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Abstract: Other than John Wesley’s description of William 
Wilberforce in 1791 as Athanasius contra mundum and his use of 
the same Latin phrase in his 1775 sermon On the Trinity, there 
is little discussion of Athanasius on the part of the founder of 
Methodism. However, the Orthodox tradition to which Athanasius 
LV� VR� FHQWUDO� D� ¿JXUH� KDG� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� VKDSLQJ� LQÀXHQFH� RQ�
Wesley’s theology and there are strong soteriological resonances 
between Athanasius and Wesley, some of which will be elucidated 
in this paper. The Methodist ecumenist Albert C. Outler was one 
RI�WKH�¿UVW��LQ�WKH�����V��WR�DOHUW�PRGHUQ�:HVOH\DQV�WR�WKH�QHHG�WR�
examine closely their founder’s heavy indebtedness to the Ante-
Nicene and Nicene Fathers, especially in his doctrine of Christian 
perfection. More recently, Kenneth J. Collins has disputed the 
strong connection between Wesley’s theology and Orthodox 
theology and has argued that those who accept Outler’s argument 
KDYH�RYHUORRNHG�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�IRU�:HVOH\�RI�KLV�RZQ�$QJOLFDQ�
tradition, in particular the ‘holy living’ tradition of William Law 
and Jeremy Taylor. This article will survey recent discussion of 
this issue among Wesley scholars, caution against too great a 
GRJPDWLVP�RQ� WKH� TXHVWLRQ�� DQG� DUJXH� WKDW�:HVOH\¶V� SUDFWLFDO�
theology was essentially eclectic. 

T
he Russian Orthodox writer Vladimir Lossky in The Mystical 
Theology of the Eastern Church maintains that the Eastern spiritual 

and theological tradition cannot be criticised on points of detail 

by the Western tradition. The two traditions exist as self-contained units, 

alternative Christian worldviews, each in its own way internally consistent 
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even if not fully compatible with the other.
1
 This seems to me an overly 

pessimistic view and one which is challenged by the remarkable eclecticism 

found in the theology of John Wesley. An Anglican, and therefore a Western 

Protestant with Catholic DNA, Wesley was nonetheless deeply informed 

E\�WKH�IDWKHUV�RI�WKH�³3ULPLWLYH�&KXUFK�´�KLV�SUHIHUUHG�WHUP�IRU�WKH�$QWH�
Nicene writers. The Orthodox tradition to which Athanasius is so central a 

¿JXUH�KDG�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�VKDSLQJ�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�:HVOH\¶V�WKHRORJ\�DQG�WKHUH�
are strong soteriological resonances between Athanasius and Wesley, some 

of which I hope to elucidate in this paper.

Wesley and the Fathers

In the current renewal of interest in the Eastern Orthodox tradition on the 

part of the West, it is not surprising that Wesleyan scholars have played 

their part in analysing John Wesley’s patristic sources.
2
 The Methodist 

HFXPHQLVW��'U�$OEHUW�&RRN�2XWOHU��ZDV�RQH�RI� WKH�¿UVW� WR�KDYH�DOHUWHG�
modern Wesleyans to the need to closely examine Wesley’s heavy 

indebtedness to the Ante-Nicene fathers.
3
 Wesley himself admits such 

LQÀXHQFH�LQ�KLV�Advice to the Clergy��������

1  
Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church� �/RQGRQ��
James Clarke, 1957), 7-22. I am drawing here on an observation by Rowan 

Williams in his essay ‘Lossky, the Via Negativa and the Foundations of Theol-

ogy,’ in Wrestling with Angels: Conversations in Modern Theology, ed. Mike 

+LJWRQ��*UDQG�5DSLGV��(HUGPDQV�������������
2  

For a good survey of thinking on Wesley’s debt to Eastern Orthodoxy see 

5DQG\�/��0DGGR[��µ-RKQ�:HVOH\�DQG�(DVWHUQ�2UWKRGR[\��,QÀXHQFHV��&RQ-

vergences, and Differences,’ Asbury Theological Journal ��������������������
-RQDWKDQ�(GZDUGV�LV�DQRWKHU�HLJKWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�¿JXUH�ZKRVH�WKHRORJ\�KDV�
EHHQ�FRPSDUHG�WR�(DVWHUQ�2UWKRGR[\��5LFKDUG�6WHHOH��µ7UDQV¿JXULQJ�/LJKW��
7KH�0RUDO�%HDXW\�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�/LIH�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�*UHJRU\�3DODPDV�DQG�
Jonathan Edwards,’ St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly���������������������

3  $OEHUW�&RRN�2XWOHU��HG����The Sermons of John Wesley��1HZ�<RUN��2[IRUG�
University Press, 1964), viii-ix. See also idem, ‘John Wesley’s Interests in 

the Early Fathers of the Church,’ Bulletin of the United Church of Canada 
Committee on Archives and History ������������������
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Can any who spend several years in those seats of learning be 

excused if they do not [read] the Fathers, the most authentic 

commentators on Scripture, as being both nearest the fountain, 

eminently endued with the Spirit by whom all Scripture was 

JLYHQ"�,W�ZLOO�EH�HDVLO\�SHUFHLYHG��,�VSHDN�FKLHÀ\�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�
ZURWH�EHIRUH�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�1LFHD��%XW�ZKR�FRXOG�QRW�OLNHZLVH�
GHVLUH�WR�KDYH�VRPH�DFTXDLQWDQFH�ZLWK�WKRVH�WKDW�IROORZHG�WKHP"�
ZLWK�6W��&KU\VRVWRP��%DVLO��$XVWLQ�>$XJXVWLQH@��DQG�DERYH�DOO��WKH�
man of a broken heart, Ephraim Syrus?

4

The writings of John Chysostom, for whom Anglican primitivists of 

:HVOH\¶V� GD\� KDG� D� VSHFLDO� UHJDUG��ZHUH� ¿UVW� LQWURGXFHG� WR� -RKQ� E\�
his father, Samuel. As John prepared to enter holy orders, Samuel 

UHFRPPHQGHG� D� OLVW� RI� VRXUFHV��+H� UHSHDWHGO\� UHFRPPHQGV� 6W� -RKQ�
&KU\VRVWRP� DQG� LQ� SDUWLFXODU� XUJHV� KLP� WR� ³PDVWHU´� DQG� ³GLJHVW´�
Chrysostom’s ‘On the Priesthood.’

5
 J. Steve McCormack, in his 1984 

doctoral dissertation, has demonstrated how allusions to Chrysostom may 

EH�LGHQWL¿HG�WKURXJKRXW�:HVOH\¶V�Works.
6
 To this list of sources might be 

DGGHG�&OHPHQW�RI�$OH[DQGULD��ZKRVH�ZRUN�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�XVHG�E\�
Wesley as a model for his 1742 tract, The Character of a Methodist and 

4  -RKQ�:HVOH\��µ$GGUHVV�WR�WKH�&OHUJ\�¶�LQ�7KRPDV�-DFNVRQ��HG����The Works 
of the Rev. John Wesley�����YROV���.DQVDV�&LW\��0LVVRXUL��%HDFRQ�+LOO�3UHVV��
reprint), 10:84. Augustine is the only Western writer included in this list. For 

an interesting discussion of Wesley and Ephraem Syrus see Gordon S. Wake-

¿HOG��µ-RKQ�:HVOH\�DQG�(SKUDHP�6\UXV�¶�Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 
��������������������)RU�D�FRPSDULVRQ�RI�:HVOH\�DQG�0DFDULXV�VHH�7KDUZDW�
Maher Nagib, ‘Characteristics of Christian Piety: A Conversation between the 

Eastern Desert Father’s Tradition and the Wesleyan Tradition concerning the 

Aim of Christian Life,’ MA thesis, Evangelical Theological Seminary, Cairo, 

2010 available online http://khwaterro7ya.blogspot.com.au/p/john-wesley-

and-stmacarius-egyptian-new.html, accessed 24.04.2013.

5  )UDQN�%DNHU��HG����The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley, Vol. 

����/HWWHUV�,� �������������1DVKYLOOH��$ELQJGRQ��������������$OEHUW�2XWOHU�
�HG����The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley, Vol. 2: Sermons 

,,�����������1DVKYLOOH��$ELQJGRQ�������������
6  

J. Steve McCormack, ‘John Wesley’s Use of John Chrysostom on the Christian 

Life: Faith Filled with the Energy of Love,’ unpublished PhD dissertation, 

Drew University, 1984.
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ZKRVH�³*QRVWLF�&KULVWLDQ´�FORVHO\�SDUDOOHOV�:HVOH\¶V�³SHUIHFW�&KULVWLDQ´���
DV�ZHOO�DV�2ULJHQ��*UHJRU\�RI�1D]LDQ]XV��DQG�WKH�0DFDULDQ�+RPLOLHV�7

Randy Maddox argued in 1990 that Wesley’s appreciation of early 

Greek writers led to his appropriation of key themes of Eastern Orthodox 

WKHRORJ\��7KH�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKHVH�WKHPHV�H[SODLQV�WKH�GLI¿FXOW\��RU�LQGHHG�
impossibility, of locating Wesley’s thought solely in the Western tradition.

8
 

One recent scholar who has disputed the strong connection between 

Wesley’s theology and the Eastern fathers is Kenneth J. Collins, who 

argues that recent scholars who have picked up on Outler’s argument 

KDYH�RYHUORRNHG�WKH�JUHDWHU�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�WKH�$QJOLFDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�RQ�KLV�
thinking, in particular the writings of William Law and Jeremy Taylor, and 

of the Catholic writer, Thomas à Kempis.
9
 A series of formal consultations 

between the United Methodist Church and St Vladimir’s Orthodox 

Theological Seminary has resulted in substantial publications covering 

Orthodox and Wesleyan perspectives on spirituality, ecclesiology and 

VFULSWXUDO� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��DQ� LQGLFDWLRQ� WKDW�¿QGLQJ� UHVRQDQFHV�EHWZHHQ�
the two traditions is of ongoing mutual concern.

10

It must be remembered that the Wesley brothers were at Oxford 

GXULQJ�D�SHULRG�RI�UHQHZDO�RI�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�³SULPLWLYH�FKXUFK�´�7KH�VWXG\�
of the Greek New Testament and the adoption of spiritual disciplines drawn 

from the monasticism of the East were hallmarks of the Oxford Methodists. 

7  
John English, ‘The Path to Perfection in Pseudo-Macarius and John Wesley,’ 

3DFL¿FD���������������������6HH�DOVR��'DYLG�%XQG\��µ&KULVWLDQ�9LUWXH��-RKQ�
Wesley and the Alexandrian Tradition,’ The Wesleyan Theological Journal 
������6SULQJ���������������

8  
Randy Maddox, ‘John Wesley and Eastern Orthodoxy,’ 52-53.

9  
Kenneth J. Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart of John Wesley’s 
Theology��1DVKYLOOH��$ELQJGRQ�3UHVV��������������Q���

10  6��7��.LPEURXJK�-U���HG����Orthodox and Wesleyan Spirituality��<RQNHUV��1<��
6W��9ODGLPLU¶V�6HPLQDU\�3UHVV���������HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�HVVD\V�E\�+LHURPRQN�
$OH[DQGHU�*ROLW]LQ��µ$�7HVWLPRQ\�WR�&KULVWLDQLW\�DV�7UDQV¿JXUDWLRQ��7KH�0DF-
DULDQ�+RPLOLHV�DQG�2UWKRGR[�6SLULWXDOLW\�¶���������DQG�*HRIIUH\�:DLQZULJKW��
µ7ULQLWDULDQ�7KHRORJ\�DQG�:HVOH\DQ�+ROLQHVV�¶��������Orthodox and Wesleyan 
Scriptural Interpretation��<RQNHUV��1<��6W��9ODGLPLU¶V�6HPLQDU\�3UHVV���������
Orthodox and Wesleyan Spirituality��<RQNHUV��1<��6W��9ODGLPLU¶V�6HPLQDU\�
Press, 2007). 
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An emphasis on holiness as disciplined love set the parameters for this 

³¿UVW�ULVH�RI�0HWKRGLVP�´11
 Wesley was drawing on an Anglican divinity 

already steeped in the Greek fathers. In Thomas Cranmer, in Richard 

+RRNHU��LQ�/DQFHORW�$QGUHZHV��ZH�¿QG�WKH�VDPH�KXPDQ�GLYLQH�V\QWKHVLV�
so characteristic of Wesley. Speaking of Andrewes’ Whitsun sermons, 

Nicholas Lossky explains the pneumatology in the theology of Andrewes 

DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�³WKH�VWUHVV�ZKLFK�KH�SXWV�RQ�WKH�GHL¿FDWLRQ�RI�PDQ�DV�WKH�
VXSUHPH�JRDO�RI�WKH�ZD\�RI�VDOYDWLRQ��,W�LV�D�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�XQLRQ�RI�PDQ�
ZLWK�*RG�LQ�&KULVW�E\�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�´12

 This brings to mind the Prayer 

RI�+XPEOH�$FFHVV�UHFLWHG�LQ�HYHU\�$QJOLFDQ�&RPPXQLRQ�VHUYLFH�ZKLFK�
H[SUHVVHV�WKH�GHVLUH�³WKDW�ZH�PD\�HYHUPRUH�GZHOO�LQ�KLP�DQG�KH�LQ�XV�´13

 

$OVR�VLJQL¿FDQW�ZDV�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�:HVOH\�RI�WKH�1RQ�MXURUV�ZLWK�WKHLU�
decided preference for the primitive church. 

These Anglican precedents are perhaps an indication of the manner 

in which English Christianity had preserved to some degree the theological 

FRQVHQVXV�DQG�DWWHQGDQW�VSLULWXDOLW\�RI�WKH�¿UVW�¿YH�FHQWXULHV��D�FRQVHQVXV�
hugely indebted to Eastern thinkers. Wesley did engage in a direct study of 

selected Eastern fathers, and recommended several of them to the people 

called Methodists in his 30-volume Christian Library.
14�+RZHYHU��LW�PLJKW�

be argued that the broad shape of his soteriology is drawn, not exclusively 

from his reading of the Fathers but also from an almost unconscious 

LQKHULWDQFH�RI�WKHVH�YLHZV�LQ�WKH�$QJOLFDQLVP�RI�WKH�%RRN�RI�&RPPRQ�

11  5LFKDUG�3��+HLW]HQUDWHU�XVHV�WKLV�WHUP�LQ�UHIHUHQFH�WR�:HVOH\¶V�2[IRUG�GD\V�LQ�
5LFKDUG�3��+HLW]HQUDWHU��Wesley and the People Called Methodists��1DVKYLOOH��
Abingdon, 1995), 33-58.

12  
Nicholas Lossky, Lancelot Andrewes, Le Predicateur��3DULV��������������See 

)ORUHQFH�+LJKDP¶V�EULHI�ELRJUDSK\��Lancelot Andrewes��/RQGRQ��6&0���������
DQG�$OH[DQGHU�:K\WH��HG����Lancelot Andrewes and His Private Devotions: A 
Biography, a Transcript, and an Interpretation��/RQGRQ��2OLSKDQW�$QGHUVRQ�
and Ferrier, 1896).

13  µ7KH�+RO\�&RPPXQLRQ�¶�LQ�The Book of Common Prayer and Administration 
of the Sacraments and other Rites and Ceremonies of the Church��1HZ�<RUN��
Oxford University Press, 1990), 337.

14  -RKQ�:HVOH\��HG����Wesley’s Christian Library: Consisting of Extracts from 
and Abridgments of the Choicest Pieces of Practical Divinity which have been 
Published in the English Tongue, ���YROV���/RQGRQ��7��&RUGHX[���������
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3UD\HU��WKH����$UWLFOHV��DQG�WKH�(GZDUGLDQ�+RPLOLHV��WR�ZKLFK�:HVOH\�DJDLQ�
and again appealed in his disputes with his fellow Anglicans. It is best 

KRZHYHU�WR�DYRLG�EHLQJ�GRJPDWLF�DERXW�:HVOH\¶V�WKHRORJLFDO�LQÀXHQFHV��
HVSHFLDOO\�JLYHQ�WKH�HFOHFWLF�QDWXUH�RI�KLV�LGHQWL¿HG�VRXUFHV��

In both John Wesley and Athanasius there is an emphasis on 

practical theology which stands in contrast to the tendency in the Western 

tradition to view theology as a theoretical science.
15

 The term ‘practical 

theology’ may bring to mind the idea of learning how to do certain things – 

increase your church’s membership, write a better sermon, or plan a good 

IXQHUDO��7KLV�LV�QRW�KRZ�WKH�WHUP�LV�XVHG�KHUH��%RWK�:HVOH\�DQG�$WKDQDVLXV�
have a ‘practical theology’ because they were both dealing primarily with 

the ‘practice’ of living the Christian life. It is an ‘experiential’ approach 

WR�WKHRORJ\��RU�WR�XVH�:HVOH\¶V�HLJKWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�ZRUG��µH[SHULPHQWDO¶���
7KRPDV�/DQJIRUG�GHVFULEHV�VXFK�DQ�DSSURDFK�DV�³D�KROLVWLF�RU�EDODQFHG�
strategy in which doctrine and experience, gospel and life, grow together 

as mutually informing dimensions of the theological enterprise.”
16

 It is 

perhaps partly due to this practical focus that Wesley’s theology was so 

HFOHFWLF��+H�GUHZ�XSRQ�HDUO\�FKXUFK�VRXUFHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�3XULWDQ�DXWKRUV��
Moravians, Anglicans and Catholic mystics, not because he was deeply 

committed to any particular tradition but because in all these he found 

resources for the spiritual lives of the people called Methodist, whom he 

saw as his particular responsibility.    

Athanasius on Salvation17

Many contemporary theologians have felt that the Nicene-Constantin-

opolitan settlement, though a monumental achievement in itself, left 

15  
Randy L. Maddox, ‘Recovering Theology as a Practical Discipline: A Con-

temporary Agenda,’ Theological Studies ������������������
16  3KLOLS�0HDGRZV¶�UHYLHZ�RI�5DQG\�0DGGR[��HG����Rethinking Wesley’s Theology 

for Contemporary Methodism��1DVKYLOOH��.LQJVZRRG���������LQ�The Christian 
Century, Feb 17, 1999.

17  
I am grateful to the Rev. Dr Doru Costache of Saint Andrew’s Greek Ortho-

dox Theological College, Sydney, for the expert advice he has given me on 

Athanasius for this section of the paper. 
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VRPH�XQ¿QLVKHG�EXVLQHVV�� ,W� OHIW�XV��DFFRUGLQJ� WR�7HG�3HWHUV��³ZLWK�DQ�
eternal immanent Trinity with only a dubious tie to the economic Trinity 

responsible for the saving work in history.”
18

 Post-Nicene Trinitarian 

orthodoxy, it is claimed, exhibited an increasing concern with the inner 

UHODWLRQV� RI� WKH� SHUVRQV�ZLWKLQ� WKH�*RGKHDG� �WKH� LPPDQHQW�7ULQLW\���
often to the neglect of the relations between the persons in the work of 

VDOYDWLRQ��WKH�HFRQRPLF�7ULQLW\���7KH�ZRUN�RI�$WKDQDVLXV�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�
challenges this assumption. I want to examine here some representative 

selections from Athanasius’ early writings and demonstrate the close link 

he maintained between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity. 

I will then consider John Wesley’s Sermon on the Trinity and identify 

resonances between the practical theologies of the two theologians.

Saint Athanasius’ early treatises, Against the Gentiles and On the 
Incarnation of the Word of God form a two-volume work, usually believed 

to have been written c. 318, prior to the Nicene Council.
19

 In Against the 
Gentiles Athanasius draws distinctions between Creator and creation and 

argues for the dependence of the creation upon the Creator. Paganism is 

GHHPHG�LQDGHTXDWH�WR�H[SODLQ�WKH�XQLW\�DQG�KDUPRQ\�RI�WKH�XQLYHUVH�20
 In 

the second work, On the Incarnation written soon after, Athanasius sets 

out an argument for the full divinity of Christ based on fallen humanity’s 

propensity toward non-being and the incarnation of the Logos, which 

UHYHUVHV�WKDW�GLUHFWLRQ��+H�GHYHORSHG�KLV�VRWHULRORJ\�DJDLQVW�WKH�EDFNGURS�

18  
Ted Peters, God as Trinity: Relationality and Temporality in Divine Life 

�/RXLVYLOOH��:HVWPLQVWHU�-RKQ�.QR[������������3HWHUV�LV�GUDZLQJ��RI�FRXUVH��
on the earlier work of Rahner. Karl Rahner, The Trinity, trans. Joseph Donceel 

�1HZ�<RUN��+HUGHU�DQG�+HUGHU��������
19  

Though Khaled Anatolios has argued for the possibility of a Post-Nicene date 

in the 330s. Khaled Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence of His Thought 
�/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH�� ������� ������� )RU� D� EURDGHU� GLVFXVVLRQ� VHH�.KDOHG�
Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian 
Doctrine��*UDQG�5DSLGV��%DNHU���������

20  
Athanasius, Contra Gentes [or ‘Against the Gentiles’ i.e. ‘Pagans’], 8 in Philip 

6FKDII��HG����Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers vol. 4 Athanasius: Select Works 
and Letters�������UHSULQW��3HDERG\��0$��+HQGULFNVRQ���������
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of profound human sinfulness and creation’s natural mortality.
21�+XPDQLW\��

created ‘out of nothing’ is constantly being drawn back toward that 

non-being from which it was brought into existence. The fall into sin 

propelled the human race headlong toward its own annihilation, each 

person becoming a victim of his or her own sinful propensities. Nicene 

orthodoxy insisted that only a Saviour who had created all things ‘out of 

nothing,’ and thus was not himself created, was able to redeem humanity. 

In order that the Logos be able to redeem humanity it was necessary that 

³WKH�/RJRV�QRW�EHORQJ�WR�WKLQJV�WKDW�KDG�DQ�RULJLQ��EXW�EH�WKHLU�IUDPHU�
himself.”

22�$V�-DURVODY�3HOLNDQ�H[SODLQHG�LW��³>R@QO\�KH�ZKR�KDG�FDOOHG�
men out of non-being into being would be able to recall them after they 

had fallen back into the nothingness that threatened them.”
23

The anthropology of Athanasius demonstrated in vivid detail […] 

WKH� KXPDQ� FRQGLWLRQ� RI� VLQ�� FRUUXSWLRQ� DQG� GHDWK��%\� WXUQLQJ�
DZD\�IURP�*RG�LQ�GLVREHGLHQFH��PHQ�³EHFDPH�WKH�FDXVH�RI�WKHLU�
own corruption in death.” This state, moreover, was deteriorating 

SURJUHVVLYHO\�DQG�PHQ�KDG�EHFRPH�³LQVDWLDEOH�LQ�VLQQLQJ�´�1RW�
VDWLV¿HG�ZLWK� WKH� ¿UVW� VLQ��PHQ� ³DJDLQ� ¿OOHG� WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�
other evils, progressing still further in shamefulness and outdoing 

themselves in impiety.” Neither sun nor moon nor stars had fallen 

away from God; only man was vile. Viewed against this backdrop, 

the incarnation of the Logos was seen as the only means of rescue 

for fallen mankind.
24

It is interesting to note that, according to Pelikan, it was ‘the universality 

of death’ rather than the ‘universality of sin’ that was at the centre of 

$WKDQDVLXV¶�DQWKURSRORJ\��7KHUH�KDG�EHHQ�PDQ\��VXFK�DV�-RKQ�WKH�%DSWLVW�
and Jeremiah who had been ‘pure of every sin,’ yet these were still subject 

to, and needed deliverance from, death. Death could be overcome only 

21  
Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi [or ‘On the Incarnation of the Word] IV: 

2-3; in Schaff, NPNF IV. 

22  
Athanasius, Orations Against the Arians II: 69-70.

23  
Jaroslav Pelikan, 7KH�(PHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�7UDGLWLRQ����������&KLFDJR�
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1971), 205, 285. 

24  
Pelikan, 285, citing Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi, V: 3; XLIII: 1; and 

Contra Gentes, 8.  
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by a participation in the divine nature, a participation made possible only 

through the incarnation of the Word.
25

Athanasius focuses on the incarnation as the means whereby God 

enters into human existence for the purpose of elevating those subject to 

the propensity toward death into the divine life of immortality.

The reason of his coming was because of us, and […] our 

transgressions called forth the loving-kindness of the Word, that 

the Lord should both make haste to help us and appear among 

men. For of his becoming Incarnate we were the object, and for 

RXU�VDOYDWLRQ�+H�GHDOW�VR�ORYLQJO\�DV�WR�DSSHDU�DQG�EH�ERUQ�HYHQ�
in a human body.

26

Though Athanasius was an obscure and little known deacon at the 

Council of Nicaea it was his profound exposition of the incarnation that 

ODWHU�FDPH�WR�VKDSH�WKH�1LFHQH�&KULVWRORJ\�LQ�VXEVHTXHQW�GLVSXWHV�ZLWK�
the bewildering variety of Arianisms that emerged. The Arian disputants 

at Nicaea were more likely to have been responding to Alexander of 

Alexandria in their assertion that the Word was not fully divine, but merely 

the highest creation of God. Later they would have to deal with the full-

blooded incarnational soteriology of Athanasius whose argument that the 

³RQH�ZKR�ZDV�RI�WKH�VDPH�VWXII�DV�*RG�WKH�)DWKHU�EHFDPH�>KX@PDQ�IRU�RXU�
salvation” became the cornerstone of Orthodox Christology.

27
 In Against 

the Arians��ZH�¿QG�$WKDQDVLXV�KROGLQJ�WR�WKH�VDPH�OLQH��³7KH�WUXWK�VKRZV�
us that the Word is not of things [created/brought into being] but rather 

25  
Athanasius, Contra Arii III: 33, 40, cited in Pelikan, 285. 

26  
Athanasius, De Incarnatione Verbi, IV: 2-3; in Schaff, NPNF IV: 38. 

27  (GZDUG�5RFKLH�+DUG\��Christology of the Later Fathers��3KLODGHOSKLD��:HVW-
minster Press, 1954), 49. The way in which this doctrine entered into the Eu-

FKDULVWLF�OLWXUJ\�RI�WKH�&KXUFK��LI�LW�ZDVQ¶W�WKHUH�DOUHDG\�LQ�XQUHÀHFWLYH�XVDJH���
might be illustrated by the following prayer from the Leonine Sacramentary. 

³2�*RG�ZKR�GLGVW�ZRQGHUIXOO\�FUHDWH�DQG�\HW�PRUH�ZRQGHUIXOO\�UHQHZ�WKH�
GLJQLW\�RI�KXPDQ�QDWXUH��JUDQW�WKDW��E\�WKLV�P\VWHU\�RI�ZDWHU�DQG�ZLQH��ZH�
may be partakers of his divinity who vouchsafed to share our humanity, Jesus 

&KULVW�WK\�6RQ�RXU�/RUG�´�&LWHG�LQ�+DUG\������)RU�D�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�LPSDFW�
of the Arian heresy on the Church’s�OLWXUJ\�VHH�*OHQ�2¶%ULHQ��µ7KH�(IIHFWV�RI�
the Arian Controversy on the Liturgy of the Post-Nicene Church,’ Aldersgate 
Papers��YRO�����6HSW���������������
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+LPVHOI�WKHLU�)UDPHU��WKDW�+H�PLJKW�GHLI\�LW�LQ�+LPVHOI��DQG�WKXV�PLJKW�
LQWURGXFH�XV�DOO�LQWR�WKH�NLQJGRP�RI�KHDYHQ�DIWHU�+LV�OLNHQHVV�´28

$WKDQDVLXV�LV�FRQFHUQHG�DOVR�WR�GHIHQG�WKH�GLYLQLW\�RI�WKH�+RO\�
Spirit and sets forth an argument based on the Spirit’s relationship as 

ZHOO�DV�WKH�6SLULW¶V�VDYLQJ�ZRUN�LQ�EDSWLVP��³7KH�6RQ�LV�LQ�WKH�)DWKHU��DV�
+LV�RZQ�:RUG�DQG�5DGLDQFH��EXW�ZH��DSDUW�IURP�WKH�6SLULW��DUH�VWUDQJH�
and distant from God, and by the participation of the Spirit, we are knit 

into the Godhead.”
29

 Athanasius’ Letters to Serapion on the Divinity of 
the Holy Spirit��DORQJ�ZLWK�6DLQW�%DVLO¶V�On the Holy Spirit which was 

OLNHO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�Letters, laid down the theological formulations 

WKDW�ZRXOG�HYHQWXDOO\�EHFRPH�WKH�RI¿FLDO�SQHXPDWRORJ\�RI�WKH�&RXQFLO�
of Constantinople in 381 CE and which is now enshrined in the present 

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.
30

 There were many in the post-Nicene 

Church who sided with Athanasius against the Arians on the incarnation of 

the Logos who were nonetheless unwilling to concede the full divinity of 

WKH�+RO\�6SLULW��7KHVH�FRQFHLYHG�RI�WKH�6SLULW�DV�D�FUHDWXUH��D�PLQLVWHULQJ�
spirit, differing from angels only in degree.

31
 Athanasius begs to differ, 

DVVHUWLQJ�WKDW�³WKH�6SLULW�RI�*RG�LV�QHLWKHU�DQJHO�QRU�FUHDWXUH��EXW�EHORQJV�
to the Godhead.” According to Athanasius any hesitancy to ascribe full 

GLYLQLW\�WR�WKH�3HUVRQ�RI�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�FRQVWLWXWHG�D�GHQLDO�RI�1LFHQH�
loyalty.

Where others, such as Didymus, related the Spirit to the entire 

Godhead, Athanasius found the proof of the Spirit as homoousios by 

28  
Athanasius, Contra Arii �RU�Discourse Against the Arians) II: 70, in Schaff, 

NPNF IV:386. I have corrected the NPNF translation changing ‘things origi-

nate’ to ‘things created.’ In Athanasius there is a distinction between ‘originated’ 

�WKH�:RUG��DQG�µFUHDWHG¶��WKH�XQLYHUVH��ZKLFK�LV�HOXGHG�E\�WKLV�WUDQVODWLRQ��7KH�
original reads μὴ εἶναι τῶν γενητῶν τὸν λόγον; γενητῶν is the genitive plural of the 

word for ‘created being.’ My thanks are due to the Rev. Dr Doru Costache for 

drawing my attention to this important distinction.

29  
Athanasius, Contra Arii, III: 24, in NPNF IV: 406-407. 

30  &KDUOHV�.DQQHQJLHVVHU��µ$WKDQDVLXV��FD�����������¶�LQ�(YHUHWW�)HUJXVRQ��HG����
Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, Vol. 1 A-K, 2

nd�HG���1HZ�<RUN�DQG�/RQGRQ��
Garland, 1997), 139. 

31  
Athanasius, Epistles to Serapion on the Divinity of the Holy Spirit, I: 1. 
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relating the Spirit to the Son.
32

 Athanasius had earlier argued that since the 

Spirit is related to the Son in the same way the Son is related to the Father, 

then neither the Son nor the Spirit could be creatures. Athanasius argued 

for the divinity of the Spirit on the basis of the following methodological 

SULQFLSOH��³,I�ZH�PXVW�WDNH�RXU�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�6SLULW�IURP�WKH�6RQ��WKHQ�
it is appropriate to put forward proofs which derive from him [the Son].”

33
 

7KH�DUJXPHQW�KDG�DOUHDG\�ZRUNHG�LQ�WKH�RSSRVLWH�GLUHFWLRQ��7KH�+RO\�6SLULW�
is the gift of God. The Son bestows the gift of the Spirit. Therefore, the 

Son is God. Now he argues that since our knowledge of the Son derives 

from the Spirit, and since the Son is God, therefore the Spirit, who gives 

us knowledge of the Son, must also be divine.

Just as Athanasius proved the divinity of the Logos, through his 

role as the Incarnate Saviour of the world, even so, the divinity of the 

+RO\�6SLULW�LV�SURYHG�WKURXJK�WKH�6SLULW¶V�VDYLQJ�DFWLYLW\��³7KH�+RO\�6SLULW�
was God because he did what only God could do. If the creatures were 

the objects of his renewing, creating, and sanctifying activity, he could 

not belong to the same class of beings as they, but had to be divine […].  

>$@V� WKH� RQH�ZKR� MXVWL¿HG� VLQQHUV� DQG� SHUIHFWHG� WKH� HOHFW�� WKH�+RO\�
Spirit did what was appropriate only to God.”

34
 With the application of 

the Trinitarian baptismal formula, whoever is baptised by the Father is 

baptised also by the Son, and by the Spirit.
35

 Since baptism provides that 

regeneration which makes salvation possible, to reject the full divinity of 

WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�ZKR�SURYLGHV�VXFK�UHJHQHUDWLRQ��LV�WR�FDVW�DZD\�VDOYDWLRQ�
itself.

36

In summary, St Athanasius couched his Trinitarian theology 

VTXDUHO\�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�*RG¶V�VDYLQJ�ZRUN�LQ�&KULVW�37
 The divinity of 

32  
Pelikan, 7KH�(PHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�7UDGLWLRQ��������, 214. 

33  
Athanasius, Epistles to Serapion, III: 4. 

34  
Pelikan, 7KH�(PHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�7UDGLWLRQ��������, 215-16. 

35  
Athanasius, Contra Arii, II: 241, in Schaff, NPNF IV: 370. 

36  
Pelikan, 7KH�(PHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�7UDGLWLRQ��������, 216-17. 

37  7KLV�VWUDWHJ\�LV�RI�FRXUVH�QRW�XQLTXH�WR�$WKDQDVLXV��LW�PD\�EH�VHHQ�DV�W\SLFDO�
RI� WKH�2UWKRGR[� WUDGLWLRQ�� -RKQ�%HKU�� LQWURGXFWRU\� HVVD\� µ3UHVXSSRVLWLRQV�
and Perspectives,’ in The Nicene Faith: Formation of Christian Theology 
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Christ was defended on the basis of the incarnation of the Logos, who, 

WKURXJK�HQWHULQJ� LQWR�KXPDQ�H[LVWHQFH�DQG�FRQTXHULQJ�GHDWK�� UHYHUVHG�
WKH� KXPDQ� SURSHQVLW\� WRZDUG� QRQ�EHLQJ��+H� DUJXHG�� IXUWKHU�� IRU� WKH�
full divinity of Christ on the basis of the death and resurrection of the 

incarnate Logos, which elevates fallen humanity to become partakers of 

the divine nature. The Son of Man became human that humanity might 

become no longer only sons and daughters of Adam and Eve but also sons 

and daughters of God. This is made possible through the divine Spirit 

who, in the context of his relationship to the Father and the Son bestows 

saving knowledge of Christ, and who, in the application of the Trinitarian 

IRUPXOD�LQ�EDSWLVP��EULQJV�QHZ�OLIH�DQG�VDOYDWLRQ��,Q�OLJKW�RI�WKHVH�¿QGLQJV��
the claim of some contemporary Trinitarian theologians that the Nicene 

Christology obscured the ‘economic’ Trinity behind a concern for the 

‘immanent’ or ‘ontological’ Trinity cannot remain entirely unchallenged. 

At least in Athanasius, we see a doctrine of the Trinity thoroughly grounded 

in God’s work for the salvation of fallen humanity. We see a very similar 

approach in John Wesley’s sermon on the Trinity.

Wesley, the Trinity and Salvation

It is important in the comparative study of any two thinkers to make a 

GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�LQÀXHQFH�DQG�UHVRQDQFH��(GJDUGR�$��&RORQ�(PHULF�
has demonstrated this distinction well in his recent book :HVOH\��$TXLQDV�
and Christian Perfection: An Ecumenical Dialogue.

38
 While there is little 

HYLGHQFH�IRU�GHHS�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�$TXLQDV¶�ZULWLQJV�RQ�:HVOH\¶V�SDUW�
there are nonetheless resonances between the two theologians that are 

valuable and informative. The same may be said in regard to Wesley and 

Athanasius. Other than his description of William Wilberforce in 1791 as 

Athanasius contra mundum and his use of the same Latin phrase in his 1775 

sermon On the Trinity, there is little discussion of Athanasius in the writings 

�<RQNHUV��1<��6W��9ODGLPLU¶V�6HPLQDU\�3UHVV���������-RKQ�%HKU��The Way to 
Nicaea��<RQNHUV��1<��6W��9ODGLPLU¶V�6HPLQDU\�3UHVV���������

38  
Edgardo A. Colon Emeric, :HVOH\��$TXLQDV�DQG�&KULVWLDQ�3HUIHFWLRQ��$Q�
Ecumenical Dialogue��:DFR��7;��%D\ORU�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������
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of the founder of Methodism.
39�+RZHYHU��WKHUH�DUH�VWURQJ�VRWHULRORJLFDO�

resonances between Athanasius and Wesley. The tight connection between 

the Trinity and salvation is one such connection. Another is the linking of 

salvation with divinisation. 

John Wesley’s only sermon explicitly devoted to the subject of the 

7ULQLW\�ZDV�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�,UHODQG�LQ������XQGHU�WKH�WLWOH��³$�6HUPRQ�RQ��VW�
John, v.7.”

40
 In it he fully accepted the Orthodox view of the Trinity but did 

not insist on the technical terms. This may perhaps have been a reaction 

to certain rationalising tendencies in Anglican treatments of the subject, 

VXFK�DV�WKRVH�RI�5LFKDUG�+RRNHU��*HRUJH�%XOO��DQG�7KRPDV�6KHUORFN�41

Wesley argued that there are many things that lie beyond human 

comprehension, yet we have no trouble in believing in them and listed as 

examples of these incomprehensible certainties, such things as the motion 

of the sun, of light, and air, the earth, and the existence of the body and 

soul.
42

 In just the same way, though we cannot understand the precise mode 

RI�EHLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�P\VWHU\�RI�WKH�'LYLQH�%HLQJ��ZH�VWLOO�LQWXLWLYHO\�NQRZ�
that such relations must exist, not so much by any process of thought, 

DV� WKURXJK�&KULVWLDQ� H[SHULHQFH��7KH� ³NQRZOHGJH� RI� WKH�7KUHH�2QH�
God is interwoven with all true Christian faith, with all vital religion.”

43
 

This epistemological stance is of course in keeping with the Lockeian 

empiricism of Wesley’s day with its emphasis on the direct experience of 

39  
Wesley approved of the Athanasian Creed, though he rejects its damnatory 

clauses, and its claim that a subscription to its precise explication of the Trin-

ity was necessary to salvation. :RUNV��9RO�����6HUPRQV�,,���������1DVKYLOOH��
$ELQJGRQ�3UHVV��������������+RZHYHU�WKH�&UHHG�LV�QRW�WKH�ZRUN�RI�$WKDQDVLXV�
so it will not concern us here.

40  
Wesley is aware that the authenticity of the text upon which his sermon is based 

LV�RSHQ�WR�FKDOOHQJH��+H�OLVWV�-RKDQ�$OEUHFKW�%HQJHO¶V�UHDVRQV�IRU�LQFOXGLQJ�
it in his critical edition of the New Testament, and reminds his readers that its 

absence from many later manuscripts may have been the result of the Arianis-

ing party under Constantius. Works II: 378-79.  

41  
Cf. Outler, Works II: 373. 

42  
Cf. Outler, Works II: 379-84.

43  
Outler, Works II: 385.
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WKH�VHQVHV��:HVOH\�FRQFOXGHV��³7KHUHIRUH��,�GR�QRW�VHH�KRZ�LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�
for any to have vital religion who denies that the Three are One.”

44

Wesley even speculates about the possibility of a direct personal 

experience of the three Persons of the Trinity. Such an experience cannot 

be expected by babes in Christ, but ‘fathers’ in Christ might share, with 

WKH�0DUTXLV�GH�5HQW\��LQ�DQ�³H[SHULPHQWDO�YHULW\��DQG�D�SOHQLWXGH�RI�WKH�
presence of the ever blessed Trinity.”

45�%XW�IRU�:HVOH\��HYHQ�WKH�VLPSOHVW�
believer experiences salvation in clearly Trinitarian fashion.

I know not how anyone can be a Christian believer till [...] God the 

+RO\�*KRVW�ZLWQHVVHV�WKDW�*RG�WKH�)DWKHU�KDV�DFFHSWHG�KLP�WKURXJK�
the merits of God the Son – and having this witness he honours 

the Son and the blessed Spirit even as he honours the Father.
46

+��5D\�'XQQLQJ�RXWOLQHV�ZKDW�PLJKW�EH�D�³GLVWLQFWLYH�:HVOH\DQ�DSSURDFK´�
to the doctrine of the Trinity, based in part on Wesley’s sermon, which if 

IROORZHG�ZRXOG�OHDG�WR�³WDNLQJ�D�GLIIHUHQW�WDFN�IURP�WKH�XVXDO�HYDQJHOLFDO�
approach.”

47
 First, a Wesleyan approach will refuse to insist on any 

particular explication of the doctrine. This would not mean indifference 

to orthodox formulations of the Trinity, but the recognition that creedal 

GH¿QLWLRQV�DUH�LPSRUWDQW��QRW�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHLU�SRVLWLYH�VWDWHPHQWV�VR�PXFK�
as for their negative rejection of errors.

Second, there will also be a distinction between the substance of 

the doctrine and its philosophical or theological explication, between the 

µIDFW¶�RI� WKH�'LYLQH�%HLQJ�DV�H[LVWHQFH� LQ�7ULQLW\��DQG� WKH� µPDQQHU¶�RI�
that existence. The Church must inevitably use both philosophical and 

theological language in its teaching of the doctrine as well as strictly 

biblical language, but this will always take place in the humility expressed 

LQ�6W�$XJXVWLQH¶V�DSSURDFK��³:KHQ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�LV�DVNHG��:KDW� WKUHH"�
human language labours altogether under great poverty of speech. The 

44  
Wesley, Semon LV, ‘On the Trinity,’ in Works, VI: 205, cited in Dunning, 232.  

45  
Outler, Works II: 385.

46  
Ibid.

47  +��5D\�'XQQLQJ��Grace, Faith, and Holiness: A Wesleyan Systematic Theology 

�.DQVDV�&LW\��%HDFRQ�+LOO�3UHVV���������������
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DQVZHU��KRZHYHU��LV�JLYHQ��WKUHH�µSHUVRQV�¶�QRW�WKDW�LW�PLJKW�EH��FRPSOHWHO\��
VSRNHQ��EXW�WKDW�LW�PLJKW�QRW�EH�OHIW��ZKROO\��XQVSRNHQ�´48

Third, and here is perhaps the most distinctive aspect of the 

Wesleyan approach, there will be the recognition that the substance of the 

doctrine is not ontological so much as soteriological. In Wesleyan theology, 

soteriology has a central position, bringing all other doctrines into focus. 

³8OWLPDWHO\��:HVOH\DQ�WKHRORJ\�DVNV�DERXW�WKH�VDYLQJ�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�HYHU\�
&KULVWLDQ�GRFWULQH�DQG�UHVLVWV�EULQJLQJ�SXUHO\�VSHFXODWLYH�TXHVWLRQV�LQWR�
[…] theology.”

49
 The Triune God is necessarily involved in our salvation in 

WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�³WKLQNLQJ�RI�WKH�)DWKHU�DV�+LP�WR�ZKRP�ZH�DUH�UHFRQFLOHG��
LV� WKH�EDVLV�RI�RXU�DFFHSWDQFH�ZLWK�*RG��WKH�6RQ��DQG�WKH�EDVLV�RI� WKH�
witness of the Spirit.”

50

For Athanasius, only if God the Son and God the Spirit share the 

divinity of God the Father can salvation be experienced by fallen human 

beings. The grace by which we become partakers of the divine nature is 

profoundly and necessarily Trinitarian. Similarly, for John Wesley, the 

direct intuitive experience of the Triune God is the necessary foundation 

of all Christian experience. 

Wesley’s Doctrine of Christian Perfection

For John Wesley, salvation always meant more than the mere forgiveness 

of sin.

%\�VDOYDWLRQ��,�PHDQ��QRW�EDUHO\��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�YXOJDU�QRWLRQ��
deliverance from hell, or going to heaven, but a present deliverance 

from sin, a restoration of the soul to its primitive health, its original 

purity; a recovery of the divine nature; the renewal of our souls 

after the image of God in righteousness and true holiness, in justice, 

mercy, and truth.
51

48  
St Augustine, On the Trinity����������LQ�3KLOLS�6FKDII��HG����Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers��3HDERG\��+HQGULFNVRQ��������������FLWHG�LQ�'XQQLQJ��������

49  
Ibid.

50  
Ibid, 232.

51  
John Wesley, ‘A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion,’ Works 11:106. 
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It is well known that Wesley was listening to Martin Luther’s Preface to 
Romans when he had his ‘heart warming’ experience at Aldersgate Street.

52
 

,W�LV�SHUKDSV�OHVV�ZLGHO\�NQRZQ�WKDW�HDUOLHU�WKDW�VDPH�GD\�����0D\�������
he had attended the service at St Paul’s cathedral and read with what he 

FRQVLGHUHG�D�SURYLGHQWLDO�LOOXPLQDWLRQ����3HWHU������³«ZKHUHE\�DUH�JLYHQ�
us great and precious promises that by these ye might be partakers of the 

GLYLQH�QDWXUH�´�+H�ZURWH�WKH�YHUVH�GRZQ�LQ�KLV�GLDU\��¿UVW�LQ�*UHHN��DQG�RQO\�
WKHQ�LQ�/DWLQ��7KLV�LV�SHUKDSV�DQ�LQFRQVHTXHQWLDO�IDFW��1RQHWKHOHVV�LW�VHUYHV�
as an interesting metaphor. From the very start of Wesley’s evangelical 

SLOJULPDJH��WKH�:HVWHUQ�FRQFHUQ�IRU�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�(DVWHUQ�FRQFHSW�
RI�GHL¿FDWLRQ�ZHUH�EHLQJ�ZHOGHG�LQWR�RQH�KDUPRQLRXV�ZKROH��

Wesley drew on the Eastern concept of theosis as the organising 

principle of his ordo salutis. There is no such thing for Wesley as an 

imputed righteousness that is not also an imparted righteousness, an 

LGHD� WKDW� LV� VLPLODU� WR�&DUGLQDO�%HOODUPLQH� DQG� WKH�&RXQFLO� RI�7UHQW��
much to the distress of Wesley’s ultra-Protestant opponents. It is true 

WKDW� WKH� EHOLHYHU� LV� DFFHSWHG� ³WKURXJK� WKH�PHULWV� RI�&KULVW� WKH�6RQ´53
 

�D�FKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\�3URWHVWDQW�HPSKDVLV��DQG�\HW� WKLV�DFFHSWDQFH�OHDGV�
QHFHVVDULO\�WR�VDQFWL¿FDWLRQ��$JDLQ��EHFDXVH�KH�LV�D�:HVWHUQ�&KULVWLDQ��D�
3URWHVWDQW�DQG�DQ�$QJOLFDQ��GUDZLQJ�XSRQ�EXW�QRW�FRQ¿QHG�WR�WKH�3DWULVWLF�
writers, Wesley’s theological system is necessarily eclectic. If I could be 

forgiven such broad generalisations, and to borrow from Steve McCormick, 

LQ�:HVOH\¶V� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI� VDOYDWLRQ�� WKH�&KULVWLDQ� LV� SDUGRQHG� �WKH�
:HVWHUQ�/DWLQ�FRQFHUQ���LQ�RUGHU�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH��WKH�(DVWHUQ�*UHHN�FRQFHUQ���
ZLWK�WKH�UHVXOW�EHLQJ�D�³IDLWK�¿OOHG�ZLWK�WKH�HQHUJ\�RI�ORYH´��WKH�:HVOH\DQ�
synthesis of the two concerns).

54

52  
It is interesting to note similar ‘heart warming’ experiences referred in the 

0DFDULDQ�+RPLOLHV� DQG�6W�'LDGRFKRV�RI�3KRWLNH��:HVOH\� DOVR� WHVWL¿HG�� µ,�
read Macarius and my heart sang!’ cited in Kalistos T. Ware, ‘Preface,’ in 

Pseudo-Macarius: The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter, trans. 

*��0DORQH\��1HZ�<RUN��3DXOLVW�3UHVV���������[L�
53  

Wesley, ‘Sermon on the Trinity,’ Works II: 385.

54  
K. Steve McCormack, ‘Theosis in Chrysostom and Wesley: An Eastern 

Paradigm of Faith and Love,’ The Wesleyan Theological Journal�������6SULQJ�
���������������6XFK�D�V\QWKHVLV�HFKRHV�WKH�0DFDULDQ�+RPLOLHV�DQG�PRVW�RI�

Phronema 2 2013 inside.indd   50 4/11/2013   5:03 pm



51

Phronema Volume 28(2), 2013

Wesley’s use of the word ‘perfection’ caused considerable alarm 

WR� KLV� WKHRORJLFDO� RSSRQHQWV��%XW� LW�ZDV� D� FKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\�:HVWHUQ�
tendency to understand ‘perfection’ only in absolute terms, which gave 

rise to the confusion. For Wesley, the Christian experiences, through 

grace, a ‘perfection’ which is always ‘being perfected.’ In whatever sense 

‘perfection’ may be said to have been ‘reached,’ it is only and always 

an approximation of the absolute perfection which awaits the believer 

LQ� WKH� HVFKDWRQ��+ROLQHVV�PXVW� EH� XQGHUVWRRG� LQ� G\QDPLF�� UHODWLRQDO��
and experiential, rather than static, legal, and forensic terms. Absolute 

SHUIHFWLRQ�OLHV�RQO\�LQ�JORUL¿FDWLRQ��EXW�D�UHODWLYH�SHUIHFWLRQ�LV�WKH�JRDO�
toward which every grace-enabled heart presses. This trajectory is more 

than God restoring to humanity, through Christ, what has been lost through 

$GDP��WKRXJK�LW�LQFOXGHV�WKDW���1RW�RQO\�GRHV�VDQFWLI\LQJ�JUDFH�ORRN�EDFN�
E\�UHVWRULQJ�WKH�VRXO�WR�LWV�³SULPLWLYH�KHDOWK�´55

 it also propels the believer 

forward to an eschatological destiny in which human life is taken up into 

the divine life and, along with all creation, transformed.  

That which unites Anglicanism, Methodism, and Orthodoxy, 

across their many lines of difference, is this idea of the co-inherence of 

the human and the divine.
56

 Outler spoke of Wesley’s lifelong interest in 

WKH�SDWULVWLF�LGHDO�RI�³GLYLQH�KXPDQ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ´�DV�KLV�³FHQWUDO�WKHPH´�
DQG�FODLPHG�WKDW�WKH�³FDWKROLF�VXEVWDQFH´�RI�:HVOH\¶V�WKHRORJ\�ZDV�³WKH�
theme of Participation – the idea that all of life is of grace and all grace is 

WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�RI�&KULVW�E\�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�´57
 In Athanasius, through the 

the writers of the Philokalia, like St Maximus the Confessor, St Symeon the 

New Theologian and St Gregory Palamas.

55  
John Wesley, ‘A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion,’ Works 
11:106.

56  
A. M. Allchin, ‘The Epworth-Canterbury-Constantinople Axis,’ The Wesleyan 
Theological Journal�������6SULQJ��������������

57  $OEHUW�&RRN�2XWOHU��HG����Sermons I (1-33) Vol. 1 in The Bicentennial Edi-
tion of The Works of John Wesley��1DVKYLOOH��$ELQJGRQ�����������������)RU�D�
UHYLHZ�RI�WKH�LGHD�RI�µSDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶�LQ�WKH�IDWKHUV�VHH�'DYLG�%DODV��Metousia 
Theou: Man’s Participation in God’s Perfections according to St. Gregory of 
Nyssa��5RPH��+HUGHU���������6HH�DOVR�0LFKDHO�-��&KULVWHQVHQ�DQG�-HIIUH\�$��
Wittung, eds. Partakers of the Divine Nature: The History and Development 
RI�'HL¿FDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�7UDGLWLRQV��*UDQG�5DSLGV��%DNHU����������
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HYHQWV�RI�LQFDUQDWLRQ��FURVV�DQG�UHVXUUHFWLRQ�WDNHQ�WRJHWKHU�³WKH�SRZHUV�
of death have done their worst” and been defeated, so that the salvation 

WKDW�ÀRZV�IURP�WKHVH�VDYLQJ�HYHQWV�LV�PXFK�PRUH�WKDQ�VLPSO\�FRQWLQXHG�
H[LVWHQFH�DIWHU�GHDWK��,PPRUWDOLW\�LV��UDWKHU��³D�VWDWH�VR�KLJK�WKDW�LQ�XQLRQ�
ZLWK�WKH�GLYLQH�:RUG�ZH�DUH�LQGHHG�LQ�VRPH�VHQVH�GLYLQH����3HWHU������´58

Exactly this idea is sung by Methodists in Charles Wesley’s hymn 

RQ�WKH�LQFDUQDWLRQ�³/HW�(DUWK�DQG�+HDYHQ�&RPELQH´�

+H�GHLJQV�LQ�ÀHVK�WR�DSSHDU 
Widest extremes to join; 

To bring our vileness near, 

And make us all divine 

And we the life of God shall know. 

For God is manifest below. 

0DGH�SHUIHFW�¿UVW�LQ�ORYH� 
$QG�VDQFWL¿HG�E\�JUDFH� 
We shall from earth remove, 

$QG�VHH�+LV�JORULRXV�IDFH� 
+LV�ORYH�VKDOO�WKHQ�EH�IXOO\�VKRZHG� 
And man shall all be lost in God.

59

The final line should not, of course, be understood to suggest the 

eschatological annihilation of the person or some kind of impersonal 

absorption into the divine. Rather, in vivid hyperbole, Wesley speaks of 

WKH�EHOLHYHU�¿QGLQJ�KLV�RU�KHU�GLYLQHO\�LQWHQGHG�GHVWLQ\�LQ�EHLQJ�IXOO\�DQG�
irrevocably returned to God the source and perfector of all being.    

Conclusion

The Reverend John Wesley and Saint Athanasius were both ‘practical’ 

theologians in that their theology focused on the living experience of God 

in Christ through the Spirit. The redemption and transformation of human 

58  +DUG\��Christology of the Later Fathers, 48.

59  &KDUOHV�:HVOH\��µ/HW�(DUWK�DQG�+HDYHQ�&RPELQH�¶�IURP�Hymns for the Nativity 
of Our Lord��/RQGRQ��6WUDKDQ��������LQ�*HRUJH�2VERUQ��HG����The Poetical 
Works of John and Charles Wesley,�9RO�� �� �/RQGRQ��:HVOH\DQ�0HWKRGLVW�
&RQIHUHQFH�2I¿FH�����������������
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existence through God’s saving and sanctifying grace lay at the heart of 

their concern. The profound resonances between the two theologians help 

us to overcome the perceived incompatibility set forth by Vladimir Lossky 

at the beginning of this paper. Is it really the case that the Eastern and 

:HVWHUQ�WUDGLWLRQV�DUH�³DOWHUQDWLYH�&KULVWLDQ�ZRUOGYLHZV��HDFK�LQ�LWV�RZQ�
way internally consistent even if not fully compatible with the other”?

60
 

&HUWDLQO\�HDFK�WUDGLWLRQ�PXVW�DFFHSW�WKH�LQWHUQDO�ORJLF�RI�WKH�RWKHU��¿UVW�
seeking to understand the other’s point of view before venturing to point out 

‘errors’ or inconsistencies. If this is what lies behind Lossky’s observation, 

WKHQ�WKH�SRLQW�LV�ZHOO�WDNHQ��+RZHYHU�WKLV�FRPSDUDWLYH�VWXG\�KDV�DWWHPSWHG�
to demonstrate commonalities, choosing to indicate closeness rather than 

distance between the two traditions. 

Saint Athanasius was an Orthodox bishop who drew on the high 

intellectual culture of fourth century Alexandrian Christianity. John Wesley 

ZDV�DQ�HFOHFWLF�WKHRORJLDQ�ZLWK�D�ORYH�IRU�WKH�IDWKHUV��D�PDQ�³RI�UHDVRQ�DQG�
UHOLJLRQ´�LQ�HLJKWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�$QJOLFDQLVP��%RWK�WKHRORJLDQV��EOHVVHG�EH�
their memory) were holy servants of God whose Trinitarian soteriology 

ZDV�JURXQGHG� LQ� WKH� LQFDUQDWLRQ�DQG�SRLQWHG� WRZDUG� WKH�GHL¿FDWLRQ�RI�
humanity, understood not as the annihilation of the human person, but 

as the fullness of divine grace actualised in human experience and in all 

creation. Such a foundation provides a rich resource for the practice of 

ecumenical theology in our present context.

60  
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