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Charles Wesley's View of the Self 
Martin Groves 

The question which lies behind this exploration is a universal one. Put most 
broadly the question is "How is it best to regard one's self?" In this article the 
parameters will be narrowed. The question becomes "How should Christians 
regard their own selves?" and narrower still, "What view of the self was held by 
Charles Wesley?" I am not a Charles Wesley scholar; I am not even a Wesley 
scholar, but having been brought up a Methodist my spiritual and possibly theo
logical character owes more to Charles Wesley than to anyone else by a long 
stretch. It seems to me that Charles Wesley had a very clear and very distinctive 
answer to the question "How should we regard ourselves?" It seems to me that 
Charles Wesley's view of how we ought to regard (or not regard) ourselves is 
strongly stated in his hymnody. Given the role of those hymns in the formation 
of the Methodist spiritual and ecclesiological identity, it seems to me that Charles 
Wesley's view of the self is of considerable importance to anyone who would 
seek to understand the character of Methodism and its historical development. 
This paper trespasses onto the territory of Wesley textual and historical studies 
only in pursuit of its primary intention which is to explore this central question of 
Christian spirituality and its relevance and application to the Methodist Church 
and the Christian soul. 

The hypothesis of this paper is that there is in the hymnody of Charles Wesley 
the leading idea that the self is best lost in the other. This hypothesis will be pre
sented and tested by suggesting and exploring six or seven of its aspects or appli
cations. 

Those aspects are these: Firstly, that this leading idea is given very general 
expression throughout the entire corpus of his hymnody. Secondly, that it repre
sents a clear, significant and focused expression of a radical, apophatic, kenotic, 
mystical spiritual theology. Thirdly, that (whilst the idea is all-or-nothing, either
or, not-capable-of-compromise) Charles presents it in different modes of accessi
bility. Fourthly, that this view of the self has probably been one of the most sig
nificant characteristics of Methodist spirituality. Fifthly, that this view of the self 
is so commonplace in Methodist spirituality that it has been almost completely 
ignored in the literature about Methodist theology, spirituality, belief and prac
tice. Sixthly, that this idea-this view of the self-is not only radical and strik
ing in its own terms, but that it stands in uncomfortable relation to the way in 
which the self is regarded in contemporary thought and culture; this modem view 
of the self having been cultivated by nineteenth-century political economy and 
twentieth-century psychological and psychoanalytical theory. Lastly that Charles 
Wesley's view of the self has influenced not just how individual Methodists 
regard themselves and their souls, but has had an influence on the character of 
Methodist ecclesiology. I will explore these seven elements of my thesis in the 

73 
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hope of clarifying not only my own thesis but of demonstrating and illustrating 
the importance of Charles Wesley's view of the self. 

The fourth point was that Charles gives the idea different modes of expres
sion. What I really mean by that, is that the idea comes in what you might call a 
hard and a soft form. In order to leave as little doubt about what it is that I am 
talking about I will take a hymn which gives expression to the central idea in its 
harder form. 

Holy, and true, and righteous Lord, 
I wait to prove Thy perfect will; 

Be mindful of Thy gracious word, 
And stamp me with Thy Spirit's seal. 

Confound, o'erpower me by Thy grace, 
I would be by myself abhorred; 

All might, all majesty, all praise, 
All glory, be to Christ my Lord. 

Now let me gain perfection's height, 
Now let me into nothing fall, 

Be less than nothing in Thy sight, 
And feel that Christ is all in all. 1 

For the purposes of this paper the hymn is paradigmatic because, firstly it 
begins with reference to the other, i.e. the glory of God, which is the necessary 
logical (though not necessarily chronological) starting point. Here the primacy 
of the other is acknowledged in structural form. The other is the beginning as 
well as the end of the journey. Like so many of Charles Wesley's hymns, this one 
begins with the glory of God and ends with the sufficiency of Christ. 

It is the last verse of this hymn which offers the clearest statement of Charles 
Wesley's view of the self which I am exploring in this article. Like all true poetry, 
it is hard to find worlds to expand, or amplify or clarify its meaning. Here the 
paradox of the idea is to the fore. The strange togetherness of gain and loss, per
fection and nothingness. It used to be fashionable to talk about Barthian and 
neoorthodox theology as the theology of paradox. Well here it is. Though if and 
when we have time to explore this thought, the reference will be not so much to 
Karl Barth as to Anders Nygren and his work Agape and Eros. 2 

Thirdly, whilst it is the last verse that is the important one just now, still I can
not resist drawing attention to the second verse and to the line "Confound, o'er

1The Methodist Hymn Book (London: Methodist Conference Office, 1933). It is significant that 
this hymn was not included in this form in Hymns and Psalms (London: The Methodist Publishing 
House, 1983 ). UK Methodists familiar only with the 1983 hymn book will recognize the verse "Now 
let me gain perfection's" height" as the last verse of 726 "God of all power, and truth and grace" 
where Wesley's apophatic theology assumes a much softer form. 

2A. Nygren, Agape and Eros. English translation by A.G. Hebert (London, 1932, republished in 
London: SPCK, 1953). The original title was Den kristna kiirlekstanken (Stockholm, 1930). 
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power me by Thy grace." If we have here a spiritual theology which begins with 
the glory of God and ends with the sufficiency of Christ, there is, somewhere on 
the journey, an account to be given of the detailed dynamics of the loss of self. 
It is hard to overstate the importance of the hymn "Wrestling Jacob"3 to this 
Wesleyan spiritual tradition. And to be fair I think it is the case that those who 
have attempted to consciously reflect on the tradition have recognized the impor
tance of "Wrestling Jacob" in this respect. Leaving Charles Wesley to one side, 
the binding of Isaac, and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the kenosis of Philippians 
2 are an about this same matter, an about the dynamics of a necessary Joss of 
self.4 

A fourth reason for considering this hymn to be paradigmatic (for this author 
at least) is because it gives unfashionable expression to the unfashionable idea 
that it contains. The hymn illustrates the harder more ascetic expression of 
Charles's view of the self. The second line of the second verse, "I would be by 
myself abhorred ..." states the case in its least fashionable and possibly least 
attractive form. This line and its counterparts elsewhere in the corpus, lead to a 
consideration of the sixth of the points I made as suggestions for exploration. 
Charles Wesley's view of the self is seriously at odds with the modern view of the 
integrated self. The modern view being rather that the self is to be cherished and 
affirmed that it may better give itself to the other in the dialectic of love. Clearly 
here is a central point to debate. Whether or not Charles was right or wrong on 
this central point (and which ever way you look at it the issue is critical) his view 
of the self is sufficiently out of fashion to go a long way in accounting for the 
demise of his hymns in the Methodist Church of Great Britain over the last quar
ter of a cent~ry. 

Be that as it may,. it is important to note that my argument about Charles 
Wesley's view of the self is not dependant on any view that he may have had 
about the quality (the goodness or badness) of his own or anyone else's charac
ter. When speaking of these things Charles needs to use the future conditional 
tense "/would be by myself abhorred ...." He is not saying that because he dis
likes himself so he would rather be rid of himself and in the presence of the other. 
On the contrary, the sequence is the other way round. Only in the light of having 
first been captivated by the other so does the desire to loose the self arise. 
Biographers of Charles Wesley will be able to shed light on the relationship 
between the spiritual theology being articulated in the hymnody and the consti
tution and well being of his character and personality at any given point. Here, 
however, I wish to argue that Charles's negative view of the self has little, or 
maybe even nothing, to do with any prior evaluation he may or may not have 
made of the human condition in general or in particular. There is no logical or 

3"Come, 0 thou Traveller unknown," in Hymns and Psalms, 434. 

4Genesis 22:1-19, John 18 and 19, Phil. 2:5-10. 
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theological reason why an apophatic spirituality should depend on morbid, patho
logical or pessimistic views of the character of the existing self. 

This point gives me opportunity to illustrate the softer forms of expression of 
Charles's kenotic spirituality and to turn from the abhorrence of self to something 
seemingly quite opposite in the so called "birthday hymn."5 A jolly hymn if ever 
there was, and at first Charles Wesley seems quite pleased with himself: 

Away with our fears! 
The glad morning appears 

When an heir of salvation was born! 

However, even here the leading idea of this particular hymn is probably that of 
dedication and commitment which is not very far from the leading idea I am 
exploring in this article. The familiar theme is that of a life consecrated and ded
icated to the point of loss of self. And here it is right at the start in the second 
half of the first verse. 

From Jehovah I came, 
For his glory I am, 

And to him I with singing return. 

But there is more on which we can draw to illustrate the theme even in this soft 
and jolly hymn. Verse four articulates a very Wesleyan reference to the eschato
logical joys of fellowship. 

What a mercy is this, 
What a heaven of bliss, 

How unspeakably happy am I; 
Gathered into the fold, 
With thy people enrolled, 

With thy people to live and to die. 

It turns out that Charles's view of the joy and zenith of Christian fellowship is 
that we can die together. Unsympathetic commentators reading these lines might 
be tempted to make reference to the tragic phenomenon of mass cultic suicide. 
Happily Methodism seems a long way from all that. The version of the birthday 
hymn as it appears in Hymns and Psalms (1983) ends with the verse, 

My remnant of days 
I spend in his praise, 

Who died the whole world to redeem: 
Be they many or few, 
My days are his due, 

And they all are devoted to him. 

5Hymns and Psalms (London: Methodist Publishing House, 1983), 664. 
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An interesting theological sidelight which connects this aspect of the theology 
of Charles to that of his brother John, can be picked up from Theodore Runyon's 
book John Wesley sTheology for Today. 6 Near the beginning of his book Runyon 
makes the point that what John understood by the imago Dei was not so much 
that there is a bit of God as it were genetically grafted into human beings (which 
would give us the potential for becoming what we could not otherwise have 
been-a kind of divine genetic modification) rather that human being (the self if 
you like) is like a mirror which has the capacity to reflect the image of God. 
make reference to this because in both cases the issue does not have to do with 
the goodness, badness, sinfulness or sanctity of the self, rather it has to do with 
the primacy and the sufficiency of the other which in the view of both John and 
Charles is in danger of being obscured by considerations of self consciousness. 
The spiritual dynamic that lies around Charles Wesley's view of the self has lit
tle if anything to do with morality and almost everything to do with love. 

It could be argued that the positive presentation of Charles's view of the 
dynamics of self as an aspect of the modern liberal romantic view of love has 
obscured the radicalism of his sacrificial, ascetic, apophatic spiritual theology. 
Since the early 1980s British Methodists have only known the paradigmatic verse, 

Now let me gain perfection's height, 
Now let me into nothing fall, 

Be less than nothing in thy sight, 
And feel that Christ is all in all 

as the last verse of the hymn God ofall power and grace and truth. 7 In this hymn 
it is possible to get well on into verse five before having any strong indication of 
real self sacrifice. A modern liberal reading of Wesley's hymns can obscure the 
crisis of kenosis by interpreting it through the lens of a romantic view of love or 
as being no more than a particularly full expression of Christian commitment and 
dedication. 

This latter tendency is illustrated by another hymn which has survived in the 
affections of modem Methodists, maybe because it has been read and sung 
through the same interpretative lens, "Behold the servant of the Lord."8 It is a 
beautifully constructed hymn, every line and thought of which is about the aban
donment of self. The last line is typical, "And to thy glory live and die." 
Sometimes it seems that all Wesley's hymns end with reference to love or death. 
And that is precisely the point. His view of the self is such that love is fully dis
covered only in death, the one cannot really be considered without the other. 

6See also Theodore Runyon, The New Creation: John Wesley stheology today (Nashville: Abing
don Press, 1998), 13. 

7Hymns and Psalms, 374. 
8Hymns and Psalms, 787. 
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It would be tempting to carry on with an exposition of the hymns but for the 
purposes of this paper I think that I have by now given sufficient indication of the 
subject of my inquiry. Now I would like to spend some time on the matter of how 
this topic has been dealt with in the conscious and critical reflections of 
Methodists and their theologians. 

One reason for wanting to introduce some thoughts about the literature and 
secondary material is that there may be some who will respond to my thesis with 
the thought that they never had any doubt that this notion of self sacrifice was at 
the heart of Methodist and Wesleyan theology. I am sure it is the case that there 
are thousands, if not millions, of Methodists who never doubted but that this sac
rificial view of the self was at the heart of their Christian faith, a faith which they 
would readily confess to having been taught through the hymns of Charles 
Wesley. 

But what puzzles me is why this leading idea of the Wesleyan spiritual life is 
so absent from the secondary literature. Indeed, it is this apparent absence which 
has motivated my inquiry into Charles Wesley's view of the self. So striking is 
this absence I fear I must have missed some important text and I look forward to 
guidance and correction. But here is what I found (or more to the point did not 
find) when I trawled through the books on my shelves looking for references to 
Charles Wesley's radical, keno tic, apophatic, ascetic, sacrificial view of the self, 
a striking view of the self which it seemed to me presents itself from the lines of 
the vast majority of his hymns, hymns which have filled Methodist hymn books 
and have formed the Methodist tradition. 

I present the results of this rather random and cursory survey chronologically. 
In the index of Henry Bett's The Hymns ofMethodism, 1913,9 there is no ref

erence to self or sacrifice. His very useful chapter entitled, The Hymns and the 
Fathers: The Liturgies and the Mystics points to some of Charles' mystical and 
other sources but I could fin.d no reference to the substantive dynamic to which I 
am now drawing your attention. Chapter 5, "Mystic and Seeker after God," in 
Luke Wiseman 's Charles Wesley (1932), w sounds promising. Here is material on 
perfection, the dark night of the soul, imago Dei, the beauty of nature and some
thing on love, but nothing about Charles Wesley's view of the self. In 1934, 
Newton Flew published his work on The Idea of Perfection in Christian 
Theology 11 sometimes cited as itself a classic of twentieth-century spiritual theol
ogy, written by one of the most competent English Methodist theologians of the 
twentieth century. Again neither "self' nor "sacrifice" appear in the index. 
Chapter 14 on "Methodism" is a critical presentation of John Wesley's Plain 
Account of Christian Perfection. Whether or not it is an accurate treatment of 

9Henry Bett, The Hymns of Methodism (London: Epworth, 1913). 
10F. Luke Wiseman, Clzarles Wesley (London: Epworth, 1932). 
11R. N. Flew, The Idea ofPerfection in Christian Theology (New York: Humanities Press, 1968), 

originally published in 1934. 
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John Wesley's views on perfection is not relevant for the argument in this paper. 
But I do note that it does not appear to have any reference to the mystical, ascetic, 
via negativa towards perfection that I discover in the verse of Charles, classically 
represented in the couplet 

Now let me gain perfection's height 

Now let me into nothing fall. 


An important text in the bibliography of Methodist spiritual theology is J. 
Ernest Rattenbury's The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles Wesley's Hymns, pub
lished in I941. 12 Again it is possible that I have missed important material within 
it. The headings are all there; "Charles Wesley's Quest for Love," "Charles' 
Doctrine of Suffering, Love and Death," but under none of these heads does 
Rattenbury present the importance, the systematic importance of self sacrifice in 
Charles Wesley's hymnody. A year later Bernard L. Manning wrote The Hymns 
of Wesley and Watts. n Manning was not a Methodist but can be forgiven for that 
since he held Charles's hymns in the highest regard. He wrote, 

Nothing is more untrue than to represent the heart of Wesley's religion as personal 
experience or even personal feeling. The heart of Wesley's religion is sound doc
trine.14 

This is all very well but there is nothing here on self sacrifice which, if I am right, 
is the leading idea in the hymns of Charles Wesley. 

Perhaps then the very idea of self, or at least our preoccupation with it, is a 
modern, post-war thing. In 1989 Tyson wrote 500 pages on CharlesWesley. 15 

Here at last is an index entry "Self renunciation a path to Christian perfection" 
but it leads to only one reference and that only to half a page of the introduction. 
What is written there is indeed to the point but the position and scale of the ref
erence is in my view incommensurate with its importance in the work of Charles 
Wesley. The seminal collection of essays which issued from the Charles Wesley 
Publication Colloquium which met in Princeton in 1989, entitled Charles Wesley 
Poet and Theologian, 16 does not have an essay on Charles's spirituality or his 
spiritual theology and again like the rest of the literature I could not find signifi
cant reference to his view of the self. 

In 1997 J. Richard Watson published The English Hymn.'1 Elsewhere I have 
described this book as an elegant and splendid work. From my amateur perspec
tive it seems to me that chapter I0, "Charles Wesley and His Art," is unlikely to 

12J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Evangelical Doctrines ofCharles Wesley'.~ Hymns (London: Epworth, 
1941). 

13Bernard L. Manning, The Hymns of Wesley and Watts (London: Epworth, 1942). 
14Manning, 75. 
15John R. Tyson, Charles Wesley on Sanctification (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1986). 
16S T Kimbrough, Jr., editor, Charles Wesley: Poet and Theologian (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1992). 
17J. Richard Watson, The English Hymn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). 

http:CharlesWesley.15
http:trine.14


80 Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society 1999-2000 

be quickly superseded as an appreciation of Charles's hymns in their literary con
text, but I did not find any references that bore directly on this theme of mine. 
The next book off the shelf could not have been more different. Methodism and 
the Future (1999) 18 by Craske and Marsh is a book by young British Methodists 
about Methodism and the future. I looked for a chapter on Methodist spirituality 
and found the penultimate chapter by Craske subtitled Towards a Holy Church, 
which sounded promising, but the section headings were (1) Connexionalism, (2) 
Diversity, (3) Mission, (4) A vision of holiness and the possibility of change. It 
said nothing much about sacrifice or indeed about how Charles Wesley had come 
to that. 

Lastly and most recently published I looked at Gordon Wakefield's Methodist 
Spirituality published in 1999 as part of the Exploring Methodism series. 19 As a 
former editor of the SCM Dictionary ofChristian Spirituality, Gordon Wakefield 
was well qualified to write on Methodist spirituality.20 It contains a mass of fas
cinating bits and pieces, many of which will inform the work of scholars going 
on to research aspects of Methodist history and Catholic spirituality. Inevitably 
there is material here that is pertinent to my theme. But again the book seemed 
to miss completely what I still want to call the central theme or dynamic of 
Methodist spirituality as it is represented in the kenotic spiritual theology of 
Charles's hymns. 

The literature search having been conducted with so little result I had to enter
tain the possibility that I had simply got it wrong. Perhaps I was misreading the 
hymns. So I went back to Hymns and Psalms (1983), the current British 
Methodist hymn book. Bearing in mind that Hymns and Psalms was compiled in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s when the idea of self sacrifice was not at the fore
front of cultural orthodoxy, I was impressed to discover that 56 of the 156 Charles 
Wesley hymns in Hymns and Psalms had a significant bearing on this view of the 
self with which I was concerned. Bear in mind also that hymn books old and new 
are arranged in sections some of which do not lend themselves to any reflection 
on self or nonself at all. 

Then I turned to one of the most valuable tools that was employed by the 
working Methodist ministers and scholars of mid-twentieth-century Methodism, 
namely The Subject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book. 21 

And there in the thematic index under Self I found the following sub themes: 
Self-abasement, Self-dedication, Self-consecration, Self-sacrifice, Self-denial, 
Self-despair, Self-righteousness renounced, Self-security, and Self-surrender, an 
extraordinary list. These were the index entries that I had expected to find in my 

18J. Craske and C. Marsh, eds., Methodism and the Future (Cassell, 1999). 
19Gordon S. Wakefield, Methodist Spirituality (Peterborough: Epworth, 1999). 
20Gordon S. Wakefield, ed., A Dictionary ofChristian Spirituality (London: SCM, 1983). 
21 Subject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book (London: Methodist Publish

ing House, 1934). 

http:spirituality.20
http:spirituality.20
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previous literature search but discovered only their remarkable absence. The 
author of The Subject, Textual and Lineal Indexes to the Methodist Hymn Book 
certainly seemed to share in my apprehension of this significant theme of 
Methodist spirituality contained within its hymnody. For what it is worth, the 
numbers of the hymns listed are these (though bear in mind these are the total 
numbers from the whole of The Methodist Hymn Book and not just the hymns of 
Charles Wesley): Self-abasement 47, Self-dedication, consecration and sacrifice 
41, Self-denial 13, Self-despair 44, Self-righteousness renounced 4, Self-security 
4, Self-surrender 73. 

It seems to me remarkable that this dominant strand of apophatic Methodist 
spirituality should have been so neglected and under-represented in the bibliog
raphy and secondary literature of Methodism which after all is (if you will for
give the pun) Methodism's view of itself. It seems that Methodism has been so 
forgetful if itself that it has forgotten that its major contribution to the spirituality 
of a nation may well have been the presentation of the idea that the self is best 
lost in relation to the other. It is worth considering how many hundreds of thou
sands of English Methodists must have sung the apophatic hymns of Charles 
Wesley and considering what effect that must have had on the English view of the 
self in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It would of course require an 
extended and relatively sophisticated historical analysis to demonstrate the wider 
cultural influence of this idea and that is well beyond the scope of this paper. 

At the outset I suggested that there were some applications of Charles 
Wesley's view of the self which might be usefully considered as part of the exam
ination and explication of the argument I have attempted to develop. The first of 
these applications concerns a possible relationship between Charles Wesley's 
kenotic anthropology and the place of the Covenant Service in developed 
Methodism. 

It is commonly observed that the main contribution that Methodism has made 
to the worship of the western Church has been through the revival of hymnody, 
after which it is sometimes said that the other much smaller but still significant 
contribution to Western liturgical development is the Covenant Service. That 
may or may not be the case but it is true that Methodists have taken the Covenant 
Service very seriously and have felt that they were being most Christian and most 
themselves when they were sharing in the Covenant prayer. It seems to me sig
nificant that the leading idea of that Covenant prayer is self-kenosis and apophatic 
renunciation, indeed Charles Wesley's view of the self. This is the 1975 version 
of the Covenant prayer: 

The Minister prays: 
We are no longer are own but yours. 
And the people then pray 

I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, rank me with whom 
you will; put me to doing, put me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid 
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aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me be 
empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly 
yield all things to your pleasure and disposal. 22 

I cite this in support of my thesis that this view of the self is one of the lead
ing ideas (I really mean the leading idea) of Methodist spirituality. And also to 
suggest that the reason whey generations of Methodists have felt "at home" with 
this Covenant prayer is that they had been tutored in its view of the self by the 
hymns of Charles Wesley. 

Secondly, I suggested at the outset that Charles Wesley's view the self has 
influenced not just how individual Methodist regard themselves and their souls, 
but has had an influence on the character of Methodist ecclesiology. It seems to 
me not unreasonable to suggest that Wesley's view of the self has had a signifi
cant and direct influence on the self identity and consciousness of the Methodist 
Church. Whilst I am not in a position to comment on the situation in North 
America and elsewhere, I would suggest that Charles Wesley's view of the self 
has had and still has seriously complicating implications for Methodist ecclesiol
ogy in Britain. What is the first thing that Methodists say about the Methodist 
Church? It is that Methodists do not claim to have any identity which is sub
stantially different from the whole Catholic and Apostolic Church.23 What 
Charles Wesley taught Methodists to do with themselves in relation to God they 
have applied to their church in relation to the whole people of God. I think the 
ecclesiological implications of Charles Wesley's view of the self are somewhat 
problematical. 

More positively I think that it could be argued that it is this same dynamic that 
has motivated, enabled, and sustained Methodist involvement in the ecumenical 
movement. The preparedness of British Methodists to enter into unity schemes 
with other churches, particularly the Church of England, can to some extent be 
explained by the thought that this giving up of the self has a deep resonance with 
its tradition of spiritual theology. David Butler's book on the history of the ecu
menical movement in this country is called Dying to Be One. 24 That is a very 
Methodist title and a very Methodist thought. 

All of which is well and good for the ecumenical economy. It did however 
Jead to significant problems for Methodists in the 1970s and 1980s when the unity 
schemes to which they had been committed and for which they had worked for 
more than a decade collapsed. When that happened there was almost nobody 
around who had given any th~ught to the self identity of Methodism.25 Indeed at 
the zenith of ecumenical movement in the 1960s it would have been almost 

22Methodist Service Book (Methodist Publishing House, 1975). 

23For example see Rupert E. Davies, Methodism (London: Penguin, 1963). 

240. Butler, Dying to Be One (London: SCM, 1996). 
25Though this was a view expressed at the time in J. J. Vincent, OK. Let's Be Methodists (London: 

Epworth, 1984). 
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unthinkable and unseemly to give consideration to matters of a distinctive 
Methodist identity. To do so would have been like a bridegroom thinking about 
a bachelor life just prior to the wedding. I will not pursue this though save to 
remind you of my contention that there may well be a connection between the 
weakness of Methodist ecclesiological self identity and Charles Wesley's view of 
the self. 

By way of conclusion I am conscious of the fact that I haven't really offered 
any explanation for the central historiographical or critical problem that I have 
raised in this paper. Why is it that Methodists and Methodist scholars, historians 
and theologians, have not commented on the significance or even observed the 
importance of Charles Wesley's view of the self? My purpose in this paper has 
been to pose the question more than to define the answer. But one suggestion 
may be is that it is a matter of critical distance. The idea that the self is best lost 
in the other is so utterly central and all pervasive in the culture and discipline of 
the Methodist life that most Methodists have failed to recognize it. It is said that 
the one thing fish know very little about is water. I suspect that something anal
ogous may be the case for Methodists. I also think that it is only now that the rise 
of liberal secularism and the institutional demise of the Methodist Church in this 
country have advanced to such a point that the particularity of Methodist spiritual 
theology can be seen and appreciated for what it is. Fifty years ago many more 
people would have just assumed this negative, apophatic, and kenotic view of the 
self to be the normative position for Christians. Today it is an idea which is 
regarded as difficult, contentious, and possibly dangerous, certainly distinctive. 

It is also the case that there is contained within the idea itself a discourage
ment to think too long or hard about the virtue of self sacrifice. Therein lies the 
central paradox which as it happens Charles Wesley was particularly good at han
dling and which is perhaps best treated in the form of verse and poetry. Perhaps 
then it was no accident that the father and framer of Methodist spiritual identity 
was a poet. 

Not all Methodists will agree with my interpretation of Charles Wesley and his 
view of the self. Some who accept the accuracy of my account of Charles 
Wesley's spiritual theology would nevertheless wish to dissociate themselves 
from it. They are certainly right to consider the matter carefully. It is a matter of 
more than theoretical or poetic interest whether or not we accept his radical view 
of the self in its kenotic and self-sacrificing relation to the other. If the deep 
dynamics of creativity and love are hinged on a reflexive and seemingly para
doxical act of self sacrifice that is something which (as it happens) will be proved 
or disproved only in the most fearsome of all experiments. If, on the other hand, 
the dynamics of creativity and love are built on the celebration of the self in all 
its heroic individuality and particularity that it may enjoy itself and be enjoyed by 
an other, then that is a different matter. We need to know that we need to have a 
view of the self, be it the one held by Charles Wesley or not. 
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By way of a conclusion, let me end in the way that thousands of Methodist 
acts of worship must have ended with another typical expression of Charles 
Wesley's view of the self. 

Let him to whom we now belong 

His sovereign right assert, 


And take up every thankful song 

And every loving heart. 

He justly claims us for his own, 
Who bought us with a price; 

The Christian lives to Christ alone, 
To Christ alone he dies. 

Jesus, thine own at last receive, 
Fulfil our hearts' desire, 

And let us to thy glory live, 
And in thy cause expire. 

Our souls and bodies we resign; 
With joy we render thee 

Our all, no longer ours, but thine 
To all etemity.26 

26Hymns and Psalms, 698. / 
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