides and self-conceals would not love 
perfectly’ (p. 117). 

Oord identifies love with non-coercion; God is essentially love, and love 
never flails. God's love toward the creature must allow ‘real freedom’ (p. 95). 
This point appears again and again. It is the freedom of the human creature 
– rather than the risen Jesus, or the cross – which is the basis for Oord's 
view of love. This is perhaps the most troubling aspect of the book: for Oord, 
human freedom trumps divine freedom. He critiques Barth and Pinnock for 
upholding divine freedom over divine love (though this evaluation is 
dubious in itself) and so posits that it is the very essence of God to love 
creatures eternally; therefore God does not choose to love creation, but loves 
it by necessity. Lest we think this is a quirk of language, he invokes those 
anonymous ‘philosophers’ to make this claim with the full weight of 
‘necessity’ in its philosophical sense (p. 108). When speaking of God, Oord 
promotes relations of necessity; when speaking of creatures, he argues for 
freedom. Oord was concerned that Augustine and Aquinas spoke only with 
sheer equivocity when predicating love of God and creatures, but his 
theology of love is far more susceptible to the critique than either of these 
giants of the church. For Oord, the human has absolute freedom and is 
undetermined and bound by no necessity, whereas God is fettered by his 
essence and bound to love according to the relations of necessity. Love 
cannot be simple non-coercion, for in Oord’s account God is coerced by 
divine essence to love creatures. One might rightly question whether 
necessary love, robbed of all its extemporaneous gratuity, is really love at all. 

The book suddenly reveals a new agenda. It is surprising to discover 
part-way through that Oord’s main concern is the problem of evil. The whole 
book can be read as a treatise on theodicy. This is clearest in his critique of 
Pinnock’s traditional doctrine of creation. He is unwilling to accept any 
system which fails to give a water-tight account for the evils of the world (pp. 
113-14). Crudely put, the existence of evil must be accounted for by allowing 
that God is all-powerful but not all-loving, or all-loving but not all-powerful 
(pp. 106-07). Oord takes the second path: God does not prevent the ills of 
the world, because absolute power to act unilaterally does not belong to 
divine essence. 

To respond to his motivating concern of theodicy (p. 116), Oord proposes 
a theory of kenosis. This is not ‘voluntary kenosis’, in which God contains the 
potential to coerce by temporarily becoming ‘un-self-limited’ (p. 124). God's 
self-limitation is ‘involuntary’ so that God cannot be accused of standing by 
idly while evils occur in the world (p.125). This proposal owes much to 
process thought, and at many times is difficult to distinguish from it. 

Far from being the biblical account of love that Oord claims, this book is 
driven by a metaphysical agenda focused on human freedom.  Here is the 
anthropocentric theology many have thought classical Arminianism to be, 
but this is not classical Arminianism: freedom is reserved for creatures, 
while God is in the service of Necessity. Oord essentialises an idealised 
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human love and univocally predicates it of God and creatures. God’s 
existence is then bound to this alien essence so that the love of kenotic self-
sacrifice is never a choice, but frees up creaturely choices. It is hard not to 
note the similarities between Oord’s depiction of God and Ivan Karamazov’s 
one little child beating its breast in the darkness that secures transcendent 
harmony. Here, love is no donum, nor is it the cup that runneth over. I can 
hardly think of a more cold and distant deity, alien to the living and 
spontaneous God of the Bible, than the one who loves only by essential 
necessity. 

Oord sets out to provide a definition of love and concludes by providing a 
metaphysics. The theological consideration of the topic of love is most 
welcome, even though this reviewer is troubled by many of the implications 
of Oord’s proposal. A single methodological reversal would have produced 
an entirely different book. At the beginning of the book, he states that the 
Bible offers no definition of love and that he must therefore supply one. 
However, perhaps the case is that ‘God is love’ is a definition. Oord uses his 
intuited (p. 17) definition of love to condition God. Instead, perhaps we 
should allow the revelation of God to condition our definition of love. 
 

Steven John Wright 
Charles Sturt University 

 
JOSEPH COLESON, ed. Care of Creation: Christian Voices on God, 
Humanity, and the Environment. Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing 
House, 2010; pp. 208. 
 
There is increasing interest and concern regarding the current health of the 
planet, its human and non-human inhabitants as well as a marked increase 
in the number of volumes published from Christian perspectives on related 
topics. ‘Creation care’, ‘going green’ and many other such terms are 
increasingly used, so much so that the term ‘green-washing’ has arisen in 
response to trite and profit-driven usages of these ‘green’ terms. Thankfully, 
this collection of essays could not be considered as ‘green-washing’ the faith, 
but rather is a positive contribution to the conversations of Christian eco- 
and social-justice. Joseph Coleson states that the intention for the book is to 
further elucidate the ‘divine mandate to care for God’s good creation on this 
earth’ (p. 12). It goes beyond this to blend the two sides of the ‘coin of 
compassion’ (eco- and social- justice) that can sometimes be separated in 
Christian thought when environmentalism is mentioned. 

The book is divided into three parts: Part 1 is titled ‘Creation, Alienation, 
Redemption’ and in four chapters aims to ‘lay out the biblical theology of 
care for creation’. Part 2 focuses on ‘Care for Humanity’, covering topics 
such as genetic engineering, abortion, euthanasia, human trafficking and 
environmental degradation as violence in three chapters. Over the next five 
chapters, Part 3 covers ‘Care of the Environment’ through topics such as 
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land, water, endangered species and general stewardship, and concludes 
with a call to action on these issues from well-known evangelical creation 
care advocates Matthew and Nancy Sleeth. 

There are numerous constructive and thought-provoking themes 
conveyed, even within the introductory chapter. However, there are points 
which could still be subject to some debate. For example, the introduction at 
one point states that our responsibilities to each other are different in a 
number of respects from our responsibilities to the rest of creation. Only one 
difference is noted: that ‘we were not given stewardship dominion over each 
other, as we were over the earth and the rest of its creatures’ (p. 12). While 
the scriptures may point to this, some would posit that the idea of loving, 
self-giving relationship with humanity and all of creation need not be 
differentiated with such a human/nature divide. It is acknowledged the 
comparatively brief nature of the chapters leads to not all terminology and 
concepts being unpacked in great detail. Nonetheless, I think two areas 
would have benefited from receiving more attention and clarification. 
Firstly, mention is made of ‘stewardship dominion’ (eg. pp. 12, 43) - one of 
the more well-known Christian ecological responses. However it would have 
been nice to have seen some more wrestling with terminology as there are 
other ecological responses which can be expressed in terms such as 
partnership, sacrament, covenant, celebration, Earth community, or even 
pastoral care.1 Secondly, the extent to which Coleson points to equality 
within humanity, noting ‘adam (humanity) has been created equally (female 
and male) in the image of God, is admirable. While it may be considered 
outside the scope of the piece, it would have been helpful to see further 
attempts to spell out in more detail what actually constitutes being created 
in the imago Dei. For example, to what extent do other created life forms 
praise and bring forth glimpses of the Creator?  

In chapter 2, Kelvin Friebel provides a fairly anthropocentric piece which 
focuses on issues surrounding humanity’s fall, and sees creation ‘in such a 
condition, not by its own action, choice, or volition, but because of what 
humans have done against God’ (p. 33). He also touches on the somewhat 
thorny issue of God’s retribution against human sin, where this sin causes 
creation to become an agent and/or ‘an object of divine judgment, an 
innocent victim (p. 37).’ 

The subsequent chapter has Christopher Bounds introducing the charge 
that many within the Christian faith today are complicit in a form of Gnostic 
heresy. This ‘virus’ takes a dim view of the earthy, physical world, elevates 
the spiritual nature, also focusing on the liberation from earth and the pure 
spiritual joy of the heavenly life to come. This can then lead to low levels of 
concern and care towards God’s creation, and attitudes of uncaring 
domination of the earth and earth community. It is a helpful chapter 
connecting humanity, salvation and the redemption of all creation through 

                                                 
1 See Clive Ayre, ‘An Approach to Ecological Mission in and through the Christian 
Community in Australia: Beyond Apathy to Committed Action,’ unpublished PhD 
thesis, University of Queensland, 2008. 
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Christ, and brings some elements of Wesleyan thought to bear on the 
matter. However, I am not convinced of Bounds’ claim that ‘all creation 
existed in harmonious relationship through the holy leadership of our first 
parents’ (p. 49). It reiterated to me that as humans, we have a tendency to 
overrate our importance, and too easily slot into a human-centered 
(anthropocentric) vision of reality rather than a God-centered (theocentric) 
one. Thankfully this point is perceptively reflected on in the following 
chapter titled ‘God’s Constant Care of the Universe’ by Kenneth Gavel.  

The complex ethical dilemmas of euthanasia, abortion, and genetic 
engineering are carefully and considerately tackled in chapters 5 (Burton 
Webb and Stephen Lennox) and 6 (Christina Accornero and Susan Rouse). 
The section is rounded off by the compelling and poignant piece by Jo Anne 
Lyon, which through personal narratives and facts, draws attention to 
various ways selfish and greedy humanity has found to exploit fellow 
brothers and sisters. I found this chapter to be one of the highlights of this 
compilation. Environmental degradation is argued to be equivalent to 
violence against the poor. This argument is supported by moving stories – 
stories that must be heard in the current debate on climate change. The 
potential for climate change to cause pain, suffering, hunger and thirst on a 
large scale is particularly evident amongst the poorest and weakest. A story 
is told of a Zambian AIDS widow’s futile attempts to grow crops for her 
family in the increasingly unpredictable seasons in her land. The question is 
raised – who is our neighbour? Hope is raised through insights from stories 
of the past work towards justice, particularly of Wesleyan origin, the 
centrality of prayer and ends with a dare to ‘dream of the transformation 
both of people and of the planet’ (p. 119). 

Section 3, ‘Care of the Environment’ begins with Travis Nation and 
Kenneth Dill focusing on land and water conservation. The importance of 
land and water conservation is addressed, along with an important factor 
that can sometimes be conveniently overlooked – self-discipline. The next 
three chapters: ‘Christian Stewardship of Natural Resources’ (Richard Daake 
and D. Darek Jarmola), ‘Every Living Creature’ (Ronald Crawford and 
Joseph Coleson) and ‘Endangered Species and Habitats’ (Martin LaBar and 
Donald Wood) flow effectively and are all well constructed and written. A 
great number of topics, from agribusiness to aesthetics, to exotic pets and 
eating meat, are covered within the chapter’s small footprints and are well 
worth reading. Matthew and Nancy Sleeth’s final list of various actions to 
take is certainly helpful, though certainly not exhaustive. 

The inclusion of both ‘Suggestions for Reflection and Action’, and ‘For 
Further Reading’ sections at the end of each chapter is welcome and 
encouraging as the questions posed are generally thought-provoking and are 
quite practical. Mental assent is but one part of the Christian life. Taking 
action after gaining knowledge is vital to the living out of our faith – an 
obvious ingredient of the Wesleyan tradition. It is encouraging to see this 
volume published within the Wesleyan Theological Perspectives series, as 
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the Wesleyan tradition has a constructive and hopeful part to play in the 
care of God’s creation. Overall, this is a positive contribution to the 
conversation of Christian eco- and social-justice, and gives a firmly 
grounded, yet loving and compassionate call to action in and for the earth 
and also towards our fellow humanity in the current climate of degradation, 
ecological concern and widespread injustice. 

 
Matthew Seaman 

The University of Queensland 
 
JAY RICHARD AKKERMAN, THOMAS JAY OORD, BRENT PETERSON, 
eds. Postmodern and Wesleyan?: Exploring the Boundaries and 
Possibilities. Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press, 2009. pp. 185 + 6 
 
This book has a distinctively ‘in-house’ flavour as members of the Church of 
the Nazarene discuss postmodernism and its impact upon the Church. An 
outside observer, the United Methodist scholar Leonard Sweet, is brought in 
to interact with this discussion by way of short reflective pieces at the end of 
each section. Most of the contributors, and presumably the editors, are 
convinced that the Church must in its present context make adjustments to 
its way of being and to its presentation of the Gospel in light of the impact of 
postmodernism on culture and society. To the editors’ credit at the end of 
each section of the book are included the contributions of respondents who 
are somewhat skeptical about this claim. In its four Parts it deals with 
Postmodernity as a cultural movement, the Gospel, the Church and 
engagement with the world.   

If you are hoping for any detailed discussion of postmodern philosophy 
you will not find it here. Throughout most of the book broad generalisations 
stand in for deeper analysis. For example, Dean G. Blevins, in his chapter 17 
on ‘The Emerging and Emergent Church’ uses an extremely broad 
brushstroke to define postmodernity, as ‘almost every new cultural 
expression in the Western world’ (p. 102). The brevity of each chapter 
(typically two or three pages) does not help as there is simply not enough 
space allowed to develop ideas.  

Postmodernism as a philosophy and postmodernity as a cultural trend 
seem not to be sufficiently distinguished here. Most of what is said by 
contributors relates to the latter not the former. To me the most penetrating 
statement in the entire book comes in a footnote citation from Brian Leiter, 
‘post-modernism is non-existent in all the leading philosophy departments 
throughout the English-speaking world, where it is regarded, with justice, as 
sophomoric skeptical posturing.’2 Yet we are told that postmodernism has so 
radically altered our cultural landscape that we can no longer effectively 
communicate the Gospel unless we adjust to it.  Much of what is described 

                                                 
2 Brian Leiter, The Future for Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
cited in ch. 8, fn. 3 on p. 187.  
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here as ‘postmodern’ seems to me to be indistinguishable from 
Romanticism. The preference for nature over the machine, for poetry over 
facts, for imagination over knowledge and for emotions over thoughts is 
deeply embedded in western culture. Such preferences do not begin to make 
their presence felt only in the last fifty years. If one were to attempt to trace 
this development historically one would do better to begin in the 1860s than 
the 1960s.  Still we have here the oft-repeated claim that the shifting of our 
cultural landscape in such ways is something very new (p. 182).  

In a multi-contributor work of this sort the chapters inevitably vary in 
quality. One could not respond adequately to thirty-four chapters in a book 
only 185 pages long. I will reflect here on only one chapter, one critical 
response, and Leonard Sweet’s ‘Conversation Igniters’ that appear at the end 
of each section of the book. In ch. 18 on ‘The Sensory Side of Being Spiritual’ 
Keith Schwanz pleads for a multi-sensory approach to worship and warns 
about the rampant hyper-individualism of much evangelical worship. While 
I am in sympathy with the point he is making, I’m not sure that the overuse 
of ‘I’ and ‘me’ rather than ‘you’ and ‘we’ in Gospel songs of an earlier era, as 
well as in many contemporary songs, should be seen as the fruit of 
modernity. Certainly such language can be grating especially as it tilts 
toward the sentimental. Consider, however, the first person personal 
pronouns that litter Charles Wesley’s hymns. ‘Died he for me who caused his 
pain? For me who him to death pursued?  Amazing love!  How can it be that 
Christ my God should die for me?’ Here is the eighteenth century expression 
of Luther’s pro me which lies at the heart of the Evangelical concept of grace. 
Certainly believers are not autonomous individuals; they are part of a holy 
community.  Yet until the believer has grasped the universal love of God in 
the particular revelation that Christ died ‘for me’ as well as ‘for all’ the 
Gospel has not been fully grasped. Rampant individualism has both ancient 
and modern forms, but there is a difference between shallow ‘feel good’ 
spirituality and a personal appropriation of the grace of God in Christ.  

Carl Leth, in his Critical Response (pp. 172-76) to Part IV on ‘In, With 
and For the World,’ raises some valuable questions.  In his view the six 
essays to which he responds, ‘are more helpful in their constructive 
proposals than in their historical assessments, more useful to inform our 
exploration of what a Christian postmodernism should move toward than 
what modernity has been’ (p. 172). Like most proposals to adopt something 
new there is in most of the contributors a failure to appreciate the genuine 
benefits of what has gone before. There is in fact nothing very new in these 
proposals though there may be some valuable suggestions about new ways 
we might consider old problems. I remember asking a student in a ‘Theology 
of Ministry’ class whether the following was his viewpoint: Jesus’ 
understanding of how the church should function was lost after he ascended 
to heaven. The church in the intervening two millennia has been 
fundamentally flawed in the way that it has structured its ecclesial life, right 
down to the present time.  Now twenty-year-old undergraduates who have 
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uncovered Jesus’ original plan are starting with a blank sheet of paper and 
getting it right. I did this as a kind of reductio ad absurdum argument 
hoping he would see the silliness in such a claim.  To my surprise he replied, 
‘Yes that is exactly my position.’ Against such invincible ignorance it is 
difficult to argue.  

Leth also asks just how ‘Wesleyan’ this collection is (p. 176). The book 
would perhaps be more accurately given the title ‘Postmodern and 
Christian’. The contributors are Wesleyans but they do not often reflect self-
consciously from a set of Wesleyan theological convictions, except in 
somewhat superficial ways. For example the ‘conversational approach’ of the 
book is said to reflect John Wesley’s ‘preference for dialogue.’ (p. 11) It is 
true that Wesley published ‘Conversations’ and ‘Conference Minutes’ but 
anyone who has read these knows that Wesley was an autocrat whose own 
opinion always trumped that of any other participant.        

I find Leonard Sweet’s contributions at the end of each section 
particularly unhelpful with their attempt at hip scatological reflections that 
are often weighed down with excess verbiage. If designed as examples of 
postmodern discourse they demonstrate that felicity of expression and 
precision in ideas are not highly valued commodities among postmodernists. 
Then there are Sweet’s oversimplified categorisations. Jean-Francois 
Lyotard famously defined postmodernism as ‘incredulity toward 
metanarratives.’  Yet Leonard Sweet wants to neatly divide the human race 
into ‘Gutenbergers’ (modernist rationalist types who read printed material 
and favour head over heart) and ‘Googleys’ (postmodern feeling-oriented 
people who use Google and favour imagination over knowledge). Toward 
such broad overarching explanations I must confess considerable 
incredulity.  

In Sweet’s world, everything ‘modern’ is bad and everything 
‘postmodern’ is good, because ‘modern’ people rely too much on their minds 
whereas ‘postmodern’ people are feelers more than thinkers and thus better 
able to negotiate the changing world we live in. Since modernists have 
attempted to ‘deodorize the slime of feeling from every source’ we must look 
to poets like D. H. Lawrence who defines his ‘great religion as a belief in the 
blood, the flesh, as being wiser than the intellect.  We can go wrong in our 
minds. But what our blood feels and believes and says is always true’ (p.139). 
Really? Always true? Is it not rather the case that our emotional life, our 
instinctual life, is as much fallen and in need of grace as our intellectual life?  
Sweet admits this himself on the following page when he concedes that our 
emotional state ‘may be weird or wonky’ (p. 140). His claim, also on p. 140, 
that the Holocaust was a result of Nazism’s ‘rationalization and 
industrialization of [the] emotion [of hatred]’ draws a very long bow indeed 
and is typical of his tendency to perform surgery with a sledgehammer.  If 
Sweet is looking for an affirmation of the value of non-rational capacities 
why not draw on the Pietist approach to heart religion or theological 
reflection on eros or the Lockeian empiricism that informed the Evangelical 
Awakening, rather than on Lawrence’s rampant hedonism?   
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Can Sweet really be serious in citing John Chrysostom (fn 7, p. 140) in 
support of the postmodern approach to reason? When Chrysostom 
condemns the heretics for creating ‘a dust-cloud of countless reasonings’ in 
his Commentary on Romans he is not attacking reason as such but the 
heretics’ use of sophisticated reasoning to oppose orthodoxy.3 Plato is 
usually the bugaboo in popular writing on postmodernism yet Chrysostom 
was as much indebted to Plato as the rest of the Christian theological 
tradition of his age. I cannot believe Sweet is not aware of this; his selective 
use of Chrysostom here is bewildering.  

There is a belittling tone in so much of what Sweet writes.  Gutenbergers, 
for example, have spent their lives ‘burrowing in rational furrows and 
learning to flex logical muscles.’ They have undergone a heart bypass and are 
in danger of a ‘heart attack.’  What they lack is ‘attack hearts – lives trained 
in deep, hard attack thinking but suppressed in wide, compassionate attack 
feelings that can take on the challenges of life’ (p. 140). If I am reading this 
frustratingly obscure sentence correctly, we seem again to be encountering 
the simplistic analysis - head bad; heart good.      

The inclusion of exactly the same Application question at the end of 
every single chapter is grating - ‘In light of this chapter and its topics, how 
might you act differently? Think differently? Feel differently? Relate 
differently?’ Some thought should have been given to a different set of 
application questions for each chapter. Finally, I assume that the decision to 
eschew the correct use of upper and lower case letters in the chapter titles 
and author’s names is meant to be an example of postmodernity’s cavalier 
attitude toward convention. The result is, in my view, ugly and distracting 
but perhaps that is my overly modernist aesthetic speaking.  

As a book designed for the average lay reader who hears the term 
‘postmodern’ bandied about in the church but is not sure what to make of it, 
this book may prove helpful. This is indeed the book’s intended audience so 
perhaps some of my criticism is misplaced. Certainly the Church of the 
Nazarene is to be commended for publishing a book that tackles the 
question of how the Church is to respond to new cultural trends and which 
expresses a range of views within its own constituency. A more scholarly 
work which allows for substantive development of the ideas canvassed here 
would be a welcome accompaniment.        
 

Glen O’Brien 
Booth College 

 
MARK A. NOLL, Christians in the American Revolution. Vancouver: Regent 
College Publishing, 2006.  
 
This is a welcome reprint of a work originally published in 1977 by Christian 
University Press. Noll’s PhD thesis was in this field and this may be a 

                                                 
3 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers II: 349-50.  
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reworking of his doctoral work. It belongs to the plethora of works that 
appeared around the Bicentennial year of 1976, though it is here updated 
and provides an insightful survey of the role of the Christian churches 
during the American Revolution. Though the book itself is thirty-five years 
old, there is an impressive review of more recent literature given in an 
Afterword (pp. 93-113), which helpfully traces more recent trends and 
indicates ‘pressing areas’ that remain for historians of the period 
immediately following the Revolution.4 The addition of this essay makes the 
book all the more valuable for current readers and researchers.  

Earliest histories of the American Revolution tended to be heroic 
interpretations describing good men overthrowing tyrants, an approach that 
eventually gave way to a Whig interpretation that stressed America’s destiny 
and the inevitability of historical progress.  The canons of early twentieth 
century historiography soon put paid to what it considered such flights of 
fancy and sought to apply objective, unbiased, scientific analysis, leading to 
a variety of approaches, most focusing on the dimension of social struggle 
inherent in the events. Recent decades have included a focus on previously 
neglected participants such as Native Americans, slaves and women. The 
religious dimensions of the conflict, however, remain relatively unexplored. 
It is increasingly recognised that the Revolution was a global war, one phase 
of Britain’s war with France as well as America’s first civil war, fought 
between fellow Britons. The fact that these Britons were an eminently 
religious people is hugely significant in understanding the motive causes of 
Rebels and Loyalists alike. Anyone seeking to understand the religious 
responses to the conflict cannot afford to overlook Noll’s book.   

Ch. 1 nicely sets out the causes of unrest over the ‘Intolerable Acts’ from 
both the British and American sides of the question. Noll makes it clear that 
in addition to the colonists seeing the British administration of the American 
colonies as a threat to hard won English liberties, there was also ‘a deep vein 
of religiously charged discourse’ consistently mined by colonists in their 
move toward independence (pp. 25-27). While Jefferson’s pronouncements 
on the purposes of the Divine Being were decidedly Deist, those who heard 
him had often been profoundly shaped by the Evangelical doctrines of the 
Great Awakening. The rhetoric of liberty received a less distinctively 
Evangelical hearing in Britain because the revival did not touch the centres 
of political power there in the way that it did in America.   

The second chapter turns to a survey of the religious history of the 
colonies defined by Noll as “the story of Puritanism” (p.29). It is helpful in 
distinguishing between the New Divinity, New Lights, Old Lights and Old 
Calvinists that emerged in response to the revivalism of Jonathan Edwards.  
Noll suggests that the itinerant nature of inter-colonial evangelism pointed 
toward an emerging national consciousness.  To read newspaper reports of 
Gilbert Tennent’s inter-colonial preaching tours led people to begin to think 

                                                 
4 This is a reprint of ‘The Evangelical Surge and the Significance of Religion in the 
Early United States, 1783-1865,’ an essay first published in Melvyn Stokes, ed. The 
State of U.S. History (Oxford: Berg, 2001). 
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of themselves as ‘American Christians’ rather than, for example, ‘New Jersey 
Presbyterians.’  

After establishing the political and religious background Noll moves in 
chapters 3 through 6 to the Patriotic, Reforming, Loyalist, and Pacifist 
responses in turn.  Chapter 7 provides a helpful Thematic Summary (pp. 
149-62). Noll argues that Christian convictions, in particular the Puritan 
concept of covenant, undergirded the political thinking of the age. God 
establishes sovereign rule over humanity and expects human governments 
to function according to his covenant. The connection between Christian 
theological convictions and the Whig conception of government was very 
strong, providing fertile soil for revolutionary ideas. The Puritan pulpit, 
especially in New England, was highly educated and articulate and provided 
a regular setting forth of the idea that reason and revelation alike 
demonstrated that there was a divinely sanctioned form of government.  Of 
course clergy differed over exactly what that form of government looked like, 
but all had an opinion one way or another, and their influence over the 
population was not inconsiderable.   

Noll warns against assuming that the Christian response to the 
Revolution was uniform. Republican and Loyalist voices both made 
explicitly Christian claims in support of their stances. Some turned the War 
into a holy crusade; others took a prophetic stance, warning against the 
immorality and injustice that armed conflict inevitably brings. The Deism of 
America’s Founding Fathers is thought by many to have resulted in a kind of 
civil religion without any specifically Christian narrative. Samuel Hopkins 
author of A Dialogue Concerning the Slavery of the Africans (1776) is cited 
by Mark Noll as an example of those New Lights who supported the 
Revolution but directed those engaged in the struggle for liberty to grant the 
same privilege to their slaves. Such prophetic voices maintained a 
distinctively Christian voice and resisted the idolatry of creating a merely 
civil religion (pp. 92-98).  

Not only was the Revolution influenced by Christian thought; the reverse 
was also the case, as the Churches were influenced by the rhetoric of liberty 
in making their own case for toleration. Baptists in New England and 
Presbyterians in Virginia argued against Congregational and Anglican 
hegemony respectively.  How could freedom from British rule be fought in 
the political sphere if the tyranny of Established Churches be left standing? 
Such thinking would lead inevitably to the disestablishment of religion and 
the remarkably successful free market religious economy of the new 
republic.  The place of the Churches in post-Revolutionary society would be 
less central. Where previously the leading intellectual figures had been 
church leaders, it would now be political leaders who would have the greater 
influence.   The Great Awakening had ensured that religious interests would 
be at the heart of cultural and intellectual discourse. The American 
Revolution ensured that political theory would now take centre stage.  One 
of the most significant outcomes of the Revolution for the Churches was that 
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the long-standing fear of Anglican establishment was finally removed 
leaving Baptists and Methodists to become the religious success story of the 
ensuing age, outstripping all other competitors.    

Noll’s book is strong on Presbyterians and Congregationalists but 
provides a less detailed analysis of Methodism, considering it only in his 
broader discussion of the Loyalist response. The interested reader would do 
well to supplement Noll with Dee E. Andrews, The Methodists and 
Revolutionary America, 1760-1800: The Shaping of an Evangelical Culture 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). John Wesley’s opposition 
to the American Revolution, set out in his 1775 pamphlet, A Calm Address to 
Our American Colonies is well known. Noll claims that John Wesley took a 
‘specifically biblical approach’ to the conflict and sees this as strangely out of 
step with loyalist rhetoric and more in keeping with Whig politics (p. 116). 
This claim needs some nuancing. Acquaintance with Wesley’s political tracts 
shows that he rarely appealed to the Bible in setting out his case in support 
of the king and the parliament. Wesley’s political tracts consistently reject on 
historical and pragmatic grounds John Locke’s social contract theory with its 
idea that nations govern only by the consent of the governed. He saw no 
need to reform the political system of constitutional monarchy since its 
finely-tuned balance of power between king, parliament, and people needed 
only to be preserved in order for genuine liberty to prevail. 

Of course the absence of explicitly biblical material in Wesley’s political 
tracts does not mean that there was no theology at all behind Wesley’s 
politics.  Jason Vickers has argued that in the eighteenth century context of a 
‘confessional state,’ Wesley’s ecclesiastical, political and theological 
commitments are ‘interrelated, mutually enforcing and generally of a piece 
with each other,’ so that in interpreting Wesley every political statement 
must be ‘monitored…for its theological and ecclesiastical implications.’5 
Certainly, for Wesley human liberty is derived from the natural image of God 
bestowed at creation rather than from any contingent political condition.6 
This would be but one of many possible examples of the way in which 
Wesley’s political statements, are underpinned by theological convictions, 
notwithstanding the absence of any explicit appeal to the Bible.7  

It is only perhaps an aesthetic matter but I find the indents overly deep, 
probably twice what they should be. This is the kind of formatting problem 
that occurs when a book is not freshly typeset but simply reproduced 
untouched from an earlier book. Publishing conventions have changed since 
the 1970s and this gives this present edition a slightly dated look. Of course 
this is a small criticism and should not deter any reader needing a solid 

                                                 
5 Jason Vickers, John Wesley: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum, 2009), 
108.  
6 John Wesley, Sermon 60, “The General Deliverance,” in Sermons II, ed. Albert C. 
Outler, in Works 2:439.  
7 For more detailed discussion of Wesley’s political writings see Glen O’Brien, ‘John 
Wesley’s Rebuke to the Rebels of British America: Revisiting the “Calm  
Address,”’ Methodist Review vol. 4 (2012): 31-55. 
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introduction to the role of the churches in British America and in the early 
republic that replaced it.    
 

Glen O’Brien 
Booth College 

 
RICHARD WAUGH, A New Church for a New Century: East City 
Wesleyan’s Early Story. Auckland: East City Wesleyan Church, 2010. pp. 
160. ISBN 978-0-473-17448-4. NZ$29.90 (from PO Box 82-363 Highland 
Park, Auckland 2143) 
 
Professional historians often rely on local histories to gain a ‘history from 
below’ that recounts the stories of ordinary people in their local parish 
setting. These are not always exciting reading as they have a tendency to 
focus on events and circumstances of little interest beyond the immediate 
participants.  While this local history does have its share of such content it 
benefits from placing the congregation that is its focus into the context of an 
emerging new movement within New Zealand evangelicalism. It also 
benefits from its author’s experience and skill as an established aviation 
historian. 

Waugh states on p. 6 that ‘the publishing of New Zealand church history 
needs to be more creative and include a new dynamic analysis of people-
focussed mission.’ He has succeeded in producing just this kind of history. 
Well designed (in landscape rather than portrait orientation), the text is 
enriched by a very generous selection of photographs, about half of which 
are in full colour. Each chapter includes a sidebar of ‘Some Learnings’ that 
attempts to identify principles illustrated by the particular period of the 
Church’s history that has been reviewed.  There are also sidebars on ‘New 
Zealand and World Events’ for each year of the congregation’s life which 
place developments at East City Wesleyan into a national and global context. 
There is a strong oral history element in the testimonies of congregational 
members, as well as longer biographical essays on each of the church’s team 
leaders. These participant-observer narratives make the text come alive.  

The fact that a history has been written of a church only ten years old is 
an indication of the missional outlook of the author. Waugh is clearly 
convinced that something of importance has happened at ECW that is worth 
recording. Perhaps another indication of the concern for the contemporary 
mission of the church is that the book’s first chapter, rather than beginning 
with the church’s origins, provides a snapshot of the church at the time of 
publication in 2010. Ch. 2 then returns, more traditionally, to Samuel 
Leigh’s first visit to New Zealand in 1819 and the establishment of a 
Wesleyan Mission in 1822 before tracing the developing disputes in New 
Zealand Methodism between evangelicals and liberals.   

East City’s spiritual roots can be traced back to the Methodist Revival 
Fellowship established in 1961 (renamed Aldersgate Fellowship in 1984) and 
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Methodist Affirm established in 1994 and associated with similar renewal 
movements within New Zealand Anglicanism and Presbyterianism. The 
Evangelical Caucus Network founded in 1996 became part of the Wesleyan 
Methodist Movement established in 1997. Finally in 1999 the attempt to 
establish an evangelical synod within the Methodist Church was defeated 
when a group of Gay and Lesbian Methodists claimed that such a synod 
would be hurtful to them. This issue became one of the contributing factors 
that led to the formation of the Wesleyan Methodist Church of New Zealand 
in 2000 which has, through links with the Wesleyan Methodist Church of 
Australia, aligned itself with the International Wesleyan Church as well as 
becoming a member in its own right of the World Methodist Council. East 
City Wesleyan originated in a schism from Trinity Methodist Church in 
Howick, the bulk of whose congregation under the Rev. Richard Waugh’s 
leadership would become the flagship of the new Wesleyan Methodist 
Church of New Zealand.    

The emergence of this new evangelical Methodism is the latest chapter in 
the much longer story of Methodism in Aotearoa/New Zealand where 
throughout the twentieth century Methodism became predominantly liberal 
in spirit and evangelicals were made to feel increasingly marginalised. The 
Methodist Church increasingly felt less obligated in ordering its ecclesial life 
either according to the Bible or a received theological tradition. This is 
illustrated well in the issue of the appointment of openly gay clergy where 
the Conference has taken its stand on the basis of natural justice, aligning 
itself with the Human Rights Act of 1993 whose intention is to abolish 
discrimination of all kinds on the basis of sexual orientation. The Conference 
of 1993 opted to order its life and practice within the intent of this Act and 
the issue was vigorously debated at several Conferences, and shown to be far 
from resolved at the grass roots level. In November 1997 the Conference 
received the recommendation that the former Baptist, the Rev. Dr. David 
Bromell (not named in this book), an openly gay minister not yet in full 
standing in the Conference, be stationed as Superintendent of Christchurch 
Methodist Mission. This was an important Connexional appointment, and in 
spite of strong opposition from sections of the Conference, and through 
overriding consensus decision making procedures, Bromell was received 
into full connexion and appointed. We see in this instance the familiar 
pattern of Methodist disruption focused not primarily on a theological 
debate but on an issue of justice and human rights (though of course there 
are certainly theological dimensions to the sexuality debate).8  

The author has a strong Methodist heritage with family connections 
stretching back to the eighteenth century.  The pain involved in leaving the 
Methodist Church is quite evident, not only for him but for many other 
congregational members.  Waugh did not become involved in evangelical 

                                                 
8 Dr. Douglas Pratt provides a detailed discussion of the significance of this debate in 
‘An Ecclesial Dilemma: Homosexual Affirmation and Church Process,’ Colloquium 
39:1 (2007): 36-57. See also his ‘Homosexuality and the Theological Crisis: A 
Doctrinal Critique,’ Colloquium (2008): 75-95. 
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Methodist activity until the late 1990s and then only after ‘being appalled by 
the strident attitude of liberal church leaders’ toward evangelicals whose 
views differed from their own (p. 32). In a conversation I had with a 
prominent liberal Methodist in Auckland around the time the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church was formed, he expressed how ‘unthinkable’ it would be 
for New Zealand Methodism to be without a strong evangelical element. 
Alarmed that the disruption had occurred, he felt considerable sympathy for 
those who felt forced out of the church only as a last and long resisted final 
resort. 

It is interesting to note that those baptised as infants are not ‘re-baptised’ 
at ECW but instead make an adult affirmation of their faith (pp. 12-13).  
This, as well as the use of the clerical collar, a high view of Holy Communion, 
strong ecumenical involvement (Waugh currently chairs the Auckland 
Church Leaders Meeting and now the National Church Leaders Meeting) 
and the ordination of women in ministry indicates that Wesleyan Methodists 
in New Zealand (at least those at ECW) have a genuine sense of connection 
to Methodist theological and liturgical heritage, something not always 
present among evangelical renewal groups, where ‘bapticostalisation’ is 
often evident.  

The story of the establishment of East City Wesleyan provides a 
fascinating account of evangelical Methodist resurgence in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand.  It provides a case study in the capacity of a Christian tradition to 
undergo renewal leading to fresh, creative impulses that result in effective 
mission. This book will be of interest not only to historians who want to 
examine an innovative local church history but also to those interested in 
church planting and renewal.  I hope it receives the reading audience it 
deserves.   
 

Glen O’Brien  
Booth College   


