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Where Should Wesleyan Ethics Go from Here?
A Responseto Eric Manchester

Kevin Twain Lowery

| am extremely grateful to Eric Manchester for his most gracious veordls
encouragement, and we are all truly indebted to him for the careful analysis andsigbstuil
critique he has provided us. It was my hope from the beginning that this projecspught
meaningful discussion about fruitful ways to develop Wesleyan models of moral developme
Manchester has accurately articulated the concerns which drive the huedialhg the
criticisms that | leveled against Wesleyan developments that hawedutiiuch of their
usefulness and need to be replaced with a new paradigm. Nevertheless, he iaognize
appreciates my attempt to salvage not only Wesley’s doctrines and concernsy lig al
elements of otherwise obsolete models that | feel are legitimdtewght to be retained. |
appreciate Manchester’s willingness to read the manuscript dgrefidugh to identify these
subtle moves. Although | never really expected my preliminary attempttahslgea new
paradigm to be regarded as a definitive statement, | did hope that it would thadussion that
might eventually produce a new, more useful paradigm. Manchestedsie€ig a significant
step in that direction.

Many appropriations of historic figures are simply made by showing through dsorpa
how the new ideas are at least compatible with the thought of the historical fiyivesley’s
case, | believe that a stronger relationship can be built, because Wesesg has views
throughout the course of his life, and this creates several trajectorieshougbt that can be
extrapolated into the future. If a proposal can be shown to follow one of Wesley’'s own

intellectual trajectories, then this gives validation to the new idea ag toein “Wesleyan”.



Nevertheless, this is where Wesley poses an interesting challenge asafeubjady. Wesley
was a very eclectic thinker, but he typically did not cite his sources, and tnsisinfortunate.
This is why the completion of the newer, schol&¥grks of John Wesley is essential to
advancing our understanding and analysis of Wesley’s thought. In addition, \Wisteheld
contrasting views in tension. Some might perceive this as a weakness, bexnée bidbh be a
strength, for it seems to reflect an attitude of open-mindedness. This &lsg peafect sense in
light of the frequent revisions that Wesley made to his beliefs.

Given these dynamics, the most careful Wesley scholarship requireaia faanrtiliarity
with the sources that Wesley used and incorporated into his thought. It isiggaiafknow that
scholars like Manchester are aware of this and recognize the kind of cavefuthat must be
done. In this book, my goal was to identify the trajectories in the progressionstdyge
thinking that could provide fertile ground for the future development of the Westieydrines
of assurance and perfection. The place to start was to examine the dmatrsesmed to impact
Wesley himself. Manchester notes my glaring omission of Aquinas and Awgtistoughout
the book, and there are two reasons for this. First, Aquinas and Augustine do not sgera to f
much in Wesley’s own discussions of assurance, perfection, and related issu&bsnbt find
secondary sources that give significant reason to believe otherwisecin my glaring
omission of them essentially reflects Wesley’s glaring omission of.tlim is not to say that
they would not be useful in discussing these issues, nor does it suggest that they do not figure
into other areas of Wesley’'s thought. Indeed, Thomism does offer some promasgmgfw
dealing with particular problems in Wesley's schema, as Manchastéels points out, but it

does not seem to me that either Aquinas or Augustine are essential fstamdiag Wesley's



views. However, | am willing to stand corrected should someone care to take sledao this
point.

The second reason that Aquinas and Augustine do not figure into my discussion is simply
the fact that the trajectories of Wesley’'s thought do not point backward to eithesefmen or
to the time periods they represent. | also do not see these trajectggestsg that the way to
develop Wesleyan theology is to make it look more like the theology of the edsiech c
fathers. Moreover, | do not see these options as the best way to develop Wasleght) and
the reason for this should become apparent shortly. As | indicated in the book, my first
inclination was to create some kind of synthesis between Wesley’'s and &guiteavs of
perfection, since Aquinas offers some helpful analysis of perfection, e$p#utalypes and
degrees of perfection that one can hope to attain in this life. Notwithstanding thiatlippsmy
studies of eighteenth century thought soon led me to the conclusion that Wesley wasomeuch m
engaged with the intellectual currents of his time than is obvious to the caseal fdasl is also
where | began to see why Outler originally referred to Wesley’s thosdil& theology” but
later recanted this appellation. In reality, Wesley produced “thedtwdglks”, not “folk
theology”. Wesley's approach to theology was significantly more sophistitzde that of the
lay person, yet he tended to filter his writing down to the level of the averagnpand this
can mistakenly give one the impression that his thought is as simple as some agingsmght
suggest.

When one takes into consideration the varied strands of thought that Wesley incorporated
into his own thinking, coupled with the points of tension that he tried to maintain between polar
opposites, it becomes fairly obvious how Wesley has historically been cahstimmany

different ways. There are thus a number of options that might be suggested for thprdent



of Wesleyan thought, and Manchester’s suggestions are certainlydeasifobse the particular
route that | believed is most consistent withitirer workings of Wesley’s thought (as
evidenced within the trajectories created by his own intellectual pg)geesl | believe that this
route actually offers the best way to develop Wesley’s doctrines ohassuaind perfection so
that they can be fully integrated with social and cognitive science ainteliectually defensible
in general. Such a development might help these doctrines regain thaceléwat they once
had in the daily lives of believers. At the very least, a fresh approachstdbetrines would
help to promote Wesleyan conceptions of spirituality and moral progress.

There are three elemental areas of Wesley’s thought that | bediedistinct parameters
for Wesleyan theology and ethics. These three commitments fit togeth&iafodce another
quite well. Of course, Wesley held each of these principles in tensibrothier considerations,
but I am convinced that they form the backbone of Wesleyan thought. The flretefis
Wesley’s firm commitment to empiricism. He even tried to conceptualiagiritual sense” to
perceive spiritual realities. However, Wesley recognized the subijgeetnd unreliability of
notions that are not empirically grounded, and he thus modified his doctrine of assusnce. H
concluded that the direct witness of the Spirit is not a reliable basis foamssuand he
suggested that assurance must ultimately be judged by the indire@swofreonscience, which
itself is more empirically grounded. Wesley’'s commitment to empiricisems firm, and he
appears to have regarded science positively and optimistically. Thig ¢rueg way in setting
boundaries for the development of his thought. After all, epistemology is foundatiaraf t
system of thought, for it determines what is considered to be reliable.

The other two commitments exist in tandem. Wesley believed that greyeeigyistic to

the extent of emphasizing human initiative and responsibility, and in that sems@ complete



agreement with Cobb and Maddox. Wesley likewise held a naturalistic conceptionra Di
providence. He asserted that it is fanatical to expect God to bring about endsoapéreir
natural means. In essence, Wesley's faith was not a “God of the gaps” sost llceoften see.
Instead, Wesley believed that God acts through natural causes and through hagsawhei
thus become vehicles of his grace and providence. This is an extremedgl point in Wesley’s
thought, in my estimation, because it espouses a type of spirituality thanvesl&nowledge
and progress. It is not the type of faith that wants to remain ignorant and depé&ndée
contrary, it envisions human progress as a part of God’s general providence, and we thus
continue to grow and develop, becoming more like our Creator. Moreover, we accept
responsibility and take initiative rather than wait passively for God to act ipehaf. We must
still acknowledge our dependence on God and trust him to make our efforts fruitful and to indeed
act in our behalf beyond the limitations of our capabilities. Nevertheless, w# acce
responsibility and take initiative, essentially extending our capabibiiel our realm of
responsibility. This resonates with Mildred Bangs Wynkoop’s assertiomvéhahould embrace
a moral interpretation of religion over a magical one. This applies not only hoaita
development of individuals, it is relevant to human progress in general.

| have laid all of this out so that it might be more apparent how | would qualify my
agreement with Manchester’s suggestions. He advocates a greateamdleecognize for the
sacraments, corporate worship, and other ecclesial practices. Toheddegitimate in their own
right, and they do foster the growth and perfection of the individual. Moreover, groups are
capable of being less subjective than individuals, so Manchester’s proposdiinsta de
improvement over the models that need to be replaced. However, | do not advocategeplaci

personal mysticism with corporate or institutional mysticism, if that i€ Wwhdas in mind.



These practices (and the means of grace in general) are effeciusd¢hey impact us
cognitively, and this is what brings about change in the individual. What | am ulgmate
suggesting is that we allow our understanding of cognitive and social smant#rate and
inform our understanding of the means of grace. We no longer need to view them as magical
practices. Just as we allow our medical knowledge to inform our understanding of daling,he
we must allow other areas of empirical knowledge (i.e. science) to inform oustamiing of
divine providence in general. Even tradition itself should be viewed within an empirical
framework and not be given some sort of mystical status. | believe that thosetps
fundamentally Wesleyan, for this is the best way to reconcile Weslégtonship with the
Anglican Church, his appropriation of historical figures, and his views on ecumeHieityid
not accept sources uncritically, but he seems to have at least attempted &zlgigEthe
varying strands of Christian tradition due consideration.

Along these same lines, Manchester raises the question as to whethdtietely
giving reason and empirical knowledge (i.e. empirically grounded belie® myguortance than
the theological content they affirm. In my opinion, this question hinges on tuasisBhe first is
whether we allow theological content to change over time. Theological intdipns are always
more important than the data on which they are based, because they refldohtie oieaning
that we ascribe to the data. The real question here is the extent to which our¢héologi
interpretations must conform to those of the past. The more willing we are eahan
doctrine, the more willing we will be to incorporate new data and new ways of thinking
Considering the ways that Wesley revised his own positions, one would be hard presyee to ar
that Wesleyan theology should be rigidly based on tradition. Indeed, Wedeyiti@zed

specifically for allowing practical experience to be a factor ipsitadoctrine. However, as a



critical mass of experience and thought, tradition still carriestaigeveight and should not
simply be overlooked.

The second issue related to this question is an epistemological one. The saioribé
mystic will complain that the empiricist gives ultimate allegiancanpigcal data and reason,
but that is due to the fact that the empiricist considers them to be the foundatidheléfah
the first place. Even theological concepts are understood analogicallgtiorréo empirical
concepts. Moreover, since the empiricist views all knowledge as merely probalds (not
absolutely certain), belief is strengthened as more empirical dateeisinto consideration and
as reason is used more efficiently. In response to this criticism, the @stpuould say that the
rationalist and mystic ultimately give more authority to whims (eitteir own or those of the
past) to the extent that their beliefs are not empirically groundea belgve this position to be
in accord with Wesley’s.

| should probably include a brief comment about my use of Kant in this project. Kant’s
usefulness lies primarily in his analysis of the basic theological comooieraligion. He
seems to grasp rather well the way that religion attempts to answer tieatedisjuestions that
seem to be of universal concern (i.e. existence of God, afterlife, morali}y setbis analysis of
assurance and moral progress (i.e. sanctification) are most helpful. $g#ctréo his ethics,
Kant offers what is arguably the foremost criticism of the empiricistive-centered ethics that
dominated much of the eighteenth century. Wesley was certainly a part of thimemyvand
Kant's critique appeared near the time of Wesley’'s death, so it seemedhatraggood way to
nuance Wesley's ethical categories and concepts was to expose itismkainics. This in no

way makes Wesleyan ethics more Kantian, but it does offer a more robust afodMasieyan



ethics that addresses some of the weaknesses that exist in Wesley’s dwralkohsthics and
moral development.

Finally, | appreciate Manchester’s suggestions for developing the coriceptsaience
further than the brief treatment that | gave it in the book. Since Weslefyistion of sin as “a
willful transgression of the known law of God” essentially puts the primary enspbrashe
discernment of motive, | was content to simply assert that consciencetobghtiewed more
empirically, thus downplaying the role of intuition, including mysticalocamts of conscience.
This still does not address the discernment of ethical actions, but since thisseduost of
other issues to be addressed, it seemed to extend beyond the scope of this book. In addition to
Manchester’s recommendations, | would propound the possibility of developingy&esle
Aristotelian predilections along the lines of virtue ethics and/or utditém. There is obviously
much dialog that could and perhaps should take place concerning these issues, andotadh inde

to Manchester for bringing them to the forefront.
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