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Charles Wesley's Dynamic, Lyrical Theology 

The Power and Impact of Verbs 


ST Kimbrough, Jr. 

The Wesley brothers, John and Charles, were often criticized by advocates of 
the established church of eighteenth-century England as too experientially ori
ented in their approach to the Christian faith. In other words, they placed far too 
much emphasis on a religion of experience, one in which human emotions played 
a decisive role. One need only read the journals of these two founders of the 
Methodist movement to discover the strong role of experience in the spiritual for
mation of the people involved in the evangelical revival they led within the 
Church of England. John Wesley, for example, believed that one of the primary 
functions of the use of music among the faithful was to evoke a passion for God, 
all humankind, and creation itself. A cursory reading of Charles's hymns reveals 
his use of language that emphasizes the experience of God in all aspects of one's 
daily life, individually and corporately, within the body of Christ, the church. 
John Wesley used the term, "practical divinity," to indicate a way of spirituality
acts of piety and acts of mercy or compassion. The Wesley brothers' under
standing of the Christian faith was not passive, rather one of the dynamic engage
ment of the followers of Christ with God, others, and the whole of creation along 
the path toward holiness. 

In this article I will explore the theology couched in Charles Wesley's poeti
cal language as a reservoir of dynamic response to God in acts of piety and acts 
of mercy. Of particular interest will be the way he uses verbs as a bridge between 
a religion of the head, heart, and hands, i.e., a religion that mutually links how 
one thinks, feels, and shows God's love in the essence of one's being and one's 
behavior. 

Historically the church and its leaders seem to prefer a theology, embedded in 
prose and laden with nouns. We notice that the poetry of Charles Wesley, how
ever, is characterized in large measure by verbs. Some of the most important 
words of his hymns and poems for theology and practice of faith are the follow
ing verbs: to know, to think, to feel, to care, to sing, to do, to act. 

God as Mystery 

We begin the discussion with a central focus of Wesleyan theology, namely, 
God as Mystery. This may seem to be a rather strange beginning point, for we 
may ask: How can one of the most illusory aspects of faith, God's hiddenness, 
be at the heart of a dynamic theology, one that engages the faithful with God, oth
ers, and creation? 

There can be no question that for Charles Wesley God and God's ways are a 
marvelous mystery. "'Tis mystery all, the immortal dies," writes Wesley in one 

15 
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of his most famous hymns, "And can it be that I should gain." There is an endur
ing tension between the unrevealed mystery and the revealed mystery of God, the 
God who is so far removed from us that we cannot fully know all dimensions of 
the divine life, and the God who is so near that we may be indwelled by the 
divine, resurrected Son of God, Jesus Christ. 

2. 	 'Tis Myst'ry all! th'Immortal dies! 
Who can explore his strange Design? 

In vain the first-born Seraph tries 
To sound the Depths of Love Divine. 

'Tis Mercy all! 	 Let Earth adore, 
Let Angel Minds enquire no more. 1 

In this stanza there is an essential element of the Wesleyan approach to God as 
mystery. We may confess our faith and raise questions about it in the same 
breath. "'Tis Mystery all: the Immortal dies!" is a powerful confession of faith 
in God's act in Christ on Calvary. "The Immortal dies," the divine Son endures 
death. Who can believe ~his paradox, that the Immortal can die? Yet, this is at 
the very heart, the core, df the Christian faith, that God gives of the divine self 
through Jesus the God Child, who is both human and divine. Wesley then raises 
the most profound question about such an act: "Who can explore this strange 
design?" Confession and questioning go together for the Wesleys. Try as they 
may, says Charles, even the angels cannot fathom this incredible reality. 

In vain the first-born Seraph tries 
To sound the Depths of Love Divine. 

One comes then to another important facet of the Wesleyan approach to God 
as mystery in this stanza, namely, the life of the Christian is a life of doxology. 
'"Tis mercy all! Let earth adore," exclaims Wesley. Realizing that all of life is 
imbued with God's mercy, one enjoys life itself as an act of God's mercy. 
Therefore, one spends that life with all creation actively engaged in the adoration 
of the Creator. 

There is also an eschatological dimension to living in the context of God as 
mystery. We may know something of the mystery, but our knowledge is limited, 
and we can look forward to the revelation of the full mystery of God and God's 
love. 

In the eloquent English translation of a hymn by Gerhard Tersteegen, John 
Wesley writes about God as Mystery: 

1 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (London: Strahan, 1739), p. 118; hence
forth cited as HSP (1739). This is stanza 2 of the weJl-known hymn "And can it be that I should gain." 
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Thou hidden love of God; whose height, 
Whose depth unfathomed knows, 

I see from far thy beauteous light 
Inly I sigh for thy repose; 

My heart is pained, nor can it be 
At rest, till it.find rest in thee.2 

The height of the love of God remains unfathomed to humankind. Yet, one 
receives glimpses of it in this life. It is described by Wesley here as "beauteous 
light" that one sees from afar and for which one yearns. Notice the verbs: "see 

from far" and "inly I sigh." This is the indescribable longing of the human heart 
for peace and rest that can only be found in God. It is a painful longing-to know 
fully the love of God and to be at complete rest and peace. 

After his 1738 conversion, Charles Wesley spent the rest of his life in wonder 
over God's amazing love, knowing that he could never fully comprehend it. It 
would be a constant struggle. He understood well the lines his brother John had 
penned in translating Tersteegen's hymn: "my heart is pained, nor can it be I at 
rest till it find rest in thee." 

Over a year after his conversion he wrote in his Journal: "I never knew till 
now the strength of temptation, and energy of sin. Who, that conferred with flesh 
and blood, would covet great success? I live in continual storm. My soul is 
always in my hand. The enemy thrusts sore at me, that I may fall; and a worse 
enemy than the devil is my own heart .... I received, I humbly hope, a fresh par
don in the sacrament at St. Paul's" (Journal, 1: 157). 

'Tis Mystery all: the Immortal dies! 
Who can explore his strange Design? 

The silent reply to his question is: You and I can explore "his strange design." In 
the journey toward holiness thoughout our lives we are exploring God's strange 

design. Like Charles Wesley we learn to live the mystery-that questions and 
confession go together; that to be emptied of everything but love is what it means 
to serve a God who in Christ was emptied "of all but love." Living the mystery 
means that one is willing to let the Mystery be the Mystery. This is not in some 
esoteric mystical sense, rather it is part of the Christian's daily affirmation that 
God, though hidden, is the source of strength for life itself. Charles Wesley con
fessed this simply in the following lines. 

2 Stanza I of John Wesley's translation of the hymn "Verborgne Gottes Liebe du" by Gerhard 
Tersteegen. Wesley's translation was first published in the volume he edited, A Collection ofPsalms 
and Hymns (London: [Bowyer for Hutton], 1738), p. 51. Italics have been added by this author. 
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Thou hidden Source of calm Repose, 
Thou all sufficient Love Divine, 

My Help, and Refuge from my Foes, 
Secure I am, if Thou art mine; 

And lo! from Sin, and Grief, and Shame 
I hide me, Jesus, in thy Name.3 

One spends a lifetime exploring God's strange design of love and actively hides 

oneself in the name of Jesus. It may seem a strange paradox that one can be 

"secure" in that which is hidden. One must be willing to put one's trust in the all

sufficient, divine love expressed in Jesus that gives one the repose and peace to 

withstand ones foes and the difficulties of life. The God of "hidden love" reveals 

the divine self-giving love, which is the hallmark of the way of God on earth and 

in heaven. John and Charles Wesley came to understand through numerous expe

riences that the "hidden source of calm repose" was indeed all-sufficient and in 

the midst of the most radical and violent opposition one could have inner peace 

from this Source. 

In the hymn "With glorious clouds encompassed round" Charles Wesley sum

mons worshippers to a vision of the "Unsearchable," which is enhanced and 

enabled through a series of verbs. 

With glorious clouds encompassed round, 
Whom angels dimly see, 

Will the unsearchable be found, 
Or God appear to me? 

Will he forsake his throne above, 
Himself to me impart? 

Answer, thou Man of grief and love, 
And speak it to my heart! 

In manifested love explain 
Thy wonderful design; 

What meant the suffering Son of Man, 
The streaming blood divine? 

Didst thou not in our flesh appear, 
And live and die below, 

That I may now perceive thee near, 
And my Redeemer know? 

3 Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: Farley, 1749), 1 :245. Italics have been 
added by this author. 
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Come then, and to my soul reveal 
The heights and depths of grace, 

The wounds which all my sorrows heal, 
That dear disfigured face. 

I view the Lamb in his own light, 
Whom angels dimly see, 

And gaze, transported at the sight, 
Through all eternity.4 

Notice the verbs of vision: stanza 1: see, appear; stanza 2: appear, perceive, 
know; stanza 3: reveal, view, gaze. Again, this is a prayer for an enlarged vision 
of the revelation of "the heights and depths of grace." The last four lines are a 
fascinating description of the worshipper's vision received in the process of 
singing this hymn within the community of faith. Such a vision makes clear that 
the hymns of Charles Wesley are moved by the mystery of God's presence. This 
vision of God necessitates human response both in acts of piety and acts of mercy. 

Acts of piety 

There are corporate and individual, public and private, acts of piety, but they 
are all performed within the context of the body of Christ, the Church. Both are 
integral to the life lived in the presence of God and the practice of the vocation 
of doxology. It is not possible in this paper to address all of the corporate and 
individual acts of piety integral to the Wesleyan movement and the formation of 
Wesleyan spirituality, but I shall address a few of them. It is not a simple matter 
to respond to the vocation of doxology, but this is the foundation of all acts of 
piety and acts of mercy. Leaming to wonder and adore is not a simple task, espe
cially for those who want tangible answers to all of life's questions. I begin with 
the corporate act of piety central to Wesleyan spirituality, Holy Communion. 

(a) Holy Communion 

For Charles and John Wesley the vocation of doxology is best learned and 
practiced at the table of the Lord in the corporate act of Holy Communion. This 
common act of the Body of Christ, the Church, is the fulcrum ofChristian life and 
behavior. Even so, in one of Charles's Eucharistic hymns he speaks of the depth 
of God's divine love as "unfathomable grace," both in terms of awe and incom
prehensibility. 

0 the Depth of Love Divine, 
Th'Unfathomable Grace! 

Who shall say how Bread and Wine 
God into Man conveys! 

4 Charles Wesley, Hymns for the Use ofFamilies (Bristol: Pine, 1767), Hymn 161, pp. 171-172, 
stanzas 1-5, 8. Italics have been added by this author. 
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How the bread his flesh imparts, 
How the Wine transmits his Blood, 

Fills his Faithful People's Hearts< 
With all the Life of God!5 

Though Wesley is here specifically referring to the unfathomable grace in 
God's love, which one encounters at the table of the Lord, his statement patterns 
for the followers of Christ precisely how they must live. They may grasp the 
depth of God's gift of grace in Jesus, God's Son, and comprehend what God has 
done for them, but they cannot fully comprehend how it is that the God of the uni
verse acts in this caring way for every human being. That is unfathomable and 
one can but stand in awe throughout one's life before this incredible divine act 
and live the mystery. In the second stanza of this hymn for Holy Communion, we 
encounter his use of a verb, which immediately thrusts the act of piety at the 
Lord's table into the arena of active engagement with others. The verb, show, 
underscores how one is to live the Mystery. 

Let the wisest Mortal show 
How we the Grace receive; 

Feeble Elements bestow 
A Power not theirs to give: 

Who explains the Wondrous Way, 
How thro' these the Virtue came? 

These the Virtue did convey, 
Yet still remain the same. 

Those who are wise show they have received the unfathomable grace. Through 
them God's grace becomes visible to others. They show to others that the least 
suspecting, most common elements of daily life, bread and wine, are a means of 
experiencing the wonder of God's grace. They demonstrate in thought, word, and 
deed the selfless love they have experienced at the Lord's table. This is why the 
Wesleys could not think of convening a Society for preaching and evangelization 
or the classes and bands for study and examination without admonishing all to go 
to the parish church to receive the elements of bread and wine. 

This was not, however, a simple matter. While in the Church of England the 
practice of Holy Communion in the eighteenth century was indeed erratic and a 
large, uneducated segment of the population to whom the Wesleys ministered had 
neither knowledge nor experience of this practice, they did not shrink from insist
ing on the centrality of this sacred meal in Christian practice. 

For Charles attendance at the table of the Lord is not an option. It is the will 
of God. This he both knows and feels. 

5 Hymns on the Lord's Supper (Bristol: Farley, 1745), Hymn 57, p. 41; henceforth cited as HLS 
followed by hymn, stanza, and page numbers. Italics for Th' Unfathomable have been added by this 
author. 
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Nay, but this is his Will 
(We know it and feel) 
That we should partake 

The Banquet for All He so freely did make.6 

There is a paradox, however, with which the Wesleys learned to Iive and 
which becomes seminal to their spiritual walk with Christ and the Church. It is 
expressed in the opening lines of the fourth stanza of the hymn, "O the depth of 
love divine," cited above. 

Sure and real is the Grace, 
The Manner be unknown; 

Only meet us in thy Ways 
And perfect us in One. 

Let us taste the heavenly Powers, 
Lord, we ask for Nothing more. 

Thine to bless, 'Tis only ours 
To wonder and adore. 7 

Can Charles really mean what he says? "Sure and real is the grace, I The man
ner be unknown." Grace that is sure and real is revealed in an unknown manner? 
That sounds like doubletalk. Yet, Charles means exactly what he says. One can 
experience the surety and reality of God's grace and may not be able to describe 
the manner in which the truth of God's grace has been made known. For exam
ple, each experience of the Eucharist is new. One cannot anticipate the manner 
in which the grace of God will be made known in the breaking of bread and the 
drinking of wine, but of this one can be sure-God's grace is revealed time and 
again and often in very different ways. One must be willing to trust the reality of 
grace, though the manner in which it is revealed is unknown. 

(b) Reading of the Scriptures 

The reading of Scripture is both a corporate and individual act of piety and is 
essential to the public and private worship of God. One need only read the jour
nals of John and Charles Wesley to discover how essential public acts of Scripture 
reading and preaching were to the early Methodist movement. The Scriptures 
provided an important bridge between theology and faith practice, between which 
the brothers wanted no separation. Hence, one reads the Scriptures from the per
spective of life experience. 

In 1762 Charles published a commentary on the entire Bible in poetry. The 
two volumes entitled Short Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures 
included 2,349 hymns and poems based on passages from the books of the Bible 

6 HLS, 92:3, pp. 78-79. Italics for know andjeel have been added by this author. 

1 HLS, 57:4, p. 41. 
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from Genesis to the Revelation of John. All of the hymns and poems were based 
on a verse or verses of the Bible. One of them was written in reflection on the 
Sh"ma Y'israel (Deut. 6:4-7) and how it is to be integrated into daily life in one's 
personal acts of piety. 

The table of my heart prepare, 
(Such power belongs to thee alone) 

And write, 0 God, thy precepts there, 
To show thou still canst write in stone, 

So shall my pure obedience prove 
All things are possible to love. 

Father, instruct my docile heart, 
Apt to instruct I then shall be, 

I then shall all thy words impart, 
And teach (as taught myself by thee) 

My children in their earliest days, 
To know, and live the life of grace. 

When quiet in my house I sit, 
Thy book be my companion still, 

My joy thy sayings to repeat, 
Talk o'er the records of thy will, 

And search the oracles divine, 
Till every heart-felt word is mine. 

0 might the gracious words divine 
Subject of all my converse be, 

So would the Lord his follower join, 
And walk, and talk himself with me, 

So would my heart his presence prove, 
And burn with everlasting love. 

Oft as I lay me down to rest, 
0 may the reconciling word 

Sweetly compose my weary breast, 
While on the bosom of my Lord 

I sink in blissful dreams away, 
And visions of eternal day. 

Rising to sing my Saviour's praise, 
Thee may I publish all day long, 

And let thy precious word of grace 
Flow from my heart, and fill my tongue, 

Fill all my life with purest love, 
And join me to thy church above. 8 

8Short Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures (Bristol: Farley, 1762), 1:91~93; hence
forth cited as Short Hymns (1762) followed by volume and page numbers. Italics have been added 
by this author. 
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In the poem just cited the verbs are italicized for emphasis in order to illus
trate the role that verb-orientation plays in Wesley's poetry. While nouns can be 
stagnant and static, verbs tend to thrust those who take seriously the statements 
of Wesley's poetry directly into the practice of faith. One cannot remain passive. 
Just as the table of the Lord is prepared for communicants to receive the elements 
of bread and wine, the table of one's heart is prepared to receive God's Word. 
One wishes to be instructed, taught "to know, and live the life of grace." 

What an image Wesley sets before our eyes of sitting quietly in our houses and 
repeating and searching the words of Scripture "till every heart-felt word is 
mine!" Thus, the Scriptures become the nerve center of human conscience and 
memory so that we will "burn with everlasting love." 

Fill all my life with purest love, 
And join me to thy church above. 

The goal of all instruction through Scripture is to shed abroad God's love in our 
hearts. This is not, however, experience at the expense of intellect. Both John 
and Charles are ever praying: "Unite the pair so long disjoined: I Knowledge and 
vital piety." 

Wesley's poems and hymns call Christians to a dynamic, active theology, as 
illustrated by the following phrase from the second stanza of the above-cited 
poem, which, in one sense, is an answer to the ultimate question-Why do we 
read the Holy Scriptures?-"to know, and live the life of grace." 

Though, as already noted, the Wesleys stress almost daily the importance of 
the public act of the Scripture reading, this poem clearly emphasizes the impor
tance and value of its private reading. This is a discipline that accompanies one's 
rising, daily activities, and retiring for rest in the evening. The goal is that one 
will be filled with God's love! Charles wants to be so consumed with the 
Scriptures that they will be the subject of his daily conversation and he will liter
ally bum with the love he discovers there. 

(c) Experiencing Christs passion 

The personal experience of Christ's passion is a vital element ofWesleyan the
ology and it has a strong verb orientation. Note the verbs in the following stanza 
from the hymn, "O Love divine, what hast thou done!" 

Behold Him, All ye that pass by, 
The Bleeding Prince of Life and Peace! 

Come see, ye Worms, your Maker die, 
And say, Was ever grief like his! 

Come feel with me his Blood applied: 
My Lord, my Love is Crucified!9 

9 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: Farley, 1742), p. 26; henceforth 
cited as HSP (1742) followed by page number. Italics have been added by this author. 
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Wesley says one must "behold" what transpires at Calvary, not merely pass 
by. The next step is to "come" and "see." One can see the cross event from afar 
and not be as impressed or moved as when one comes nearer and truly sees what 
transpires there. Then one is to speak, to open one's mouth and utter the words 
in awe, "Was ever grief like his!" Finally, one is to "come" and "feel" with 
Wesley the blood of Christ applied to one's life. What can this possibly mean
"feel with me his blood applied." "Feel" is an extremely important word for 
Charles Wesley in discussing Christian experience. So often in his biblical inter
pretation he attempts to place himself in the context of biblical characters and sit
uations and to play out the spectrum of emotions and human experience con
nected with persons, events, and situations. Here he tries to imagine the pain of 
the cross and Christ's agony through a sense of Christ's blood applied to his life. 
If one thinks of the annual practice of the Samaritans to this day in Nablus at the 
time of atonement when the blood of a sacrificial lamb is literally sprinkled on the 
members of the community, one has perhaps an idea of what Wesley has in mind, 
though he uses the physical imagery in a spiritual sense. Wesley is saying that all 
those who take time to "come" and "see" what truly transpires at Calvary-God 
the Maker dying on behalf of all humankind-may indeed feel Christ's redemp
tive blood applied to their lives. They will catch the healing stream of love, 
which flows from the cross. They will give up their hearts to him and their con
stant conversation shall be: 

Of nothing think or speak beside: 
My Lord, my Love is crucified! 10 

In the hymn, "Glory to God, and Praise, and Love," written on the anniver
sary of his conversion, from which the well-known "O for a thousand tongues to 
sing" comes, Wesley also uses an interesting array of verbs. One stanza summons 
the Christian and the nations of the earth to look to Christ. 

Wesley affirms, however, that the redemption of the nations cannot transpire 
without the redemption o( every individual. Through imperative verb forms, 
directed to every individuat he admonishes all to give full attention to Christ. 

Look unto Him, ye Nations, own 
Your God, ye fallen Race! 

Look, and be saved thro' Faith alone; 
Be justified by grace! 11 

While he drew much from Luther in the illumination of the teaching of justifica
tion by faith, no doubt it was the insight which Luther brought to the biblical text 
which influenced Charles most of all. He expressed his own surprise at having 

10 HSP ( 1742), p. 27; last two lines of stanza 4. Italics have been added by this author. 
11 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns and Sacred Poems (London: Strahan, 1740), p. 122; hence

forth cited as HSP (1740) followed by page number. Italics have been added by this author. 
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thought that this teaching might be foreign to the doctrines of the Church of 
England, when he found it clearly among its Articles of Religion. Wesley says in 
this hymn what Ephesians 2:8 had affirmed long ago, "For by grace you have 
been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing." 

The summons to "look unto him" is to the nations of the earth; no one is 
excluded! He echoes Isaiah's call: "Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the 
earth!" (45:22) For Wesley this summons is as up-to-date now as it was during 
the time of the prophet Isaiah, centuries before Jesus was born. It mandates, how
ever, giving full attention to Christ in what we think, say, and do. 

In the stanza seventeen of his hymn written on the anniversary of his conver
sion are two lines with two verbs in the imperative that are vital to mission, evan
gelization, and the experience of Christ: 

Awake from guilty nature's sleep, 

Cast all your sins into the deepP 2 

This is no new summons, for the prophet Micah once prayed in confidence to God 
on behalf of the people: "You will cast our sins into the depths of the sea" (7: 19). 
In Christ this has been done! When we awaken from the dark sleep of sin, 
Charles reminds us, in the spirit of St. Paul's words: "Christ shall give you light" 
(Ephesians 5: 14 ). 

Stanza eighteen of the hymn, "Glory to God, and Praise, and Love," includes 
a perspective summarized in four verbs, which give balance to the church and 
Christians in mission: know, feel, anticipate, own. 

With me, your Chief, you then shall know, 
Shall feel your Sins forgiven; 

Anticipate your Heaven below, 
And own, that Love is Heaven. 13 

One can know andfeel one's sins forgiven. In other words, the whole person (not 
merely head or heart, but head and heart) experiences the reality of forgiveness. 
One is conscious of and senses that sin is forgiven by God. Knowing and feeling 
are vital for mission with integrity, for they keep missioners in touch with the real
ity ofpeople as they are-persons with thoughts and emotions, with multiple needs 
in both of these arenas of life. Mission that attends to one at the expense of the 
other cannot be fully Christ's holistic mission. Redemption is for the whole person. 

When you know and feel your sins are forgiven, the final couplet of Wesley's 
text can become a reality, for you can-

Anticipate your Heaven below, 
And own, that Love is Heaven. 

12 HSP (l740). 

13 HSP (1740), p. 123. Italics for feel, anticipate, and own have been added by this author. 
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So much of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures reminds us that God is among us, 
with us, and dwells in love on this earth. While there is much to be anticipated 
beyond this world which we know tangibly, there is so much to be anticipated in 
the mission of the church in realizing the heaven of God's love lived out on this 
planet. This is a mandate of Christian mission, for what is there that can surpass 
a love, Christ's love, which heals, makes new, breaks down barriers of prejudice, 
makes friends of enemies, and reclaims all of creation, all earth, and its life! That 
is heaven on earth. That is the power of God's love in Jesus Christ. That is new 
birth! This is why Charles Wesley articulated anew the averment of his Moravian 
friend, Peter Bohler, that if he had a thousand tongues with which to sing, he 
would use them all to praise God. That is why Wesley's song, "O for a thousand 
tongues to sing," has become the universal song of all Christians! 

Linking and integrating "acts of piety" and "acts of mercy" 

We should not have to struggle to relate "acts of piety" and "acts of mercy" as 
they are a part of a holistic understanding of Christian discipleship. Charles 
Wesley's use of verbs helps to integrate the two and to understand how they rec
iprocally flow in and out of one another. There is a stanza in the hymn "Christ 
the Lord is risen today" to which Wesley gave the title "Hymn for Easter-Day," 
originally published in 1739, that eloquently illustrates how he does this. The 
original text has eleven stanzas, not four or six, the form in which it most often 
appears in hymnbooks today. 

In this hymn Wesley invites us to enter into the spirit of the resurrection of 
Christ and he leads us through a broad range of feelings and emotions, which are 
related to the resurrection: the cry of victory, overcoming of death and time, and 
eternal life. Wesley asks-How does one live eternal life as a present inheritance 
in this world? We must look at stanza 11 of the original text, if we want to dis
cover Wesley's formula for living eternal life now. He writes: 

King of Glory, Soul of Bliss, 

Everlasting Life is This: 

Thee to know, thy Pow'r to prove, 

Thus to sing, and thus to love. 14 


Eternal life, maintains Wesley, as in the New Testament, is a present reality. He 
defines eternal life here with four verbs: 

Thee to know, thy Pow'r to prove, 
Thus to sing, and thus to love. 

Thee to know. Wesley's words recall Jesus' prayer, "And this is eternal life, 
that they may know y~u, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have 
sent" (John 17:3). If we know Jesus Christ, says Wesley, we know him in the pre

14 HSP (1739), p. 211. Italics have been added by this author. 
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sent moment and we are already experiencing eternal life. First John 5:20 
explains, "And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us an under
standing, that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in 
his Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life." 

Thy power to prove. Eternal life is evidence of the power of God. Wesley does 
not mean, however, that we ourselves must prove the power of God, rather, that 
we embody this power in the present. We are the evidence of the power of God in 
a world that prefers its own power and puts its trust in the power of human beings. 

Thus to sing. Eternal life is a joyous song! The entire creation sings to the 
Creator because death no longer is a threat. As St. Augustin said, "The Christian 
must be an Alleluia from head to foot." The outburst of "Hallelujah" is the 
Christian's eternal hymn. 

Thus to love. The content ofeternal life is love. Eternal life means-Christians 
love as Christ loved, even when it means sacrifice. This love seeks others, who 
are in need. One gives of self out of love for one's neighbor and for creation. 

Christians must not wait for eternal life. One experiences and lives it now! 
Wesley did not write: "Christ the Lord was risen," nor "Christ the Lord will 
arise," rather "Christ the Lord is risen today!" It is a contemporary event! It tran
spires now! It is the foundation of all joy and celebration! 

Hence, the verbs know, prove, sing, and love provide the bridge between faith 
and practice, between acts of piety and acts of mercy. Their implementation leads 
to active engagement with God, others, and the world. Here is the bridge between 
personal and social holiness. We cannot have one without the other. 

There is another text by Wesley, Hymn 155, "Father, Son, and Holy Ghost," 
found in Hymns on the Lords Supper (1745), that also eloquently articulates the 
integration of acts of piety and acts of mercy. Stanza 4 of the hymn reads: 

Take my Soul and Body's Powers, 
Take my Mem'ry, Mind, and Will, 

All my Goods, and all my Hours, 
All I know, and all I feel, 

All I think, and speak, and do; 
Take my Heart-but make it new. 15 

Again, the verbs Wesley uses express how, when one is totally absorbed in God, 
not only is one personally transformed, made "new," others are impacted by 
speech and action. What they experience from such a transformed person is the 
personified love of God that goes in search of others at all costs. He does not stop 
with simply saying that all he knows, feels, and thinks is changed. The way he 
speaks and acts has been changed for ever and his knowledge, feelings, thought, 
speech, and action will now impact the lives of others. His personal holiness has 
a social impact. 

15 HLS, Hymn 155, p. 130. Italics have been added by this author. 
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Acts of mercy 

When it comes to "acts of mercy," Charles Wesley's poetical vocabulary is 
filled with verbs, and often in the imperative. In "acts of mercy" one is engaged 
as a transforming agent of Christ's love in the world among believers and non
believers. One is a servant of both. A classic Wesleyan statement about service 
to others is found in a hitherto unpublished hymn/poem, "Your duty let the apos
tle show."16 Stanza 2 reads: 

Work for the weak, and sick, and poor, 
Raiment and food for them procure, 

And mindful of God's word, 
Enjoy the blessedness to give, 
Lay out your gettings to relieve 

The members of your Lord. 

This is not a faith stance of retreat from the world, rather its dynamic engage
ment. Note the repertory of persons articulated by Wesley for whom one is to 
work: the weak, the sick, the poor. 

Here one finds mandates for acts of mercy. Note the verbs: work, procure, 
lay out (spend). When Wesley says "work for," he does not mean to step in and 
do others' work for them, though there might be occasions when that would be 
appropriate. One aspect of work, however, is defined succinctly by Wesley. You 
are to lay out your gettings (what you have earned) "to relieve [aid] I the mem
bers of your Lord." Notice he does not say, "the members of the church" or "the 
members of the household of faith," but "the members of your Lord." But who 
are they? If we take our cue in this regard from the Wesleys' service to others, 
they did not limit their work for others only to members of the church or even the 
Methodist societies, classes, or bands. While they appealed to people wherever 
they went to accept Christ as Savior, turn from sin, place full trust in God's jus
tifying grace, and remain faithful to the prayers and sacraments of the Church, 
they knew that all people on earth were God's creatures, and, in this sense, all 
were members of the Lord, whether they acknowledged this or not. 

Another aspect of work for others is defined thus by Wesley: "raiment and 
food for them procure." This is by no means a nebulous mandate. The verb pro
cure means to obtain something, especially with care or effort. In one sense, this 
might be understood as a programmatic statement. In other words, see to it that 
the weak, sick, and poor have the food and clothing they need. Your own earn
ings are to be used toward this end. 

16 MS Acts, p. 420. See S T Kimbrough, Jr. and Oliver A. Beckerlegge, eds., The Unpublished 
Poetry of Charles Wesley, 3 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon/Kingswood, 1988, 1990, 1992), 2:403; 
henceforth cited as Unpub. Poetry followed by volume and page numbers. Italics have been added 
by this author. 
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Wesley is also clear that one cannot use all of one's resources in this way. In 
stanza I of this text he says, 

Your calling's works at times pursue, 
And keep the the tent-maker17 in view 

And use your hands for God. 

In another previously unpublished hymn he states this reality quite pointedly. 

Of your abundant store 
You may a few relieve, 

But all to feed the poor, 
You cannot, cannot give, 

Houses and lands for Christ forego, 
Or live as Jesus lived below. 18 

As a husband and father, he was fully aware that he had responsibilities to his 
family, hence, he could not give "all to feed the poor." This by no means, how
ever, lessens the obligation of the mandate to procure food and raiment for the 
weak, the sick, and poor. 

This mandate is also eloquently expressed by Charles Wesley in a hymn, 
"Jesus, the gift divine I know," which survives in the British Methodist hymnal, 
Hymns and Psalms (1983). 

Thy mind throughout my life be shown, 
While listening to the wretch's cry, 

The widow's and the orphan's groan, 
On mercy's wings I swiftly fly 

The poor and helpless to relieve, 
My life, my all for them to give. 19 

These are not options of Christian social engagement, rather a mandate. 
Acts of mercy are requisite to social holiness according to the Wesleys. And, 

if we seek social holiness, we oppose the forces of evil in the world that would 
wound and destroy creation. Through acts of mercy we become advocates for 
creation and opponents of all forces that are contrary to God's purpose of har
mony, love, and peace for all creation. Hence, Wesley speaks out strongly against 
violence, cruelty, and war. 

1. 	 Our earth we now lament to see 
With floods of wickedness o'erflowed, 

With violence, wrong, and cruelty, 
One wide-extended field of blood, 

Where men, like fiends, each other tear 
In all the hellish rage of war. 

11 The Apostle Paul. 

HIMS Acts, pp. 74-75; see Unpub. Poetry, 2: 197-198. Italics have been added by this author. 

19 Short Hymns (1762) 2:380. 
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2. 	 As listed on Abaddon's side, 
They mangle their own flesh, and slay; 

Tophet is moved, and opens wide 
Its mouth for its enormous prey; 

And myriads sink beneath the grave, 
And plunge into the flaming wave. 

3. 	 0 might the universal Friend 
This havock of his creatures see! 

Bid our unnatural discord end, 
Declare us reconciled in thee, 

Write kindness in our inward parts, 
And chase the murderer from our hearts 

4. 	 Who now against each other rise, 
The nations of the earth constrain 

To follow after peace, and prize 
The blessings of thy righteous reign, 

The joys of unity to prove, 
The paradise of perfect love.20 

The eighteenth century was teeming with wars on many fronts: the American 
Revolution, the numerous frontier wars with Native Americans, the Thirty Years 
War, and on and on, and on! It is Wesley's eternal prayer for peace. When 
Charles Wesley published the hymn in 1758 in Hymns of Intercession for All 
Mankind, the hymn bore the title "For Universal Peace." When his brother, John, 
published it in A Collection ofHymns for the Use ofthe People Called Methodists 
in 1780, it was included in the section "For Believers Interceding for the World." 

The hymn, composed in a century riddled with war and rumors of war, may 
reflect public accounts of fierce battles, for example, of the killing field of 
Culloden, which took place in April of 1745, and is as up-to-date now as it was 
then. 

Wesley uses some images which are less familiar today but are descriptive of 
the horrors of war and death. The second stanza includes Satanic images from 
the depths of Sheol, drawn from Revelation 9: 11: "They have as king over them 
the angel of the bottomless pit," whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon 
[Destruction], and in Greek is Apollyon [Destroyer]. 

The most gruesome of Israel's aberrations was the sacrifice of children as 
burnt offerings to the god Baal at an illicit place of worship in the Valley of 
Hinnom known as Tophet (2 Kings 23: 10, Lev. 18:21 ). 

Hear the Wesleyan summons to peace and for the obliteration of war! 
Advocate an end to war and the advent of the reign of perfect love! 

Every act for peace is an act of mercy! 

20 Charles Wesley, Hymns of Intercession for All Mankind (Bristol: Farley, 1758), Hymn 2, p. 4. 
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Charles Wesley once reflected on Luke I0:5, "Into whatsoever house you 

enter, first say, Peace" and wrote: 

1. 	 Peace to this house! the greatest good 
Which sinners can from God receive! 

The peace Divine on all bestowed 
Who in a suffering Christ believe, 

The peace which seals your sins forgiven, 
And brings you here a taste of heaven. 

2. 	 We cannot wish our neighbor more 
Than present and eternal peace, 

The riches these of Jesu 's poor, 
With which the sons of men now bless, 

And spread through earth the precious prize, 
And turn it into paradise. 21 

What a haunting thought that soldiers would have on their lips as the first word 

upon entering the home of the enemy: Peace, Salaam, Shalom, Paix, Friede, Pax. 

Wesley asks: Are you willing to act on behalf of peace? Are you prepared to 

"spread through earth the precious prize" of peace "and turn [earth] into paradise"? 

War is not the evidence of social holiness, rather it is "unnatural discord." 

Hence, Wesley passionately prays that God will "chase the murderer from our 

hearts!" As followers of Christ, we have a responsibility to seek peace, to act for 

peace. If we seek the "paradise of perfect love," we must advocate for the nations 

of the earth to follow after peace. We must prize the "joys of unity" of all peoples. 

One of the fruits of the Spirit is peace advocacy, according to Wesley's hymn, 

"Jesus, God of peace and love." To seek unity ("make us one") one must oppose 

war and advocate for peace. Faithful Christians will seek to be purged of malice, 

guile, and pride that are stumbling blocks to unity. Faithful Christians will seek 

the multiplication of the Spirit's fruit, namely, "love, and joy, and quiet peace." 

If faithful Christians seek the mind of Christ, they will also seek the reign of love 

and peace. They will seek the end of hatred and war, the rule of peace, love, and 

unity in every heart. 

I. 	 Jesus, God of Peace and Love, 
Send thy Blessing from above, 
Take, and seal us for Thine own, 
Touch our Hearts, and make us One. 

21 MS Luke, p. 147; see George Osborn, ed., The Poetical Works of John and Charles Wesley 
(London: Wesleyan-Methodist Conference, I 871), I l: 191. Italics have been added by this author. 



32 Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society 2006-2007 

2. 	 By the Sense of Sin forgiven 
Purge out all the Former Leaven: 
Malice, Guile, and proud Offence; 
Take the Stone of stumbling hence. 

Root up every bitter Root, 3. 
Multiply the Spirit's Fruit, 

Love, and Joy, and quiet Peace, 

Meek long-suffering, Gentleness. 


Strict and general Temperance 

4. 	 Boundless pure Benevolence, 

Cordial, firm Fidelity; 
All the mind which was in Thee.22 

Charles Wesley often wrote about those who lived exemplary lives filled with 

"acts of mercy." Here are some selected stanzas from a long poem about Mary 

Naylor.23 

1. 	 The golden rule she has pursued, 
And did to others as she would 

Others should do to her: 
Justice composed her upright soul, 
Justice did all her thoughts control, 

And formed her character. 

2. 	 Affliction, poverty, disease, 
Drew out her soul in soft distress, 

1 

The wretched to relieve: 
In all the works of love employed, 
Her sympathizing soul enjoyed 

The blessedness to give. 

3. 	 Her Savior in his members seen, 
A stranger she received him in, 

An hungry Jesus fed, 
Tended her sick, imprisoned Lord, 
And flew in all his wants to afford 

Her ministerial aid. 

22 John and Charles Wesley, Hymns of Petition arul Thanksgiving for the Promise of the Father 
(Bristol: Farley, 1746), Hymn 25, pp. 28-29. 

23 From Charles Wesley's poem "On the Death of Mrs. Mary Naylor, March 21st, 1757," which 
was published by Thomas Jackson, ed., The Journal of the Rev. Charles Wesley, M.A., 2 vols. 
(London: Mason, 1849), 2:338-339, 341; stanza l from Part II (stanza 3); stanzas 2-4 from Part III 
(stanzas 2-4); stanza 5 from Part I (stanza 2). 

http:Naylor.23


33 Charles Wesley sDynamic, Lyrical Theology 

4. 	 A nursing-mother to the poor, 
For them she husbanded her store, 

Her life, her all, bestowed; 
For them she labored day and night, 
In doing good her whole delight, 

In copying after God. 

5. 	 Away, my tears and selfish sighs! 
The happy saint in paradise 

Requires us not to mourn; 
But rather keep her life in view, 
And still her shining steps pursue, 

Till all to God return. 

Mary Naylor was a woman who lived by acts of mercy, for "justice composed her 
upright soul, I justice did all her thoughts control, I and formed her character." 
Hence, she was drawn to those who were afflicted, poverty stricken, or diseased. 
She was employed in "all the works of love." She nursed the poor and gave her 
all for them day and night. Doing good was her whole delight. 

Once again Wesley's use of verbs to describe this woman and her faithfulness 
reminds us of how we are to be engaged in "acts of mercy": she tended the sick, 
fed the hungry, flew to the aid of prisoners, husbanded the poor, labored for the 
poor day and night. 

I conclude this section on "acts of mercy" with Charles Wesley's admonition, 
which might be called a "Credo of Acts of Mercy." 

1. 	 Help us to help each other, Lord, 
Each other's Cross to bear, 

Let each his friendly Aid afford, 
And feel his Brother's Care. 

2. 	 Help us to build each other up, 
Our little Stock improve; 

Increase our Faith, confirm our Hope, 
And perfect us in Love. 

3. 	 Up into Thee, our Living Head, 
Let us in all Things grow, 

Till Thou hast made us free indeed, 
And Sinless here below. 

4. 	 Then, when the Mighty Work is wrought, 
Receive thy Ready Bride; 

Give us in Heaven an happy Lot 
With All the Sanctified. 24 

24 HSP (1742), p. 83, stanzas 3-6. The poem is entitled "A Prayer for Persons joined in 
Fellowship." Stanza 1 of the original text begins "Try us, 0 God, and search the ground." 

http:Sanctified.24
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Conclusion 

Finally, what may we say about Charles Wesley's poetical rhetoric, i.e., his art 
of effective or persuasiv~ writing? His use of active verbs is a distinctive com
positional technique that creates a persuasive and impressive effect in his poetry. 
He is not given to grandiloquence, pomposity, or extravagant language that 
obscures his purpose. He does not construct empty rhetoric. Verbs that he uses 
in the indicative mood tend to link thought with action. Often he uses the imper
ative form of the verb to challenge the reader to specific action. For example, 
when he addresses the importance of linking knowledge and piety, he does not 
simply use the two nouns and aver that they should be joined. He confronts one 
with the immediate task by using the imperative of the verb. 

Unite the pair so long disjoined, 
Knowledge and vital piety, 

Learning and holiness combined, 
And truth and love let all men see 

In these, whom up to Thee we give, 
Thine, wholly Thine, to die and live. 25 

This not a matter to be pondered, rather one that requires immediate action. Thus, 
often his use of verbs in the indicative thrust one on to the plane of action. 
Thought and action are immediately joined. 

While there are many other aspects of Charles Wesley's rhetoric, his use of 
metaphors, figures of speech, etc., which have been examined by scholars, his art 
of the use of verbs, which is no doubt conscious and unconscious, imbues his lyri
cal theology with a dynamism that aids the Christian in linking thought and 
action-head, heart, and hands. They are a vital linguistic bridge joining theol
ogy and faith practice. 

25 Charles Wesley, Hymns for Children (Bristol: Farley, 1763), Hymn 40, p. 36. Italics have been 
added by this author. 


