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John Wesley – Practical Theologian?

Randy L. Maddox

FOR: Dr. J. Kenneth Grider1

When one reads secondary treatments of Wesley they repeatedly come across disclaimers
of him being a “systematic” theologian. If an alternative characterization is listed, among the
more common is “practical” theologian. One of our goals in this paper is to demonstrate the
warrant for such a construal of Wesley as a practical theologian.

 A more important goal is to overcome prevalent caricatures of what this entails. For
example, it often appears that classification of Wesley as a practical theologian is intended to
imply that he “dabbles” in theology when it fits his pastoral or evangelistic purposes but does not
take doctrinal reflection seriously. We hope to demonstrate that this and related implications are
distortions of Wesley’s practical theology.

To make this case we must place Wesley’s practical theology in its historical context.
Until recently, such a contextual consideration has not only been lacking but almost impossible.
Given the dominance, in the modern era, of the Western university model of Systematic
Theology—with its accompanying application-discipline of Practical Theology, earlier
understandings of “practical theology” were largely forgotten or distorted. However, this
reigning model of Practical Theology is being called into question in recent discussions of
theological methodology. These discussions have spurred historical investigation into earlier
understandings of “practical theology.” They have also spawned calls for reformulating Practical
Theology and, perhaps, returning to a model of theology per se as a practical endeavour.

Accordingly, we will begin with a summary of the emerging history of “practical
theology.” Next, we will note some of the themes expressed in recent calls for recovering a
model of theology as practical. Against this background, we can then more accurately assess
Wesley’s model of a practical theology. We will conclude with some implications that his
example suggests for any contemporary retrieval of a practical theology.
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I. HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDINGS OF PRACTICAL THEOLOGY2

1. Theology per se as Practical. Early Christian practice suggests a two-fold
understanding of “theology”—i.e., knowledge of God. At the most basic level it was understood
as a habitus or implicit worldview that guides the temperament and practice of believers’ lives.
This habitus was not assumed to be divinely implanted at conversion. It must be developed.
Thus, the need for theology in its second major sense—the discipline of study, instruction and
shepherding directed toward forming theology/habitus in believers.

The focus of theology/discipline was on understanding and communicating the nature of
the interaction between God and humanity. That is, it integrated reflection on anthropology and
soteriology with that on the nature of God. Indeed, it sought always to base even the most
metaphysical reflections about God on the life of faith and to draw from these reflections
pastoral and soteriological implications.3

As this description of theology/discipline suggests, it was carried out primarily in a
pastoral setting by those concerned to shepherd Christian communities. As such, its concern was
essentially practical; i.e. oriented to understanding and norming Christian life in the world. This
practical nature was also evident in the primary forms of such theology/discipline: e.g., the
production of catechisms, liturgies, commentaries, and spiritual discipline manuals. Properly
pursued, such theological activities demand rigorous theological reflection. At the same time,
they develop in response to, and seek to address, the needs and questions of typical Christian
life—such as, “How should we pray?”, “What does this verse mean?’, “Should we call Jesus
`God’?”, and “How should we train new Christians?”4

In early medieval Western Christianity the social location of theology began to switch to
the newly emerging universities. As these universities became detached from their founding
monasteries or cathedrals, they adopted an Aristotelian model of theology as a theoretical
science concerned with the rational pursuit of knowledge for its own sake (theology/science). It
was this shift that provoked the first debate, in the thirteenth century, over whether theology is
really a practical science (i.e., dealing with humans and the things humans do—in light of God)
or, rather, a primarily speculative science (i.e., concerned with understanding God per se). Thus
ended the general agreement that theology as a whole was practical.

2. Practical Theology as Spiritual/Devotional Theology. The model of theology/science
eventually came to dominate the universities. Likewise, they soon came to dominate theological
debate and pastoral preparation. Thereby, theology/science became the standard model of
serious theological activity. Among the consequences of this shift in genre were: 1) the primary
form of theological activity became the preparation of comprehensive textbooks (summae) for
university education, 2) anthropological issues and implications were largely confined to a single
section of these textbooks, 3) the method of deciding theological issues increasingly became
exclusively logical, 4) there often developed a useless subtlety of argument, 5) there was a
prevalent danger of theological reflection crystallizing into petrified systems, and 6) doctrinal
clarifications that were achieved had little influence on liturgy, etc. Overall, the relation of such
theology to human life became problematic.
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A closely related development was that “practical theology” was marginalized into a
separate genre alongside theology/science. While the latter supposedly pursued a rigorous
dispassionate analysis of truth as a whole, practical theology (increasingly under such names as
mystical or spiritual theology) focused on understanding and inculcating Christian spirituality.5

Two things about this move are important. First, such practical theology was usually pursued by
monastics so its relevance for the lives of non-monastics was limited. Second, implicit in the
very distinction between the two genres is the troubling fact that doctrinal analysis and reflection
on Christian life were drifting apart.

The Reformers reacted against this split between practical and doctrinal (academic)
theology. They called for a return to pursuing theology per se as a practical science. However,
their achievement was short-lived. Protestant Orthodoxy soon reappropriated the model—and
the problems—of a theoretical theology/science. In reaction, Pietism increasingly rejected the
relevance of such theology and developed an alternative practical theology oriented to (non-
monastic) Christian spirituality. Overall, Orthodoxy construed Christian faith more as a set of
intellectual affirmations than as a habitus that orients Christian life in the world, while Pietism
lacked a clear affirmation that such a habitus was formed and normed by the careful doctrinal
reflection of theology/discipline. Thus, the separation of doctrinal reflection and concern for
Christian life continued to grow.

3. Practical Theology as Non-Technical Theology. While the marginalization of practical
theology into spiritual theology was the dominant response to the ascendancy of the university
model of theology/science, another understanding of “practical theology” was possible. It could
be construed as a simplified version of academic theology prepared for the non-professional.
Thus, we occasionally find “practical theology” used in the late sixteenth century for simplified
surveys of scholastic theology—giving the major conclusions without the argumentation.6 These
surveys were intended for students entering ministry rather than academic vocation. That is,
“practical theology” became that taught “mere” pastors, while true theology was reserved for
professional theologians! Imagine where this leaves the laity!

4. Practical Theology as Moral Theology. By the eighteenth century we find another use
of “practical theology” within the university. While uncomfortable with considering devotional
life an academic matter, they had developed a focused concern for Christian actions—in
particular, moral actions. Apparently drawing on Aristotle’s distinction between theoria and
praxis, they designated the study of Christian actions “Practical Theology” and the study of
Christian beliefs “Theoretical Theology.”7

Two things must be noted about this development. First, “practical theology” had moved
from being the genre of all theology, through being a genre of theology outside the university, to
being now one university discipline alongside others! Second, this discipline of Practical
Theology was structurally separate from primary doctrinal reflection.8 Given its current
identification with moral theology, this raised even more intensely the basic problem we have
already noted: “What is the relationship between what we believe and what we do?”

5. Practical Theology as Popular Theology. During the last third of the eighteenth
century another important use of “practical theology” developed 
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in Germany.9 This time the development was alongside the university among the newly
emerging educated middle-class. They constituted a lay audience interested in the major
conclusions of recent theological reflection, though having neither the background nor the desire
to consider all the details. Of particular interest to them were those aspects of theology that most
immediately impacted the moral decisions of life. Accordingly, the genre of popular theology
(frequently called “practical theology”) emerged—aimed at distilling such information and
presenting it in terms understandable to this audience.

The concerns addressed by this genre of practical theology are admirable. Ironically,
however, it appears to have accelerated the growing split between academic theology and lived
piety—in two ways: 1) it moved the concern for relevance outside the purview of Theoretical
Theology per se and 2) it formalized the assumption that non-professionals play no constructive
role in theological reflection, but are merely an audience for its conclusions.10 As a result, this
genre faded away—as fewer were able to stand in the gap between professional theology and
popular audiences, and fewer still on either side assumed the other had anything of relevance to
share.

6. Practical Theology as Pastoral Theology. In the nineteenth century Kant’s use of
practical reason to establish the theoretical foundation of moral action undermined the reigning
university distinction between Theoretical and Practical Theology. One result of this was to
emphasize further the notion that Practical Theology was concerned merely to apply theories that
Systematic Theology developed. A second result was to question whether general human life
should still be considered its field of application. Particularly after Schleiermacher’s influential
theological encyclopedia, this field was increasing narrowed: first to ecclesial practice; and then,
to the practice of clergy. That is, Practical Theology became a discipline for preparing ministers
to handle technical aspects of their profession.11

7. Practical Theology as Glaubenslehre. The model of Pastoral Theology came to
dominate both Protestant and Catholic seminaries by the latter half of the nineteenth century.
There was, however, an important alternative understanding of Practical Theology in Protestant
circles during this time.

The Enlightenment had emphasized a distinction between theology (as rational ideas) and
religion (as historical reality). This reinforced the suggestion of some Pietists that a truly
practical theology would be one derived from consideration of the practice of piety. These
influences lie behind Schleiermacher’s replacement of dogmatics with his Glaubenslehre—an
articulation of the doctrine currently expressed in the life of the Church. Schleiermacher himself
placed this task within the area of Historical Theology. However, the increasing influence of
Hegel’s notion of “praxis” as the unfolding of the Idea implicit in history led many to call such a
study of the historical embodiment/expression of beliefs “Practical Theology”—as contrasted
with Systematic Theology’s abstract treatment of concepts.

Thus emerged the use of the term “practical theology” to designate an empirical
investigation and articulation of the implicit convictions of contemporary Christian life. Such a
Practical Theology was proposed as a direct alternative to the perceived traditional practice of
imposing dogmatic definitions of faith upon the present church.12 This use of “practical
theology”
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was short-lived in Protestant circles. The Neo-Orthodox turn in the twentieth century decisively
rejected its assumption of the primacy of current church praxis over traditional teachings and
belief. They believed the current church was verging on apostasy and called it back to the Word!
In the process, they effectively reduced Protestant Practical Theology again to Pastoral
Theology—and almost to homiletics alone!

II. CONTEMPORARY CALLS FOR RECOVERING THEOLOGY AS PRACTICAL

1. Overcoming Practical Theology as Pastoral Theology. One intense area of current
debates about theological method has focused on the nature and goal of the specialty-discipline
Practical Theology. The major concerns of this debate have been to overcome the effects of
equating Practical Theology with Pastoral theology; namely, 1) the narrowing of its subject field
to clerical practice, and 2) its construal as a mere “application” discipline. The reconceived
Practical Theology that is advocated either becomes again essentially Moral Theology, or it is
assigned the task of reflecting on current Christian praxis,13 with the goal of critically
transforming it into more authentic forms. Obviously, this latter task entails mediating between
current praxis and the normative convictions of Christian faith.

2. Calls for Recovering Theology as Practical. Once the specialty-discipline of Practical
Theology is defined this broadly, however, one wonders what remains for Systematic Theology.
Thus, many of those calling for a transformed Practical Theology have realized that they are
really calling for the recovery of a model of theology per se as a practical endeavour—like that
preceding the dominance of university theology.14 Their voices have joined many others
stimulated by a variety of concerns in the theological arena.

For example, within the arena of ethics, attempts to overcome the separation between
doctrinal theology and ethics—whose origin we noted—have supported this call. Even stronger
support has come from the recent focus of political and liberation theologies on the
interrelationship of religious belief and the socio-political realities of life. Perhaps the strongest
support has come from the proponents of focusing the discipline of ethics more on understanding
and cultivating the abiding virtues (character) which guide life than on determining abstract
principles of ethical judgement. This emphasis on the need to form the cognitive and affectional
character from which “proper” life flows carries clear parallels to the early Christian
understanding of the relationship of theology/habitus and theology/discipline.

This parallel lends support to the growing contemporary argument that it is (praxis-
related) activities like creating liturgies, composing hymns, and shepherding discipleship which
are the primary forms of theology. This emphasis is not a rejection of rigorous, even complex,
doctrinal reflection. Indeed, the concern for legitimate formation (or reformation) of character,
requires doctrinal critique and norming of liturgies, etc. Such doctrinal reflection is secondary,
however, in the sense that it is a step further removed from Christian praxis than the other
activities.

Another contemporary theological movement that has lent support to the agenda of
reconceiving theology as practical is the call to “deprofessionalize.” theology, allowing the
“people” (laos) to participate and making the needs of the people a primary concern. This call
differs from the “Popular 
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Theology” noted above because it demands more than a translation of academic theology for the
laity. It calls for the practice of theology to be reformed so that it will involve the entire
community more.

A final contributing force to the growing call for a practical theology is the rejection of
foundational or primarily metaphysical approaches to theology, arguing that the primary function
of doctrinal reflection is the norming of Christian discourse and life. A similar point is being
made (without the critique of foundationalism) in recent descriptions of the basic Christian
convictions and tempers as an interpretive worldview that guides Christian life.

3. Characteristics of the Theology Desired. Such are some of the forces that have
coalesced to champion the cause of reconceiving theology as practical. What are the major
characteristics considered essential to such a practical theology?

First, it would be inherently transformative. That is, it would seek not only to understand
but also to correct Christian life.

Second, it would be holistic. It would consider and seek to norm not only the mind, but
also the will and the affections. In other words, it would be concerned not only with orthodoxy
but also with orthopraxis and orthopathy.

Third, it would clearly recognize the primacy of praxis in theological method. Existing
praxis (Christian and general) would be both the starting point and final goal of theological
activity. To say that theology starts with praxis is not to say that it derives its norms from praxis.
Rather, it is to claim that the needs and challenges arising from Christian praxis in the world are
what spark authentic theological activity.15 To say that theological reflection is always directed
back to praxis is not to dispense with careful doctrinal reflection. Rather, it is to affirm the need
for pursuing doctrinal reflection to the point of discovering the anthropological and
soteriological implications of all doctrines. It is also to make the indispensable effort of relating
that second-level doctrinal reflection to the primary theological activities that address directly
the concerns arising from Christian praxis in the world.

Fourth, because of its connection to praxis, a truly practical theology would necessarily
be contextual. It would not focus on the search for universal unchanging expressions of Christian
faith. Rather it would undertake the demanding work of wrestling with both the Christian
revelation and the individual socio-historical situation until it determined particular authentic
embodiments of Christian faith. In the process it would protect against both irrelevance and
relativism.

Finally, this theological activity would be inherently occasional, concerned more to
address pressing issues as they arose than to formulate programmatically an abstract theological
System.

III. PRELIMINARY DEFINITION OF WESLEY’S “PRACTICAL THEOLOGY”

With the historical analysis of the variety of meanings of “practical theology” in mind,
we turn now to the question of whether, and in what sense, Wesley was a practical theologian.

Eighteenth century English authors typically divided religious literature into three main
types: 1) doctrinal or speculative writings (concerned with articulating and defending specific
doctrines and evidences, natural and 



128

revealed, for Christianity), 2) controversial materials (concerned with demolishing on rational,
historical or scriptural grounds, the beliefs and practices of rival groups), and 3) practical
literature (concerned with helping the individual practice the Christian life).16

In general, Wesley used the same designations and corresponding definitions in
describing his and others’ theology (Divinity).17 For example, he frequently refers to
“speculative divinity.” On rare occasions this is used derogatorily to refer to a theology that
merely speculates about issues—especially those not revealed in Scripture—without applying
them to Christian life.18 More typically it is seen as a necessary partner to practical
theology—the one dealing more with matters of Christian intellectual belief and the other with
matters of Christian practice.19

As this suggests, Wesley’s typical use of “practical divinity” is to designate literature
which focused on nurturing Christian life.20 His clearest examples of this type of material are A
Christian Library21 and the 1780 Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called
Methodists.22

Likewise, Wesley clearly assumed the role of “controversial divinity,” was to attack
perceived errors and, thereby, defend one’s understanding of the Christian truth.23 While he
professed not to enjoy such theological activity, he participated in it.24 In particular, one would
have to place here most of his open Letters (Telford) and appeals, the treatise on Original Sin,
and much of the content of early volumes of the Arminian Magazine.25

Besides these major categories, Wesley occasionally mentioned “mystical
divinity”—which he castigated as seeking hidden meanings in everything26—and “natural
divinity”—which was concerned to demonstrate the nature and attributes of God from the
creation.27 

In light of these usages, it is clear that Wesley considered at least part of his theological
activity to be practical theology. Most of his interpreters make a stronger claim than this. They
consider practical theology to be the defining type of his theological activity.28 The question this
raises, of course, is what they mean by practical theology—as ascribed to Wesley. A comparison
of their apparent understandings with the history of “practical theology”—in reverse
direction—might be illuminating.

1. Glaubenslehre? Since the model of a Glaubenslehre clearly postdates Wesley, one
would not expect construals of his practical theology in this direction. However, there is an
emphasis among some interpreters that comes close. They argue that Wesley avoided a dogmatic
approach to theology, opting instead for an empirical, inductive, or experimental theology.29

Such an argument could suggest that Wesley developed his theology from empirical analysis of
contemporary Christian piety and life—like Troeltsch. Wesley would surely have rejected such a
suggestion.30

To be sure, Wesley allowed experience to play an important role in his theological
method. Indeed, it can be argued that he assigned more of a role to experience than was common
in Anglicanism of his day.31 However, his appeal to experience was always subordinate to the
role of Scripture.32 The role of experience was to confirm interpretations of Scripture and to help
decide issues not clearly revealed in Scripture.33 Thus, when Wesley refers to his experimental
divinity, he is affirming that his interpretations of doctrines have been confirmed and enlarged
by consideration of Christian experience, not that they are derived from that experience alone.
More-
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over, Wesley does not identify this role of experience as the defining aspect of his practical
theology.34

2. Pastoral Theology? The narrowed definition of Practical Theology as Pastoral
Theology also postdates Wesley, and clearly has very limited value in characterizing his
approach.35 He was concerned to train his lay preachers for their task. However, the training he
provided was hardly limited to technical questions about pastoral duties.36 He was more
concerned with providing them with the basic knowledge they needed of Anglican and
Methodist doctrine—through the Homilies, Sermons, Christian Library, etc. Moreover, he was
just as concerned with the theological education of his lay members as that of his preachers.37

3. Popular Theology? The model of Practical Theology as translating academic theology
for laity was nearly contemporaneous with Wesley and is a more likely candidate for
comparison. Albert Outler’s now-famous designation of Wesley as a “folk theologian” makes
roughly such an identification. Outler stresses in a folk theologian the abilities to simplify,
synthesize and communicate the essential teachings of the Christian gospel to laity—i.e., to teach
in “plain words for plain people.”38

It is clear that this concern for communication was important to Wesley.39 However, there
are two aspects of the model of Popular Theology expressed in Germany that do not appear to fit
Wesley. First, Wesley’s audience was not primarily the educated upper middle-class, but the
lower classes.40 As such, he was not as concerned to expose his people to “interesting”
developments in recent academic theology as to ground them in the basic teachings of the
Christian faith. Second, the model of Popular Theology suggests that it merely translates
achievements made by others, rather than engaging in doctrinal formulation and correction itself.
Such an implication was evident in Outler’s early use of “folk theology” as well, but he has
increasingly realized that this is inadequate for Wesley—who not only translates, but debates,
clarifies and reformulates doctrinal claims.41

4. Moral Theology? Wesley had a clear concern for moral issues in his society and the
lives of his people. This concern has led some to consider his theology preeminently a Moral
Theology.42 Again, while understandable, this characterization could be misleading. We noted
that the model of Moral Theology has typically assumed a division between its task and that of
doctrinal reflection. No such separation is evident in Wesley. Rather, he exemplifies a more
integrated investigation of doctrinal convictions and ethical concerns.43

5. Non-Technical Theology? The model of Practical Theology as a non-technical version
of academic theology for those entering ministry has not been correlated with Wesley by his
interpreters. After all, he did not remain in the academy training ministers. At most, some
tangential comparisons could be made between this model and Wesley’s procedure of
“digesting” theological works for his preachers and people.

6. Spiritual Theology? When it is remembered that Wesley is typically identified as a
Pietist,44 it is not surprising that the model of Spiritual Theology is often seen as definitive of
Wesley’s practical theology.45 This is clearly in keeping with Wesley’s own use of “practical
divinity.” However, it would not seem to do justice to the breadth of his theological activity.
While Wesley clearly had a deep concern for nurturing Christian piety, it was not to 
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the exclusion of, or merely an application of doctrinal reflection—as increasingly characterized
the development of the independent genre of Spiritual Theology.

7. Theology as Practical. Having suggested the inadequacy of the other identifications of
practical theology as characterizations of Wesley’s overall theology, we come to our main thesis:
When his work is considered as a whole, Wesley’s theological activity is analogous to the early
Christian approach to theology per se as a practical endeavor.46 

IV. THE ANGLICAN SETTING OF WESLEY’S THEOLOGICAL ACTIVITY

To understand Wesley’s inclination toward the early Christian model of theology as
practical, we need to note some differences between the Anglican tradition within which he was
trained and the Continental theological setting of the changing definitions of “practical theology”
noted above.

Anglicanism self-consciously sought to be a “middle way” between Roman Catholicism
and Protestantism. In particular, it believed that a return to the beliefs and practice of the early
church would recover an authentic Christianity uncontaminated by the later disputes and splits.
Therefore, Anglican theologians immersed themselves in the study of the first four centuries of
Christian theology and life.

Among the elements of the early church which influenced Anglicanism was the model of
theology per se as practical. The best evidence of this is the eventual forms of official Anglican
doctrine. They were not summae, encyclopediae, or even Institutes. Rather, like the practical
theology of the early church, they were creeds or confessions (The Thirty-Nine Articles),
Liturgies (The Book of Common Prayer), catechetical sermons (The Homilies), and
commentaries on biblical passages.47 We will detail below how Wesley utilized these same forms
for his theology.

The early church influence may also account for the fact that Anglican theologians of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries focused more on clarifying issues of theological method
than on constructing “systems” of theology (the contemporaneous preoccupation of Continental
theology). Indeed, they actively distrusted systems.48 As such, the fact that Wesley never
constructed a “system” would not have implied to them that he was not a serious theologian. By
their standards, a serious theologian would strive to clarify the sources of theology and the
methods for utilizing and weighting these sources. Judged accordingly, Wesley was not only
conversant with the issues involved, he made an important contribution concerning the role of
experience in formulating and testing theological assertions.49

One result of the characteristics of Anglican theology was that the Orthodoxy/Pietism
split had neither the same nature nor the prominence in seventeenth and eighteenth century
England that it had on the Continent.50 Anglican schools were not dominated by a scholastic
method of theology.51 Correspondingly, English Pietists did not focus on the general nature of
academic theology in their critique of the moral and spiritual laxity of the Church. They laid the
blame more on liturgical practices, ecclesiastical arrangements, or the rationalist temper of
Deism. Thus, Pietists actually held positions of respect within the university.52 As a result,
Wesley was trained in a setting that typically held consideration of the practice of Chris-
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tian life and doctrinal reflection together.53 It is not surprising that he should do the same.

V. THE FORMS OF WESLEY’S THEOLOGICAL ACTIVITY

Our basic thesis is that Wesley was a serious theologian proceeding in terms of the early
Christian model of theology as a practical endeavor. We have shown how his Anglican setting
conveyed such an approach to him. A survey of the forms of his theological activity should
demonstrate his actual embodiment of such praxis-related theology.54

1. Creeds. First, it is clear that Wesley placed high value on the 39 Articles, both as an
authentic expression of traditional Christian faith and as a catechetical aid. Indeed, he often
recommended Bishop John Pearson’s Exposition of the Creed as the best available source for
studying Christian divinity.55 Thus, when the American Methodists separated from the Anglican
Church, it was entirely in character for him to undertake the theological task of editing the
Articles,56 and to urge strongly their adoption by the fledgling church, even though they already
had his Sermons and Notes.

2. Liturgy and Prayers. Likewise, Wesley placed a high value on the liturgy of the Book
of Common Prayer for both his personal spiritual development and that of his people.57 Thus, he
was equally concerned to provide the American church with a theologically-purified (and, as
typical, abridged) version of this vital resource of theological formation.58

Related to the Wesley’s appreciation of the formal liturgy was that of devotional prayer.
His first publication was actually a collection of such prayers. He published two other collections
of prayers and a set of devotions for the days of the week and the Great Festivals.59 While most
of these materials were apparently extracted from others, they reveal Wesley’s theological
concern in their selection and editing, their organization, and their explicit doctrinal content.60

3. Sermons. The third major form of Wesley’s theological activity was the publication of
sermons—parallel to the Book of Homilies and early Christian catechetical sermons. It is
important to notice a key difference between Wesley’s oral preaching and his published sermons.
The former were primarily awakening messages aimed at the general public. The latter were
chiefly concerned with the nurture and theological education of those within the Methodist
societies.61 Thus, Wesley was concerned that his collected sermons deal with “all those doctrines
which I embrace and teach as the essentials of true religion”.62 He was also concerned to relate
even the most speculative doctrines to the practice of human life.63

4. Bible Study Aids. Another important form of Wesley’s practical theological activity
was the publication of biblical study aids, especially the Explanatory Notes on the New
Testament. As John Lawson has noted, the essential purpose of this work was not just to provide
devotional reading, but to overturn the exegesis of customary Calvinist and Antinomian “proof-
texts.”64 Wesley was convinced that his opponents’ exegesis undercut Christian discipleship.
Thus, the Notes were ultimately meant to provide the exegetical basis for the theological/spiritual
nurture of his people. 
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5. Hymns. Surely, any consideration of the forms of Wesley’s theology must include the
various hymnbooks.65 While Charles was the author of most of the hymns, John exercised strong
editorial control over the joint hymnbooks. That they can, therefore, be considered authentic
expressions of his theology needs no more proof than his own frequent reference to them in his
doctrinal pieces.66

It is clear that John and Charles were concerned that their hymns be not only artistically
acceptable but also theologically appropriate.67 After all, it is quite likely that the faith sung had
more formative power on the Methodist people than any other expression.68

6. Conferences. A sixth form of Wesley’s practical theological activity was the holding of
periodic conferences with his preachers. A perusal of the Minutes of these meetings shows that
they were not the primarily administrative and motivational meetings typical today. Rather, they
addressed the theological struggles within the revival, often resulting in clarification of
distinctive Wesleyan emphases—hence the authority of their Minutes.69 This is not to suggest
that these Conferences paralleled early Christian Councils.70 A better analogy would be early
catechetical schools, for Wesley clearly served more as a teacher than as the moderator of a
corporate quest for truth.71

7. Occasional Essays. Perhaps Wesley’s most serious theological work were the open
letters, appeals, and other essays meant to explain and defend his theological positions. For
example, he considered his “Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion” the best
presentation of his position.72 His longest original work was a reply to a treatise that denied the
doctrine of original sin.73 Also included here would be the Arminian Magazine with its series of
doctrinal sermons and other writings. Together, these various letters and essays provide a good
introduction to Wesley’s theology.74 More importantly, they are ideal examples of occasional
theological reflection spawned by the controversies and needs of the Methodist movement.

8. Catechetical Materials. Wesley’s sermons and the hymns could be considered
catechetical in nature.75 Beyond these general works, he edited and translated a French catechism
for use in his schools. This catechism included both a summary of doctrine and a guide to
Christian piety.76

9. Other Educational & Devotional Materials. Besides the materials mentioned above,
Wesley provided other devotional and educational resources for his people. Foremost was the
Christian Library where he extracted or abridged selected pieces of “practical divinity,” editing
them with a discerning theological eye so that they would not mislead (and, misform) his
people.77 Also included here would be his edited histories of Christianity and of England, and the
survey of the newly emerging natural sciences. Such works were meant not only to communicate
information but also to inspire Christian devotion and to inculcate a capacity for theological
judgment.78

10. Journal. Wesley’s publication of his Journal also deserves some consideration in
discussion of his theological activity. The importance of this act is not just that it stands in a
tradition of such classic examples as Augustine’s Confessions. It is the fact that the journal—no
doubt first published primarily to defend his revival in the public arena—became yet another 
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avenue by which Wesley fashioned and strengthened the faith of his followers.79 Unfortunately,
the genre tended to invite misrepresentation by its one-sided account of his theology.80

11. Letters. The last major form of Wesley’s theological activity was his numerous
private letters. Since most of these were written in response to letters asking his counsel or
advice, they provide important insights into his pastoral concern and practice. They also provide
numerous examples of situational doctrinal reflection.81

VI. THE NATURE OF WESLEY’S PRACTICAL THEOLOGY

The preceding section should have made it clear that Wesley pursued serious theological
activity in the forms common to his Anglican setting and appropriate to the early Christian
model of practical theology. To clarify further the nature of his practical theology, we will now
explore parallels between it and the model being proposed in the recent discussions of
theological method.

1. Concerns of Wesley’s Practical Theology. To begin with, Wesley shared many of the
concerns of the movements that have joined forces in calling for a more practical theology. For
example, he also refused to separate ethical convictions from doctrinal considerations. He
disdained merely philosophical approaches to ethics, grounding his own ethical reflection solidly
in his theology of grace.82 On the other side, he had little patience for a theology that neglected
or undercut the dimension of responsible Christian living.83

While his social analysis shared his age’s blindness to structural causes, Wesley’s
advocacy of the cause of the poor, his confidence in the transforming power of God, and his
emphasis on orthopraxis have suggested parallels with contemporary liberation theologies.84

Likewise, his understanding of Christian holiness as involving holy tempers, not just correct
actions, has resonated with those articulating a “character ethics.”85

The preceding survey of Wesley’s various theological activities should make clear his
shared conviction with those who consider such undertakings as constructing liturgies to be
serious—indeed, primary—forms of theology. Likewise, our comparison of Wesley to Popular
Theology noted his concern that theology be done for the good of (and in terms understandable
to) laypersons, rather than primarily for the academy. In this regard, there is a similarity between
Wesley and the recent calls for a “peoples’ theology.” However, Wesley did not particularly
share the current concern to give the “people” a voice in theological decisions. His agenda was
to provide them with an appropriate theological formation.86

There are also strong affinities between Wesley and the contemporary emphasis on the
role of theological doctrines as the “rules” or “grammar” of Christian confession and life.87 For
example, in his note on I Cor. 14:6, he defines the purpose of doctrine as “to regulate your
tempers and life.” However, words of caution are again in order. First, some advocates of the
regulatory view of doctrine construe it simply in terms of norming Christian language. By
contrast, Christian tempers and actions are clearly Wesley’s concern. Secondly, their strong anti-
foundationalist mood inclines many advocates of this view toward denying that doctrines make
any claims about “how things are,” while still affirming their norming implications for Christian
life. Wesley would not have understood (or agreed with!) this contrast. For him, it was because
God is Creator that we owe our love to God; 
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and because Christ is not only Priest but Prophet that Christians must uphold the law.88

Finally, Wesley would have been quite sympathetic with the description of the basic
Christian convictions as a patterned worldview through which we interpret the world and by
which we are moved to Christian praxis. He was convinced that true religion begins in the true
knowledge of God.89 Thus, he could argue that the chief cause of the inefficacy of Christianity in
England was that the people did not know the “first principles” of Christianity; i.e., the nature
and moral attributes of God, God’s providence, the offices of Christ, etc.90 Likewise, his
proposed cure for the natural atheism with which children are born was to educate them in the
basic Christian worldview.91 While Wesley did not believe that assent to the Christian worldview
was the sufficient cause of Christian discipleship—for one must practice what they believe92—he

clearly held that a conviction93 of the truth of this basic worldview was a sine qua non of such
discipleship, because this worldview grounded and structured Christian life.94

2. Characteristics of Wesley’s Practical Theology. In light of the concerns that Wesley
shared with contemporary movements that have fostered the call for recovering a practical
theology, one would also expect some similarity with the characteristics of the model they
propose.

The first characteristic of the proposed model is that it should be inherently
transformative. Obviously, this assumes that humans are not right, and that theology’s goal is not
to make them comfortable with their faults but to reform them. This same conviction is apparent
in Wesley’s claim that, while Calvinists merely aim to make Calvinists, he is trying to make
Christians!95 Given this assumption, one important criterion for assessing any doctrine would be
consideration of its positive or negative results on Christian life in the world. This criterion
played a dominant role in Wesley’s doctrinal assessment.96

The second characteristic of the desired practical theology is that it should be holistic. It
should consider and seek to norm not only the mind, but also the will and the affections.
Underlying this characteristic is the growing conviction that what ultimately unites orthodoxy
and orthopraxis are right affections (orthopathos). Thus, a truly practical theology must be
concerned to understand and form (reform) human affections. Wesley’s deep sensitivity to this
concern is easy to demonstrate. Indeed he has been used as a model by recent proponents of this
general theme.97

The third major characteristic of the proposed model is that a truly practical theology
should recognize the primacy of praxis. Such primacy assumes that it is existing praxis that
presents the legitimate challenges that spark theological activity. Even a cursory examination
makes it clear that the stimulus of most of Wesley’s theological insights and endeavors was the
struggle to meet the needs of and address the controversies within his fledgling revival
movement.

The affirmation of the primacy of praxis also assumes that theological reflection must
always be related back to praxis through such primary theological activities as constructing
liturgies, shepherding congregations, etc. Our review of the various forms of Wesley’s
theological activity shows clearly that he engaged in such primary theology.
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What the primacy of praxis does not imply is a reduction of theological decisions to the
criterion of “whatever will work.” It does not reject careful doctrinal reflection. Rather, it
requires that such doctrinal reflection be pursued to the point of determining the anthropological
and soteriological dimensions of all Christian doctrines. Our major claim in this paper is that
such serious doctrinal reflection, responding to the stimulus of praxis and in service to the efforts
of primary theological activities—is precisely what we find in Wesley.98

Wesley clearly did not avoid doctrinal reflection. Indeed, at one time or another, he
touched on every major area of doctrinal reflection.99 Moreover, he did not limit himself to those
doctrines whose implications for Christian life were immediately evident. He found it necessary
to take up some quite technical debates—such as the question of whether Christ’s death was the
formal or meritorious cause of justifying faith.100 He also dealt with such speculative issues as
the nature of animals in Heaven,101 the nature of the torments in Hell,102 and how God will deal
with those who have never heard of Christ.103 But, what most characterized Wesley’s doctrinal
reflection was that it always drew the anthropological and soteriological implications of the
doctrine under consideration—however, technical or speculative it might be.104

The fourth major characteristic of the desired practical theology is that it should be
contextual. It is not concerned to formulate timeless definitions of truth but to determine context-
sensitive embodiments of the Christian gospel. Now, Wesley was no more sensitive to his bias
toward his general Anglo-Saxon Christian context than the rest of his age.105 However,
consideration of the variations in his doctrinal reflection does demonstrate a sensitivity to the
changing contexts of the struggles in his movement.106

The final characteristic desired in a contemporary practical theology is that it be
occasional. Our analysis of the forms of Wesley’s theological activity—especially the occasional
essays—clearly demonstrates that this was characteristic of his general approach.

VII. WESLEY’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE MODEL OF “THEOLOGY AS
PRACTICAL”

We have argued that Wesley’s practice modeled a style of theological activity very
similar to that being proposed in the call for a recovery of practical theology. As such, Wesley
should be of interest, as an exemplar, to those involved in this discussion. 

We believe that there is another—less obvious, but equally important—contribution that
Wesley can make to the present discussion. Perhaps the greatest concern expressed about the
proposed model of praxis-related theology relates to its occasional and situational nature.107 It is
sparked by issues in particular situations and tends to adopt unique emphases or strategies
appropriate to each situation. This suggests two potential problems. First, such an occasional
approach to theology would not be conducive to comprehensive theological awareness. Second,
it is possible that the demands of the situation would so dominate theological judgments that
there would be no consistency between the various situation-related theological reflections.
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Clearly the second of these potential problems is the most troubling. A fragmentary
theological understanding could still be authentic in the issues it treats. Likewise, while
comprehensiveness is laudable, it does not appear to be essential to human praxis. By contrast, a
lack of reasonable consistency in theological reflections would surely weaken confidence in any
claim to truth. Thereby, it would also limit the effectiveness of that reflection in norming praxis.
This explains why a concern for consistency in its major doctrines is characteristic of all
religions.108

In the modern Western model of Systematic Theology this concern for consistency came
to be construed—under the influence of the Hegelian Encyclopedia—as the need for all
theological claims to be derived from or subsumed under a single idea.109 Such a tight system
was often attained only at the expense of exegetical and praxis-related considerations.
Obviously, such an approach is not going to be attractive to a proponent of praxis-related
theological reflection. Thus, it is ironic that so many Wesley interpreters continue to apologize
for the fact he was not a “systematic” theologian in this Hegelian sense.110 Wesley’s model now
appears to be more viable than that against which they critique him!

But, if consistency should not to be imposed by the Hegelian Idea, what other options are
there? Two major suggestions have been made. The softest claim is that it is the intrinsic
consistency of the basic Christian mythos that grants consistency to situation-related
reflection.111 While helpful, this suggestion fails to explain how there can be—as there surely
are—alternative consistent readings of this one mythos.

In answer to this question, some have argued that what gives consistency (if there is any)
to particular theological traditions are not unchanging doctrinal summaries, or a theoretical idea
from which all truth is deduced or given order in a “system.” Rather, it is a basic orienting
perspective or concern that guides their various theological activities.112 Particular responses
could vary as appropriate to their situation and yet retain a consistency because each situation is
addressed from the standpoint of the same orienting perspective. Moreover, one need not have a
comprehensive summary of the claims consistent with such a perspective prior to engaging in
theological reflection. In fact, it is precisely the search for consistent expressions in relation to
new issues that enlivens a theological tradition.

As we have argued elsewhere, we believe this understanding of an orienting perspective
is quite helpful for explaining the consistency that so many interpreters find in Wesley’s various
situation-related theological reflections.113 As Albert Outler notes, this consistency is not one of
literal identity in every formulation but of a constancy of intention and perspective in various
circumstances.114 This is exactly what we would expect to find in a praxis-related theological
reflection. 

If, indeed, Wesley maintained a reasonable consistency among his various situation-
related theological activities by addressing each of these situations under the guidance of an
(admittedly, implicit) orienting perspective, then his example strengthens the case of those
arguing that this is how consistency should be insured. More importantly, it helps remove the
most serious objection to the contemporary calls for theological reflection to reestablish its
connection to Christian life and praxis.
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Preface to the Pocket Hymn Book, §7, Works (Jackson) 14:345; and Letter to John Hosmer (7
June 1761), Letters (Telford) 4:155.
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158ff.

31. Cf. Thorsen, “Theological Method,” esp. 343, 157, 200.
32. Cf. Thorsen, “Theological Method,” 70, 304.
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Standards, 99–126.
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his few additions; cf. Robert M. Casto, “Exegetical Method in John Wesley’s Explanatory Notes
upon the Old Testament: A Description of His Approach, Uses of Sources, and Practice” (Duke
University Ph.D. thesis, 1977).
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