                                                     A Wesleyan Understanding Of God’s Image In Humanity, 2003


Introduction

This paper will attempt to describe Wesley’s understanding of God’s image in humanity.  Wesley articulated the image of God in humanity in terms of three distinct, but somewhat integrated components: a natural image, a political image, and a moral image.  In the interest of space, emphasis will be given here to the political image of God, while not excluding the integrated relationship among the three components.  In particular, this paper will examine Wesley’s views on liberty and self-determination, and look at the extent to which Wesley’s views on liberty are able to transfer to the Methodist polity and ecclesiology concerns of late 18th Century America.  This paper will attempt to argue that while Wesley proposed that the natural image of God in humanity necessarily included liberty, or a freedom of choice, his understanding of liberty did not transfer to polity.  Specifically, Wesley did not seem to intend his views on human freedom of choice to transfer to the polity arena to support popular consent in the church.
   

This paper will draw mostly from Wesley’s sermons, The New Birth, General Deliverance, On Perfection, The Fall of Man, The End of Christ’s Coming, and The Good Steward; his essays Thoughts Upon Liberty and A Calm Address To Our American Colonies; and various letters.
  In addition, some of the argument here will be influenced by the work of Theodore Runyon in The New Creation
, and Theodore Weber in Politics in the Order of Salvation
.      

Background on Wesley’s Image of God

In The New Birth, Wesley introduces the idea of the image of God in the context of explaining why we must be born again.  Citing Genesis 1:26-27, he affirms the Trinitarian source of this image of God in humanity, 

the foundation of it lies near as deep as the creation of the world; in the scriptural 

account whereof we read, ‘And God’ the three-one God, ‘said, Let us make man in 

our own image, after our likeness.  So God created man in his own image, in the image 

of God created he him’.

Wesley described this image in three forms, the natural image, political image, and moral image.  The natural image is considered a picture of God’s own immortality.  In God’s natural image, humans are endowed with three characteristics: understanding, freedom, and will.  Understanding, or reason, is considered the attribute that separates humans from other creatures; the “capacity of apprehending whatever objects were brought before it, and of judging concerning them”
.  Theodore Runyon is quick to point out that Wesley acknowledges there are limits to the role of reason in religion, and that here Wesley is “concerned to preserve the functional (rather than mythological) contribution of reason”.
  

The natural image also includes will and freedom, together sometimes considered the notion of “free will”.  Wesley explains that the will exerts “itself in various affections and passions…with liberty, or freedom of choice; without which all the rest would have been in vain, and he would have been no more capable of serving his Creator that a piece of earth or marble…”.
  Here Wesley points to the interdependent nature among the three, and especially the influence freedom of choice has on the other two.  Liberty is the 

…power of choosing what was good, and refusing what was not so.  Without this, 

both the will and understanding would have been utterly useless.  Indeed, without 

liberty, man had been so far from being a free agent, that he could have been no 

agent at all.
                          

It appears Wesley considers liberty, or our capacity as free agents, as a necessary, if not sufficient part of the natural image, enabling the other parts, will and understanding, to be useful.  The gift of freedom gives to the conscience a special sensitivity, and to the will the power to choose good over evil.
   

The moral image of God in humanity is considered the righteousness and holiness of God.  In this regard, since God is love, “man at his creation was full of love…God is full of justice, mercy, and truth; so was man as he came from the hands of his Creator”.
  In contrast to the natural image, which Wesley views as a capacity, the moral image is described in terms of a relationship in which the creature (humans) receive continuously from the Creator.  Humanity exercises the moral image as we receive from the Source, through a form of “spiritual respiration” where God breathes into the soul, and the soul breaths back what it first receives from God.
                     

If the natural image is a capacity (to understand, choose, and will), and the moral image is a relationship (in which humans receive the moral attributes of God), the political image is a function.  The political image of God in humanity is considered the “governor of this lower world, having rule over the creatures of the whole earth”,
 so that humans were “God’s viceregent upon earth, the prince and governor of this lower world; and all the blessings of God flowed through him to the inferior creatures.
  Theodore Weber explains that Wesley’s political image of God “implies agency: humankind acts on behalf of God in the governing of the world.  It is vocational: the political work of governing is the mission of humankind and the fulfillment of being human.”
  Weber says further that the political image of God is corporate in that this task is given to the whole of humankind, not to a selected part.  Runyon suggests that when we speak of the political image of God we mean that God endowed humanity with faculties for leadership and management.
  There is also a sense that Wesley saw the political image of God in humanity in terms of stewardship, or the human function of caring for the inferior parts of creation.  In The Good Steward Wesley writes that God has entrusted us first with our soul, made in the image of God, together with  

all the powers and faculties thereof, understanding, imagination, memory; 

will, and a train of affections, either included in it, or closely dependent upon 

it…of all these, it is certain, we are only stewards.  God has entrusted us with 

these powers and faculties, not that we may employ them according to our own 

will, but according to the express orders which he has given us…
       

Wesley’s effort to understand God’s image in humanity, and our effort to understand Wesley, help us answer the question of why (to what end) we must be born again.  God’s image in humanity, at one time evident, has been lost (at least in part, depending on which image component).  But Wesley asks, “Can the Creator despise the work of his own hands?”  Does He not provide a “remedy for all these evils?”  Here we learn why we must be born again:  

And here is a remedy for all our disease, all the corruption of our nature.  For 

God hath also, through the intercession of his son, given us his Holy Spirit, to 

renew us both in “knowledge,” in his natural image; -- opening the eyes of our understanding, and enlightening us with all such knowledge as is requisite to our 

pleasing God; -- and also in his moral image, namely, “righteousness and true 

holiness.”  And supposing this is done, we know that “all things will work together 

for our good.”
                

Using the language of  “real religion”, Wesley elsewhere describes this restoration as not only to God’s favor, “but likewise to the image of God, implying not barely deliverance from sin, but the being filled with the fullness of God.”
  By sin the moral image of God is destroyed, and we can never recover it until we are created anew in Christ Jesus.
  For Wesley, recovering the image of God through new birth is the essential, the core of “real religion”.  Weber summarizes by suggesting that Wesley made the recovering of the whole (natural, moral, and political) image of God the focus of his evangelism and its supporting theology.  

There is a weakness noted by Weber, however, in Wesley’s articulation of the recovery of the whole image of God.  He suggests that Wesley placed most emphasis on recovery of the moral image (holiness), and some emphasis on recovery of the natural image (reason and liberty), but little emphasis on recovery of the political image.  This neglect of the political image “blocked the integration of his politics and his understanding of the way of salvation.”  This neglect of the political image “hindered the formation of a Wesleyan social ethic by focusing on an individualistic concept of Christian love largely incapable of dealing with questions of institution and power.”
  This strikes at the heart of the question for this paper.  Did Wesley understand the recovery of the image of God to include liberty expressed in a civil context, or liberty expressed in a church context?     

To summarize Wesley’s views overall and the comments of Runyon
 and Weber, at creation God made humans in the very image of God, and this image is seen in terms of a natural image, or capacity to do good; a political image, or an agency function for order; and a moral image, or the very holiness of God realized as our relationship with God is exercised.  We have seen further that with the onset of sin (original or otherwise), this image was tarnished, thereby needing to be recovered.  Runyon explains that as a result of our separation from God, our “reason, will, and freedom now serve distorted human ends…the ‘natural image’ of God in us, though not lost in the sense of being erased, is corrupted…Likewise ‘political image’, although we retain its capabilities, is also turned toward perverse ends.”
  But it is the moral image that suffered the greatest damage.  We recall that the moral image is dependent upon our relationship with the Creator.  Thus, with the broken relationship, the moral image no longer reflects the Creator.
  Weber extends this part of our analysis.  He explains that all three modes of imaging are affected by the Fall, but not in the same way.  The moral image is lost, because the fundamental relationship with the Creator is lost.  The moral image cannot be recovered by human effort.  The natural image is not lost entirely because it is linked to human nature.  The natural image is damaged, however, with respect to our capacity to know and love God.  The effect of the Fall on the political image is more difficult to articulate.  While humankind retained its position of authority over creation, despite our fallen nature, a form of dominion remained, albeit one based on coercion and violence.  No longer was the dominion one of stewardship, but exploitive, an abuse of power, characterized by hostility.  Because of the Fall, humankind was no longer a channel of communication between God and the creation, and the political image of God, though not lost, became dysfunctional.
                    

But there is hope in the new birth through Christ.  Runyon summarizes the hope that a new image is “reestablished by reconstituting the bond between the image and its source, when “God becomes once again Creator and Lifegiver, and humanity becomes once again true creature and genuine image of God.”
    

Understanding Liberty and Self Determination

In a sense, the previous discussion has simply helped to clarify and justify the more narrow scope of our primary question.  Rather than explore Wesley’s views on image of God generally, we will explore a recovered political image of God in humanity, and in particular how a recovered political image might be influenced by that other “part” of God’s image, human liberty.  As we have begun to see, these two components may be logically interrelated.  But the question remains as to whether Wesley saw them as logically interrelated.  Would Wesley view liberty as necessarily interrelated (causally?) to the political image of God?  And further, if so, did Wesley apply (or transfer) the integrated and restored natural and political images to his understanding of church political life, namely the notions of self-determination and popular consent
 for church decision making (including selecting superintendents), and other expressions of human liberty?            

In order to move toward Wesley’s understanding of political image, and in particular self-determination in church polity, we must first understand Wesley on human liberty, and then understand the relationship between human liberty and human rights.  The causal link between liberty and rights, if established, would enable us to explore the nature and scope of the “right” of self-determination, in general and in the context of the church.  If we successfully offered an argument establishing the relationship between human liberty and human rights, we could then establish the connection between the recovery of liberty as part of the natural image of God, and the recovery of the political image expressed in the recovery of the “right” of self-determination.  I am comfortable with Weber’s explanation here, however, that: 

[T]he moral issue for will in the natural image of God is not right, but responsibility.  The liberty that is an element of the natural image works through the political image of God following the lead of the moral image.  Its first order of business is obeying and loving God, not defining rights and claiming them.
      

Following Weber, then, we will look for a relationship between the natural image of God expressed as freedom of choice, and the political image of God expressed as the responsibility of self-determination.
  It would follow, then, that in new birth, our freedom of choice is recovered as an expression of our restored natural image, and our responsibility in self-determination is recovered as an expression of a restored political image.

What is liberty?

Beyond our initial conception of liberty as a “part” of the natural image of God, what is liberty?  Wesley responds to the question, “what is that liberty, properly so called, which every wise and good man desires?”

It is either religious or civil.  Religious liberty is a liberty to choose our own 

religion, to worship God according to our own conscience, according to the best 

light we have.  Every man living, as man, has a right to this, as he is a rational 

creature.  The Creator gave him this right when he endowed him with understanding.  And every man must judge for himself, because every man give an account of himself 

to God.  Consequently, this is an indefeasible right; it is inseparable from humanity.

Wesley insists there is not a need for more religious liberty, at least in England.
  

In the name of wonder, what religious liberty can you desire, or even conceive, 

which you have not already?…Have we not in England full liberty to choose any

religion, yea, or no religion at all?…Whoever therefore in England stretches his 

throat and bawls for more religious liberty, must be totally void of shame, and can 

have no excuse but want of understanding.

Later, Wesley explains that civil liberty is “a liberty to enjoy our lives and our fortunes in our own way; to use our property, whatever is legally our own, according to our own choice.”  And to the question of whether one needs more civil liberty, or needs to be concerned about losing what one has, Wesley reaches an interesting conclusion.  Note the tone of passivity and nonresistance, as well as the security located for Wesley in the King:  “If I study to be quiet and mind my own business, I am in no more danger of losing my liberty than my life…We enjoy at this day throughout these kingdoms such liberty, civil or religious, as no other kingdom or commonwealth in Europe…Let us be thankful for it to God and the King!”
      

It appears that Wesley has little patience with those of his day (at least in England) claiming a need for more liberty, either religious or civil.  From this, one could conclude that Wesley’s interest in liberty, or freedom of choice, is restricted to the soteriological freedom to respond to God’s grace or not; the freedom to do good or evil.  It would follow that Wesley’s notions of the natural image, in particular liberty, liberty lost, or liberty to be recovered through the new birth, may not at all apply to his social or political context.       

Toward a Wesleyan Understanding of Self-Determination in the Methodist Movement

We have attempted thus far to explore Wesley’s views on liberty, and consequentially the scope of his political views, with the hope of eventually determining Wesley’s political thought.  It would follow that Wesley’s political thought, if properly understood, would inform us regarding the basis for his preferred polity and if that polity made room for the responsibility of self-determination.  

Unfortunately, this effort is difficult now, and it was difficult even for Wesley’s contemporaries.  Some early effort was made, however, to form a Wesleyan political thought.  For example, in the few years following Wesley’s death, Methodist leaders in England developed a “Wesleyan political language” that was essentially a “language of passive obedience and nonresistance, of public order as the prime public value”.  This language paid tribute to a patriarchal monarch, established in authority over the people by God.  It “discouraged ordinary people from political involvement, and made political nonparticipation a virtue for Methodists”.  This reconstructed Wesleyan political language was, Weber summarizes, “antirepublican, antidemocratic, aggressively respectful of the established order, and therefore thoroughly conservative”.
  Runyon clarifies, if there is doubt, “Wesley was no friend of democracy.”
  Runyon correctly points out that in Wesley’s day there were no successful, democratic forms of government, and so Wesley had no experience observing an actual democracy in action.  Wesley’s negative reaction to the American experiment with political freedom was in part driven by his perception that the American struggle for freedom was tainted, since these same Americans did not seem to struggle much over owning slaves.  In addition, Wesley seemed to express a general fear of anarchy, disorder, and mob rule.
  This latter concern is evident in Wesley’s “Thoughts Upon Liberty.”  In this tract, before he attempts to define liberty, he raises multiple examples of misappropriated “liberty” that resulted in war, violence, and betrayal.  Wesley was sensitive about the misuse of liberty, and linked such abuse with a pride or arrogance toward God, who 

entrusts us with only an exceeding small share of knowledge, in our present 

state; lest our knowledge interfere with our with our humility, and we should 

again affect to be as gods.  It is to remove from us all temptation to pride, and 

all thought of independency (which is the very thing that men in general so 

earnestly covet under the name of liberty)...
                                                 

As an ordained priest in the Church of England, a political system subject to the rule of the monarchy, itself established by divine right as Wesley believed, it is easy to understand Wesley’s hesitation regarding emerging democratic initiatives, or any misplaced efforts toward liberty that might be construed as usurping the divinely established authority of the monarchy, and the Church through the monarchy.

Wesley and self-determination

There is some evidence that Wesley supported forms of self-determination.  While Wesley maintained strict control over the selection of class leaders, band leaders were elected by the members of the group.  Also, Wesley realized a kind of democratizing value at the heart of conferencing.  From the beginning, Wesley viewed the “conferring together” or “conferencing” as a means of opening up new insights and insights that could not be arrived at singly.

It is also evident, in contrast, that Wesley spoke openly against some expressions of self-determination, even with regard to members of the Methodist movement.  Late in his life (1790), Wesley wrote to a Mr. John Mason: 

As long as I live, the people shall have no share in choosing either Stewards or Leaders among the Methodists.  We have not, and never had, any such custom.  We are no republicans and never intend to be.  It would be better for those that are so minded to go quietly away.  I have been uniform in both doctrine and discipline for above these fifty years; and it is a little too late for me to turn into a new path now I am grey-headed.

Thus, while there seems to be some evidence that self-determination was encouraged in the structure of English Methodism, this existed within a rather rigid hierarchy of authority.  Further, at a philosophical level, it appears that to his death Wesley carried an aversion to some forms of self-determination.     

Groping for Conclusions

1. Wesley understood that the entire image of God in humanity (natural, moral, and political) enjoys recovery through new birth in Christ.

2. This recovered image of God includes human liberty, in the form of freedom of choice.  A recovered human liberty exists in dynamic relationship with the moral and political images of God.

3. Wesley understood the recovered human liberty to include essentially the soteriological freedom to accept or reject God’s grace, or to choose for or against good.

4. Wesley’s social and political context greatly limited Wesley’s capacity to apply the recovered human freedom to the current political context, including the current ecclesial polity.  Thus, the notion of popular consent, as he perceived it, was difficult for him to accept.

5. Wesley continued (as late as 1790) to resist the claim that humans, even real Christians, had a basic human right to self-determination.  

6. Wesley may have embraced the claim that self-determination is a responsibility with which we are endowed.

7. Wesley’s relative silence with regard to the American democratic experiment’s influence on Methodism in that country seems to indicate to a certain degree that Wesley may have accepted the differences in the political reality between monarchical England and democratic America.   

8. Although Wesley may have resigned himself to the American political situation (secular and ecclesial), there may be a need today to re-examine and perhaps re-define the Methodist “conferencing” process.  While American Methodism succeeded in gaining the “right” to popular consent for the conferencing process (from 1784 onward), the notion that such an expression of self-determination also carries a responsibility may need to be recovered.  This recovery may include a greater emphasis on consensus formation over and against majority rule for Methodist conference decision-making.
  

� Questions about the form and purpose of popular consent will not be analyzed until later in the paper, but for now will be assumed to mean simply that the voice and direction of the group are determined by the collection of individual voices in the group.  In other words, for now, my concern is the difference between group decision-making and autocratic decision-making.  This narrow view may present (or highlight?) a problem with regard to Wesley’s, and later American Methodism’s, approach to conferencing.  For example, did Wesley intend the process of conferencing to be one of collective discernment, or democratic-like group decision-making?   
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