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Methodism in public life?
I RECENTLY gave a talk on
the question of “What’s so
Methodist about faith in pub-
lic life?” The question itself
assumes that there is some-
thing Methodist about faith
in public life, or that Metho -
dists have something to say
about the role of faith in pub-
lic life, perhaps in a unique
way; I’m sure that most Met -
hodists would see this as ob-
vious.

Nevertheless, one way of
looking at this question wou -
ld be to dismiss it as anachro-
nistic. In the time of John and
Charles Wesley there was no
such thing as “public life”, the
phrase was unknown, with
our sense of a public sphere
or public life only developing
after the time of early Meth -
odism. Even in more modern
texts devoted to Methodist
social theology and ethics,
the Wesley brothers, or even
a uniquely Methodist contr-
ibution, may not appear. Yet
there do appear to be some
distinctive Methodist appro -
aches to public life.

One distinctive mark of
the Methodist in public life is
the way in which Methodists
learn how to act and behave
in public. Methodists are in-
culturated into public life by
example and practices which
Methodists hold dear. For ex-
ample, local preachers learn
public speaking skills that
have served many when en-
tering elected public office.
There is also a bottom-up de-
velopment of concerned cit-
izens in Methodism that the
public benefits from, but is
hardly known or valued.

Methodists are also enco -
uraged to be good people.
The Methodist, according to
John Wesley, does positive
good to their neighbours. In
describing “The Character of
a Methodist”, he wrote: “He

does good unto all men; unto
neighbours and strangers,
friends and enemies. And
that in every possible kind;
not only to their bodies by
feeding the hungry, clothing
the naked, visiting those that
are sick or in prison.” This re-
mains an important mark of
the Methodist – what benefits
the poor became the crite-
rion for historical action in
both private and public life.

Results

For this reason, Methodis-
ts can look back at the resu-
lts of their public witness.
Methodists have been impo-
rtant advocates of benefice -
nce, education and health
care, building many charit-
ies, schools and hospitals.
Methodists have taken up
many causes for the impro -
vement of society and reli-
ef of suffering. For instance,
John Wesley was opposed
to slavery, Methodist suffra-
gettes helped win women the
vote, many Methodists oppo -
sed wars and Action for Chil-
dren was begun by a Meth -
odist presbyter.

The aim of Methodists in
public life is not merely doing
good, but seeking sanctific-
ation, not only for individu-
al souls, but for society as a
whole. How did John Wesley
think societal change would
come about? In his sermon
on “The General Spread of
the Gospel”, he imagined the
realisation of the text Isaiah
11. 9: “The earth shall be full
of the knowledge of the Lord,
as the waters covers the sea.”

A Christian nation or city
would come about through
the grace of God in the co-
nversion of the individual,
then the household, then the
city, then the nation and fi-
nally the world. In this way
all will eventually be con-
verted to Christianity and will
live a communistic life of ha-
rmony and peace, putting
an end to poverty, hunger,
climate change and violen-
ce. This Wesleyan bottom-up
approach to social reform
that begins action in public
life with the actions of indi-
viduals, which flow outward
and upward. Politicians and
the rich may be the last to
catch on.

So, it does seem that We-
sley’s theology does point
us in some directions. The
Methodist emphasis on the
grace of God is one. A pote-
ntial outcome of this social
grace is found in meeting
needs of neighbours’ merci-
fully without calculation of
whether they deserve our
help. Having received grace
as sinners, we continue to re-
ceive grace as we strive to
be better Christians. That is,
Methodists, it seems to me,
are not content with a doc-
trine of total depravity, know-
ing that they cannot do good,
but rather sense that being
saved means that we can str -
ive to do good and even when
we get it wrong we can try,
and try again.

However, before entering
too deeply into John Wesley’s
original teachings, it is worth
noting that Methodists have
an ambivalent relationship to
Wesley’s social teachings. In
large part his social teachings
are more of a historical cu-
riosity than a focal point for
our social witness today. For
example, Wesley was noto-
riously against democracy.
This has not, to my knowle -
dge, influenced Methodis-
ts not to vote in elections or
engage in campaigns again-
st democracy. On the other
hand, the issue of gambling,
which Wesley himself con-
demned in his sermons for
adversely affecting the poor,
remains a Methodist con-
cern.

Society has changed dra-
matically since Wesley’s time,
driving the apparent need for
an updated approach to pu-
blic life. This is because soci-
ety has become more tech-
nological, following the in-
dustrial revolution and the

World Wars of the 20th cen-
tury which dramatically in-
creased the scope of govern-
ment involvement in policy
and the lives of individuals
and households. The state
apparatus became a tool for
great good, but also great
harm, which Churches real -
ised needed to be watched
and possibly directed, as far
as possible, to the common
good and social justice. Me -
thodists followed this direc-
tion, but without necessarily
developing a sociology to ac-
company their focus on good
works and outrage at social
injustice.

Identify

Some would lament here
John Wesley’s lack of under-
standing of structural sin,
which must take us beyond
individual responses to pub-
lic issues. For instance, Wes-
ley’s notes on Bible verses
about principalities and pow-
ers tend to either spiritualise
these powers, or to identify
them directly with the King,
as a benign or beneficial in-
fluence on public life. This is
a far cry from more recent
readings which sees the pow-
ers’ influence in ideologies,
mammon and other powers
that influence our common

life together. This is a weak-
ness in Wesleyan political
theology, which could not ap-
preciate that political power
could be abused and tyranni-
cal.

The tension exists, then,
between traditional indivi-
dualistic and more modern
structural responses to social
deprivation. This can be seen
in the modern Methodist,
who is suspicious of charity
and in favour of justice. Me -
thodists have been brilliant at
tackling needs around them.
Whether it’s soup for a neigh-
bour or a coin for the beggar,
Methodists have often favo -
ured direct action and a prac-
tical approach to public is-
sues that is suspicious of slow
moving government action.
There is now, however, a su-
spicion of charity, which is
parochial, hierarchical and is
seen as disempowering the
poor and creating depend-
ency. This is despite the ex-
hortation of both Jesus and
John Wesley to give to the
poor liberally, for as a means
of grace, giving mercifully im-
pacts positively both giver
and receiver.

Despite some shortcom-
ings in applying Wesley’s the-
ology to our public life today,
some of the touchstones for
focus from the Wesleys are

still relevant. When approac -
hing public issues, we might
ask: How does it affect the
poor? Does it offend God’s
word? Does it impinge on
hu man rights and liberty?
For example, with the issue
of climate change, I think the
answer to all three questions
are an unreserved “Yes”.

Just how Methodists re-
spond to climate and the ot -
her issues of our time can
have many answers. Method-
ism is a broad Church, hold-
ing still people of many dif-
ferent views, even opposing
views. Being a Methodist can
be consistent with a range of
positions in public life and on
questions of ethics. While
that might mean for some
that Methodists have nothing
unique to contribute to pub-
lic life in forms of content,
there is something of a tradi-
tion of Methodist approach-
es to and positions on imp-
ortant social issues. This tra-
dition cannot be locked in
stone, but develops and must
do so now, in our intercon-
nected world, by listening to
Methodists globally for guid-
ance on how global issues af-
fect the poor.
Dr Richard Davis is director of

Contextual Theology and director

of the Centre for Faith in Public

Life at Wesley House.

Wesley House
by Richard Davis

‘Society has changed dramatically since 

Wesley’s time, driving the apparent need for an

updated approach to public life. This is 

because society has become more technological,

following the industrial revolution and the World

Wars of the 20th century ...’



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


