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1. Introduction

Crises are not unique to our age, but rising individualism means less and less people have a
support network to help them navigate difficult times. The disadvantages of extreme
individualism in Western culture have been long observed, but in recent years, loneliness has
reached ‘epidemic’ proportions. In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General issued an advisory on ‘Our
Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation,’! following the lead of the World Health Organization’s
global concern in 2021.2 Gallup data collected from 142 countries indicated nearly one in four
people worldwide feel very or fairly lonely as of 2023. Notably, while there has been concern for
the elderly feeling isolated for many years, this data reflects young people being slightly more
affected than older adults.’ Even societies that historically have been collectivist are being
disrupted by the effects of rapid urbanization.* Projections estimate two-thirds of the world will
live in urban centers by 2050, an increase from just over half the world’s population today.’

Given these trends, does Wesleyan-Methodist public theology have a unique opportunity to offer
a connectional faith and glad tidings of corporate salvation in an age of a loneliness crisis? How
can an understanding of social holiness and sanctification in Christian community contribute to
the life of the world?

The early Methodist movement began in its own age of crisis. Politics (and state religions) were
being redefined by revolution, across the Western world. Technology and early stages of the
Industrial Revolution were beginning to transform rural and urban life. As people moved to the
cities for work, they lost connection with the parish church. Upper class churchmen were
unmotivated to incorporate the new urban poor into their communities — but Methodism
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proclaimed glad tidings of salvation in the fields and outside the mines, in town squares and
prisons. Reflecting on John Wesley’s ecclesiology and communal practices will provide insight
to the Church’s role in our own age of crisis.

Wesley’s approach centered on corporate practices, rather than articulating a theological
understanding of why Christian community is essential. David Field notes, ‘John Wesley’s
practice is a better expression of the community created by God than his theology which has
deeply individualistic aspects.’® While Wesley leaned towards individualism in many aspects of
his theology, he made several emphatic statements about the need for ‘social holiness’” and the
impossibilities of solitary religion.® He was clear about the universal need for redemption and
renewal: “Ye know that the great end of religion is, to renew our hearts in the image of God, to
repair that total loss of righteousness and true holiness which we sustained by the sin of our first
parent.” He expected Methodists to ‘watch over one another in love’ via the guidelines for
practicing accountability in the ‘General Rules’!? in the context of society, class, and band
meetings, as well as participate in the sacraments and corporate means of grace.!!

In 1994, Randy Maddox argued ‘what is desperately needed by contemporary American
Methodism is not a mere replication of Wesley’s model of the church, but an appropriation of the
practical-theological wisdom embodied in that model.”!? Over the past 30 years, there has been
movement to re-engage the vehicles of sanctification in early Methodist communities — classes
and bands.!? There is value in this approach, but much more can be done when Wesley’s
theology and practices are evaluated together, with insights from models that do not have the
same individualistic blind spots. Bringing Wesley into dialogue with contemporary scholar N.T.
Wright can help accomplish this goal.!*
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N.T. Wright has become well-known for his corporate approach in interpreting Paul, Jesus, and
the gospel. He utilizes a historical narrative approach, emphasizing God’s faithfulness to his
covenant with Israel as the essential context of both the Old and New Testaments. Wright
contends that ultimately, ‘covenant’ should be understood as ‘the single-plan-of-the-creator-
through-Abraham-and-Israel-for-the-world” which is ‘now-fulfilled-in-the-Messiah-Jesus.” !>
Thus salvation goes far beyond the redemption of individuals, instead anticipating ‘God’s
restorative justice for the whole creation.’!¢ Through the metanarrative perspective, Wright
emphasizes the role of the Church in corporate, not individual, ways, when speaking of how
humans are called to participate in God’s redemptive work. While Wright is well known for his
work on justification, he has also laid the groundwork for a similar understanding of
sanctification in community.!’

Ecclesiology and sanctification are key themes for this research. Wright’s ecclesiology shares a
foundation with Wesley’s. Although their ordinations are separated by almost 250 years, both are
Church of England priests whose doctrinal standards are based on the 39 Articles of Religion and
the Book of Common Prayer. Since Wesley’s day, the worldwide Anglican communion has
expanded significantly, also expanding the nature of Anglican ecclesiology in practice, but the
ecclesial elements have remained largely the same.!® The offices of bishop, priest, and deacon
form the foundation of the ecclesiastic structure, to ensure the right administration of Sacraments
and preaching of the Word of God, as directed in Article XIX."

There are also many similarities in their approaches to sanctification. While in some ways this is
unsurprising, given their common theological heritage, there are significant cultural, historical,
and hermeneutical differences between Wesley and Wright. Wesley prioritized corporate
practices, yet his theological writings are often individualistic. Wright leans in the opposite
direction, offering biblical and historical insights into the corporate nature of the Church and
how humans are created, and transformed in Christ, to bear the image of God together, as the
people of God. Wright’s corporate hermeneutic provides a helpful lens to evaluate Wesley’s
practices, leading to a theology of sanctification in Christian community. This paper will
consider the significance of Wesley’s ecclesiology, pneumatology, and Christology in building a
foundation for sanctification in Christian community, which is then experienced in social
holiness for the sake of the world.
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I1. Theological Foundations for Sanctification in Christian Community

A. Ecclesiology

John Wesley was not the first evangelist of the Evangelical Revival, but he developed methods,
such as the societies, classes, and bands, to keep converts connected and pursuing holiness. This
methodical approach to connected discipleship is a significant reason why Wesley is remembered
for founding a movement, while George Whitefield is remembered as a great orator. Wesley’s
primary motivation was to reform the existing Church of England, not create a new church.
Thus, Albert Outler suggests Wesley had no interest in developing a doctrine of the church for
the people called Methodists.?’ Wesley’s self-reflection on his ecclesiology is limited, but his
actions reveal his desire for the people under his care to access the communal, sacramental
means of grace, one way or another. He developed intricate systems of societies, classes, and
bands, to help those under his care go on to perfection, but he intentionally designed the early
Methodist gatherings to be ‘liturgically insufficient’ so the sacraments would be received within
the established Church of England.?! He instructed Methodists to attend their local parish to
receive communion ‘constantly’; personally, he made a habit of communing as often as
possible.?? These practices are all communal in nature; ecclesiology and Christian community are
essential to Wesley’s understanding of Christianity.

However, when the established Church was unable to sufficiently provide the sacraments to the
Methodist communities in America, Wesley took drastic action to ensure those communities
could receive the grace of God together. David Rainey argues that Wesley’s ecclesiology was
driven primarily by sacramental theology; any pragmatic concerns were secondary.?* Wesley was
deeply concerned that Methodists in America had no access to the sacraments. He remained
convinced that lay persons should not administer the Eucharist, and as the Bishop of London
would not ordain any Methodist lay preachers for America, Wesley felt not only justified, but
pastorally obligated to take action.?* Decades before in the 1740s, after reading Bishop Edward
Stillingfleet and Lord Peter King, he had determined that the church structure of the New
Testament and practice of the primitive church allowed for priests to have the same ordination
authority as bishops. Wesley wisely discerned that to exercise this right within England would
put him at odds with the established Church, and his reform movement did not require
ordinations outside of the Church of England’s process.?> However, once the American
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Methodists no longer had access to the Church of England following their independence, Wesley
appointed two previously ordained men as ‘general superintendents,’ intentionally avoiding the
word ‘bishop,” and two lay preachers as ‘elders,” avoiding the word ‘priest.’?® He sent them to
America, along with his rationale, an abridged Articles of Religion, and a revised liturgy:
In America there are no bishops, neither any parish Ministers. There is none, neither to
baptize, nor to administer the Lord’s supper. Here, therefore, my scruples are at an end;
and I conceive myself at full liberty, as I violate no order and invade no man’s right, by
appointing and sending labourers into the harvest.?’
Using the precedent of the New Testament terminology and the example of the primitive church,
Wesley provided sacramental nourishment for the American church, while insisting on his
loyalty to the Church of England. This was in conformity with his lifelong emphasis on
developing people who lived with ‘holiness of heart and life’ via the means of grace. His
ecclesiology prioritized the development of Christian community and providing the communal,
sacramental means of grace to those who could not currently access it over upholding
institutional regulations.

Ultimately, Wesley’s ecclesiology is shaped by his mission ‘to reform the nation, particularly the
Church; and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”?® Wesley’s vision was primarily directed
at his immediate context: the Church of England in the British Isles. However, as the world
changed, Wesley recognized and sought to meet the need for sacramental provision for those
pursuing holiness outside the bounds of the Church of England and British rule. His emphasis on
the communal means of grace offers insights into his ecclesiology and the priority he placed on
both sanctification and mission.

Like Wesley, N.T. Wright has not written systematically on ecclesiology, but reflections on the
nature and purpose of the church can be found throughout his corpus. In Simply Christian,
Wright offers a succinct definition, designed for an audience who might be exploring what
Christians believe for the first time. He writes: ‘The church is the single, multiethnic family
promised by the creator God to Abraham. It was brought into being through Israel’s Messiah,
Jesus; it was energized by God’s Spirit; and it was called to bring the transformative news of
God’s rescuing justice to the whole creation.’?® This popular level summary reflects his much
longer argument for Paul’s reworking of the Jewish theology of election, redefined around the
Messiah Jesus; it also includes themes of sanctification and mission.>°
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27 Wesley, John and Thomas Jackson, ed. The Works of John Wesley, 3" ed., vol. 13 (London: Wesleyan Methodist
Book Room, 1872, Logos Digital Edition), 251-252.

8 Wesley, Works (Jackson), 8:299, (Minutes of Several Conversations).

2 Wright, N.T. Simply Christian (New York: HarperCollins, 2006, Kindle Edition.) 234.

30 See chapter 10, PFG



Ecclesiology is connected to election redefined around Jesus, because election is at the heart of
the story of the Scriptures. Wright is quick to clarify that his use of the term election is not
associated with a modern idea of choice in voting systems, or with predestination, as popularized
by the Reformers.?! ‘The word ‘election’, as applied to Israel, usually carries a further
connotation: not simply the divine choice of this people, but more specifically the divine choice
of this people for a particular purpose.’>* Abraham’s family was chosen, not merely for their
own sake, but for the sake of the world, so that God could work through them as part of God’s
rescue mission to redeem what was broken at the Fall. Election is thus understood as the vehicle
through which God accomplishes salvation; ultimately, this is done through the election and
fulfilment of Jesus the Messiah on behalf of Israel, to do what fallen Israel could not do.* All
those in Christ take on the election of the Messiah, with all of its rights and responsibilities.

Thus, ecclesiology is not just a reflection of the beauty of the gospel; it is the visible
demonstration of the coming new creation in this present age. The Church is the body of Christ
for the life of the world. It is not just an analogy or illustration of what God is doing but ‘itself
part of the reality of the gospel’ as God reunites ‘the scattered fragments of humanity in the
Messiah.’3* The existence of the Church itself is designed to offer the watching world proof of
the new creation breaking into the present evil age. Wright argues that those who would consider
the ‘horizontal’ nature of ecclesiology as secondary to the ‘vertical’ nature of soteriology have
missed the significance of what it means for humanity to be in Christ as he reigns over all
things.?* In reflecting on Ephesians 2, Wright notes that the cross not only defeats sin and death,
but also reunites fractured humanity; Jew and Gentile form one body of Christ. While the defeat
of sin and death is certainly good news for individuals, there is a cosmic and corporate element
in redemption that is essential for the full ‘healing of creation.’3°

B. Pneumatology

The church exists through the action and indwelling of the Holy Spirit, but there are also
sociological components of human community and infrastructures that support the day-to-day
existence of local churches. Abraham notes this ‘tension between pneumatology and
ecclesiology, between the work of the Holy Spirit and the reality of the church.’3” Whereas
Roman Catholic theologians tend to emphasize the institutional qualities of the church, Wesley
prioritized pneumatology, as the Spirit gathers ‘a body of believers whose faith unites them to

31 Wright, PEG., 774.

32 Ibid., 775, italics original.

33 Ibid., 775.

34 Wright, Justification, 169. Italics original.

35 Ibid.

36 Ibid., 172.

37 Abraham, William J. Wesley for Armchair Theologians. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005,
digital edition.) 107.



Christ, who in turn unites them to every other believer.”*® Abraham argues that Wesley used the
means of grace as a bridge from a pneumatological community to the church as an institution.
Early Methodist practices and communities were designed to supplement a Christian’s life in the
Church of England, not replace it. Wesley insisted that they continue to receive the sacraments
solely through the established Church, so early Methodists experienced the power of the Spirit
through both informal communities and the institution. The Spirit not only animates the
community of the people of God, but also sustains the institution which nourishes the
community. The ongoing existence of the institutional church provides avenues for the
sacraments to be received by the people of God.*®

In perhaps his most succinct definition of the Church, Wesley wrote ‘That by the church is
meant, a body of living Christians, who are a habitation of God through the Spirit. "’ For his
sermon ‘On The Church,” Wesley chose the text Ephesians 4:1-6. He writes of the church
universal as comprised of saints — ‘the holy persons’ — not only in one location, such as Ephesus,
but throughout the world. He then notes the specific markers the Apostle Paul indicated in verse
4 which distinguish those within the body of Christ, beginning with “There is one Spirit” who
animates all these, all the living members of the church of God.’#! He bookends his comments on
the remaining qualities listed (‘one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father
of all’) by emphasizing these are available only to ‘all those that have received this Spirit’ and
who ‘have the Spirt of adoption, which “crieth in their hearts, Abba, Father”; which
“witnessesth” continually “with their spirits” that they are the children of God.”** Although he
championed a methodical approach to discipleship, he prioritized the work of the Spirit above
institutionalism in both his descriptions and practice of ecclesiology.

Wesley’s pneumatology was essential to his articulation of soteriology, sanctification, and

ecclesiology:
‘we are convinced that we are not sufficient of ourselves to help ourselves; that without
the Spirit of God we can do nothing but add sin to sin; that it is he alone ‘who worketh in
us’ by his almighty power, either ‘to will or do’ that which is good—it being as
impossible for us even to think a good thought without the supernatural assistance of his
Spirit as to create ourselves, or to renew our whole souls in righteousness and true
holiness.”*

Wesley understood the Spirit to be involved in every facet of salvation, from conviction of sin to

restoration of holiness. Maddox argues that he ‘placed the Spirit at the centre of his
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understanding of Christian life’ as ‘Wesley equated the Holy Spirit with God’s gracious
empowering Presence restored through Christ.’** Ultimately, the Spirit’s empowering presence
works to enable humans to participate in the life of God — to become holy as God is holy. This
happens through a ‘process of character formation that is made possible by a restored
participation of fallen humanity in the Divine life and power.’** This transformation is not
individualistic; it is empowered by the Spirit in the context of Christian community. For Wesley,
pneumatology is central because the Spirit empowers human transformation at every stage of the
soteriological journey. Wesleyan ecclesiology rests on pneumatology.

Wright would agree. Pneumatology and ecclesiology are closely related; the Church exists
through the indwelling of the Spirit. Wright hypothetically wonders if modern resistance to
ecclesiology in Paul is related to a weak pneumatology or residual Protestant fear of ‘high’
ecclesiology leading congregants astray. Wright suggests ‘a “low” ecclesiology, a mere
individualism with saved individuals getting together from time to time for mutual benefit’ might
‘be a denial of some of the key elements of Paul’s missionary theology’.*¢ Sanctification in
Christian community goes beyond individuals sharing space in a building once a week. The
communal nature of sanctification should lead to an intentionally missional ecclesiology,
empowered by the Spirit.

C. Christology

Wesley’s Christology has clear implications for ecclesiology and Christian community. Wesley

insisted it is not enough to only preach the salvific, atoning work of Christ; ‘we must proclaim

him in all his offices’:
To preach Christ as a workman that needeth not to be ashamed is to preach him not only
as our great ‘High Priest, taken from among men, and ordained for men, in things
pertaining to God’; as such, ‘reconciling us to God by his blood’, and ‘ever living to
make intercession for us’; but likewise as the Prophet of the Lord, ‘who of God is made
unto us wisdom’, who by his word and his Spirit ‘is with us always’, ‘guiding us into all
truth’; yea, and as remaining a King for ever; as giving laws to all whom he has bought
with his blood; as restoring those to the image of God whom he had first reinstated in his
favour; as reigning in all believing hearts until he has ‘subdued all things to himself’;
until he hath utterly cast out all sin, and ‘brought in everlasting righteousness.’*’

Each of these offices has ecclesiological implications. Christ’s priestly office is most closely

associated with his atoning and mediating work. As individuals believe in and receive Christ’s

atoning work, they are joined to Christ in the Spirit, becoming part of the body of Christ. Tom
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Greggs, in his first volume of Dogmatic Ecclesiology, notes several ways the Church is to be the
image of Christ, the body of Christ, for the sake of the world. One of these ways is participating
in the priesthood of Christ, which is uniquely needed now in the time between Christ’s ascension
and his return. Gregg notes the communal nature of this calling: ‘no one can be priest to
themselves, and no priest can be so without engaging in the work of mediation: the priest does
not exist for herself but for God and for the other for whom the priest mediates. In this way, the
priest is an expression of the heart turned outwards towards God and the other simultaneously.’*®
The people of God, in both the Old and New Testaments, are given the call to be a ‘kingdom of
priests’, a ‘royal priesthood.”* In his notes on Exodus 19, Wesley writes that the Israelites:
were priests unto God, so near were they fo him, so much employed in his immediate
service, and such intimate communion they had with him. The tendency of the laws given
them was to distinguish them from others, and engage them for God as a holy nation.
Thus all believers are, through Christ, made to our God kings and priests, Rev. 1:6. a
chosen generation, a royal priesthood, 1 Pet. 2:9.%°
The Church’s calling to be priests and kings reflects how closely Christ’s Kingly office is
associated with his Priestly role.>! Where Christ as Priest died as the atoning sacrifice for
humanity, Christ as King rose from the dead, securing victory over Satan, sin, and death. He then
ascended to rule at the right hand of God until he returns in final victory. In writing his
introduction to notes on Ephesians, Wesley declares ‘our Lord is the head of the whole church: of
angels and spirits, the church triumphant; and of Jews and Gentiles, now equally members of the
church militant.’>? As King and head of the Church, Christ works in all believers through the
Spirit, imputing and implanting righteousness and restoring them in the image of God.>3 Wesley
uses Christ’s prophetic office to demonstrate continuity between the Old and New Testaments,
particularly as it relates to the moral Law. Wesley argues that Christ is both the Lawgiver and the
fulfilment of the Law, so antinomianism is not an option for those who would truly seek to
follow Christ.>* The Church participates in Christ’s prophetic office by preaching Christ to the
world, as well as obeying the commandments and demonstrating holiness of heart and life.>

Wright concurs with the connections between Christ and the work of the Church. He ties
together his emphasis on covenant with the concept of incorporation: those who believe ‘Jesus
was Israel’s Messiah’ are ‘in Christ.” Wright draws out two implications from Paul’s theology:
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First, the vocation and destiny of ancient Israel, the people of Abraham, had been brought
to its fulfilment in the Messiah, particularly in his death and resurrection. Second, those
who believed the gospel, whether Jew or Greek, were likewise to be seen as incorporated
into him and thus defined by him, specifically again by his death and resurrection. The
full range of Paul’s ‘incorporative’ language can be thoroughly and satisfactorily
explained on this hypothesis: that he regarded the people of God and the Messiah of God
as so bound up together that what was true of the one was true of the other.>
Those in Christ not only receive the benefits of his accomplishing salvation through the
fulfilment of Israel’s covenant, but they also receive the same calling — to live as the Messiah
lived and indeed, to live as humans were designed to live. When vocation is understood to be an
integral part of election, forensic and participatory emphases can be seen as parts of a holistic
reality, rather than opposing viewpoints. Forensic terms reflect how people come to be in Christ,
and participatory terms reflect how the people of God in Christ are to live, in light of the biblical
narrative now revealed in Jesus, who calls his people to be holy as he is holy.

II1. Social Holiness for the Sake of the World
A. Social Holiness

Because Christ’s priesthood is for the world, not a means of separation from the world, his
holiness is relationally focused towards the world. Greggs argues that ‘holiness is a gracious
outwards-turning’:
‘Christ’s life is orientated in perfect holiness outwards in relation to the Father in the
union of the Spirit and outwards in relation to the world, which the Father loves. The
twofold nature of this relationality is not something which exists in a competitive
relationship, but is an expression of the perfect holiness of the perfect priest, who lives
fully and completely towards the Father and towards the world without any sense of
tension. This relationality is at the core of holiness for (and not from) the world.” %’
Because the Church is called to participate in Christ as a royal priesthood, Christian holiness is
also communal, relational, and missional. Holiness, then, marks the intersection of ecclesiology
and sanctification.

Ban Seok Cho and David Field draw similar conclusions about the intrinsic social and missional
components of holiness. Rather than starting with the person of Jesus, however, they begin a
survey of holiness in Scripture in the Old Testament. Cho argues that a biblical understanding of
holiness must be rooted in the nature and character of God, because God is the source of
holiness.’® God invites humans to imitate and participate in his holiness, specifically through the

56 Ibid., 826.
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nation of Israel. However, Israel’s holiness is always derived from the holiness of God and must
be maintained in ongoing relationship with God, for the sake of presenting God’s holiness to the
world.>® Through the Exodus, the Covenant at Sinai, and the giving of the Law, God reveals
God’s character, and thus God’s holiness, as ‘profoundly moral and relational.’®® God invites
Israel in Exodus 19 to obey him and be a ‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation,’ so that through
their holiness, all the nations might see the goodness of God. This is the first mention of holiness
in relation to people in the Old Testament, and it is a corporate and missional call. Cho connects
Israel’s call to the missionary purpose given to Abraham in Genesis 12 and 18: ‘God gives Israel
the law as an instruction for living a life of righteousness and justice so that God’s blessing may
reach all nations.”®! Field concurs: ‘Israel’s holiness was thus constituted by its relationship both
to YHWH and YHWH’s land and was to be expressed in a communal lifestyle that promoted
justice, respected life, paid careful attention to creation and cared for the land.”®> When Israel
failed to live in justice and holiness, God raised up prophets, such as Isaiah, who reminded them
of their call, referencing YHWH as ‘the Holy One of Israel’ and warning of judgment if injustice
continued.®® In the New Testament, Jesus becomes the new point of reference for holiness, as the
one who fulfils the law and reveals the Father.%* Field notes that previously, when the ‘impure
came into contact with the holy it was destroyed’, but when Jesus encounters impurity, he brings
healing and purification. ‘For Jesus holiness is the power of God’s transforming love which
creates a new community out of those who are despised and rejected, and which is to be
embodied by this new community in a lifestyle of self-giving love.’®> The Church is sanctified
through the crucified Christ, and empowered to express Christ’s holiness and love to the world
through Spirit-enabled communities.®® Ecclesiology and sanctification are integrated and
expressed in holiness.

Holiness is not an imitation of the work of God, but transformation into the image of God, as
perfectly revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. This transformation involves the total person, not
merely a spiritual connection between an individual and God. Holiness also transforms
individuals into a local expression of the body of Christ, and all local churches are being
transformed into communion with God, as this is the trajectory of the cosmos — the restoration of
all things in the New Heaven and New Earth.%” Even after ecclesiology and sanctification will be
accomplished in the New Creation, holiness will remain essential.

39 Cho, “‘Nature’, 106.

60 Ibid., 107.

o Ibid., 111.

62 Field, David N. ‘I Believe in the Holy Earthy Church: Toward an Ecological Reinterpretation of the Holiness of
the Church: Christian Faith and the Earth.” Scriptura: Journal for Contextual Hermeneutics in Southern Africa
111:1 (2012): 33347, [337].

 Field, ‘I Believe’, 337.

4 Cho, ‘Nature’, 113.

% Field, ‘I Believe’, 338.

% Ibid., 339.

67 Martin, Robert K. ‘Toward a Wesleyan Sacramental Ecclesiology.” Ecclesiology 9:1 (2013): 19-38, [30].

11



When God’s holiness is expressed in these terms, Wesley’s oft-quoted insistence that ‘there is no
holiness but social holiness’%® is more easily understood. While Wesley believed in taking care of
the poor, his reference to ‘social holiness’ cannot be conflated with today’s terminology of
‘social justice.’ This is clear when read in context of Wesley’s diatribe against the mystic divines
who advocated pursuing holiness in isolation, by fleeing to the desert: ‘Directly opposite to this
is the gospel of Christ. Solitary religion is not to be found there. ‘Holy solitaries’ is a phrase no
more consistent with the gospel than holy adulterers. The gospel of Christ knows of no religion
but social; no holiness but social holiness.’®® Wesley was driven by the relational holiness of God
to see humans redeemed and transformed into the holy image of God, as they were created to be.
By personal experience, but ultimately the Scriptures, Wesley was convinced that sanctification
could not take place in isolation. In an early sermon, The Circumcision of the Heart, Wesley
asserts that holiness, as seen in Scripture, ‘directly implies the being cleansed from sin, “from all
filthiness both of flesh and spirit”, and by consequence the being endued with those virtues
which were also in Christ Jesus, the being so “renewed in the image of our mind” as to be
“perfect, as our Father in heaven is perfect™.’® His use of plural pronouns is significant. Christian
community is essential to humans experiencing, receiving, and transmitting the grace of God.
Holiness cannot be found outside of relationship; holiness exists only in relationship with the
Godhead and God’s people, the Church. Social holiness is the result of God’s people
experiencing the realities of ecclesiology and sanctification. An individual cannot find or create
holiness alone; holiness is only social.

Wright’s reading of Paul affirms this understanding of social holiness: ‘Everything Paul says
about behaviour he says in relation to the whole community, that is, the Messiah’s people as a
whole... Most of Paul’s imperatives are plural, and this is not accidental.””! This differs not only
from a modern Western expectation of ethics, stemming from both the Reformation and the
Enlightenment, but also from the ancient pursuit of virtue championed by Plato and Aristotle.”?
For Paul, sanctification is a ‘team sport.” “When he talks about “love”, and seeks to put that into
practice in the churches to which he writes, he is talking specifically about something that
happens within, and something that transforms, whole communities.’”® For Paul, just as
justification was not about individuals alone, but also the means by which the people of God are
incorporated into Christ together, sanctification also goes beyond an individual’s personal growth
in holiness. Sanctification occurs in, and for, Christian community, while looking to the future.
Much of Paul’s work and writings is dedicated to helping the Church learn to think and act in
accordance with New Creation realities in the midst of a still-broken world. Eschatology was
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inaugurated with the resurrection of Jesus, but this new age did not come with an instruction
manual. Paul offered a ‘Messiah-shaped and spirit-driven exposition of the call to holiness by
means of a transformation of mind, heart and will, and hence of action.”’* Wright frames this call
as ‘eschatological ethics’, developing the character to rule and reign with Christ in the New
Creation, finally fulfilling the human vocation given at creation with the imago dei, and again to
Israel, to be a kingdom of priests.”

B. Sanctification, Virtue, and Social Grace

In Virtue Reborn, Wright offers further insight into how sanctification happens, using the
framework of virtue, which results from intentionally forming character. ‘Virtue, in this strict
sense, is what happens when someone has made a thousand small choices, requiring effort and
concentration, to do something which is good and right but which doesn’t “come naturally”—
and then, on the thousand and first time, when it really matters, they find that they do what’s
required “automatically,” as we say.’’® Virtue is about becoming more genuinely human through
intentional decisions, habits, and consistent practice over time. Wright contends that ‘renewal of
the mind is at the centre of the renewal of the whole human being.”’” Thinking well about the
goal of the Christian life is foundational to begin making decisions that become habits that
become ingrained character.

Christian virtue is oriented towards the telos of New Creation, and the restored vocation of
humanity to reign with Christ, with the understanding that the people of God are to anticipate the
coming Kingdom by how we live now.”® Wright summarizes virtue in the context of human
vocation in the biblical story:
This is what virtue is all about. The hope is that all those who are “in Christ” and are
indwelt by the Spirit will eventually reign in glory over the whole creation, thereby
taking up at long last the role commanded for humans in Genesis 1 and Psalm 8 and
sharing the inheritance, and the final rescuing work, of the Messiah himself, as in Psalm
2. And if that is the telos, the goal, it is to be anticipated in the present by the settled
habits of holiness and prayer.”®
This anticipation of the age to come offers a framework for understanding our felos; who we are
to become is connected to what we are called to do now. And who we are to become is directly
connected to Jesus. ‘The royal, priestly destiny of human beings is reborn only because the
ultimate Human, the unique son of man, was himself both king and priest.”®° There are natural
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resonances here with Wesley’s Christology and understanding of the imago dei, as well as his
call to develop rightly ordered tempers and affections, through the power of the Spirit.

While there are common goals of human flourishing between ancient Greece’s virtues and the
Christian vision of virtue, the telos of Christian virtue goes far beyond eudaimonia or
‘happiness.’®! Joseph Cunningham argues that Wesley’s moral pneumatology is connected to the
development of virtue and the Greek tradition of eudaimonia. Wesley equated true happiness
with holiness; the felos of human existence is not merely eudaimonia but perfect love.3? Wesley
believed a key component of humanity’s sin problem was sinful affections or ‘tempers,” which
then fuelled sinful words and actions.®® True holiness would require renewed affections; love of
God filling the heart and fuelling love of neighbour. Renewal of the heart would come from
practicing the means of grace, which involves both receiving grace from God and exercising
grace in habitual action.’* The means of grace cannot be practiced in isolation, thus Wesley
championed ‘social grace’ through both corporate church services (ecclesia) and smaller groups
designed for accountability and growth (ecclesiolae).®

Maddox identifies four interconnected ways to experience social grace that Wesley intended the
Methodist movement to practice. First, Wesley was committed to ‘corporate liturgical worship
and eucharist.’®® His intent was for Methodists to participate in their local Anglican parishes to
regularly receive the eucharist, which he viewed as one of the chief means of grace because it
incorporated so many of the other means: the Word, prayer, community, sacrament. Second,
Wesley championed social grace for ‘mutual encouragement and support.’8” This was seen at all
levels of early Methodist gatherings, perhaps particularly through love feasts. At a deeper level,
classes and bands provided ‘mutual accountability’ as a third expression of social grace. Small
groups gathered regularly and intentionally to pursue holiness and watch over one another in
love. Ultimately, Methodists practiced social grace so that they could together serve as a gracious
redemptive ‘presence in the society at large’ — the fourth expression of social grace.®® The church
does not exist for itself, but for those presently outside its boundaries, and the connection
between holiness and mission was intricately woven into the fabric of Methodism from its
earliest days. Physical needs should be met as an expression of the love of God, even if
evangelistic fruit was not a direct result.® Social grace not only encapsulates Wesley’s theology
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and practices; it encompasses the significant themes of this research project: ecclesiology,
sanctification, holiness, and vocation.

Maddox notes that although this was Wesley’s ideal ecclesiology, it was never fully implemented
under Wesley’s direction, and he documents the steady decline of these four social graces in the
context of American Methodism.?® He cautions that Wesley’s practices should not be
transplanted from an 18th century context to the 21st, but encourages appropriation and
application of Wesley’s theology, particularly in recovering the ‘connection between spirit and
discipline that Wesley recognized was essential to the continued vitality of Methodism (and
which he saw slipping away already in 1786).”°! Re-engaging the vehicles of classes and bands
and exploring the connections between sanctification, virtue, and social grace are ways to begin
this process.

Wright affirms the need for grace to frame the conversation about developing virtue. He is clear
that humanity cannot earn justification or achieve sanctification. Salvation is the work of God
which he offers as a gift. However, Wright sees the need for humans to work in cooperation with
God — not to complete the work of salvation, but because that is how humans were designed to
function in relationship with God.
Everything I’m going to say about the moral life, about moral effort, about the conscious
shaping of our patterns of behavior, takes place simply and solely within the framework
of grace—the grace which was embodied in Jesus and his death and resurrection, the
grace which is active in the Spirit-filled preaching of the gospel, the grace which
continues to be active by the Spirit in the lives of believers. It is simply not the case that
God does some of the work of our salvation and we have to do the rest. It is not the case
that we begin by being justified by grace through faith and then have to go to work all by
ourselves to complete the job by struggling, unaided, to live a holy life.*?
Neither justification nor sanctification can be accomplished by human effort; however, God
invites humanity into the process of transformation, within a framework of grace. Wesley’s
articulation of grace is similar, if more personal. For Wesleyans, grace is not only the power of
God, but also God’s presence at work in our lives. There is a relational component to grace; it is
does not function as an object whose quantities might be depleted.” It is in this vein that the
apostle Paul emphatically declared that humanity should not remain in sin to receive more
grace.”* Wright observes, ‘The logic of God’s grace goes deeper than the question imagines. And
in that logic, we find the notion of virtue reborn—reborn as the means by which we can obey the
call to follow Jesus.’®® Developing holiness and virtue is process which relies fully on the grace
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of God from start to finish; at the same time, humans can choose whether or not they will
develop holiness and virtue. This is one of the reasons why sanctification in Christian
community is essential; individual initiative can quickly fade, but an interdependent community
offers encouragement and resilience to one another as they pursue holiness together.

C. For the Sake of the World

Wright offers a three-fold framework for why Christian virtue matters for the life of the world.
First, the goal of life, indeed, the telos of all reality, is New Creation, where resurrected humanity
will serve as ‘the renewed world’s rulers and priests.”® Second, this goal is achieved by the work
of God, specifically ‘the kingdom-establishing work of Jesus and the Spirit.” Humans participate
in the kingdom through faith, baptism, and living in love.”’ Finally, humanity’s current reality is
framed by anticipating the ultimate reality of new creation ‘through the Spirit-led, habit-forming,
truly human practice of faith, hope, and love, sustaining Christians in their calling to worship
God and reflect his glory into the world.”®® This eschatological focus removes any discussion of
Christian behaviour from rules or legalism and places the development of virtue and character
within the trajectory of the biblical narrative. This provides a cohesive framework for living, in
which present actions are connected to future realities, as well as providing encouragement for
perseverance on such a significant trajectory. This also provides a framework for larger ethical
questions to rest not merely on rules, but in the context of God’s purposes from creation to new
creation.” In summary, Wright proposes that:
thinking of Christian behaviour in terms of virtue, and reframing virtue in terms of the
promised new heaven and new earth and the role of humans within it, provides both a
framework of meaning for, and a strong impetus toward the path of, the holiness to which
Jesus and his first followers would call us.!%
This vision goes beyond ‘Christian living’ and offers implications for the whole world, both in
this age and in the age to come. Holiness is not a list of regulations and restrictions; it is a
reflection of both God’s gracious character and God’s generous interactions with creation. The
call to holiness in Scripture is part of the larger invitation for humanity to represent God’s nature
and God’s reign on the earth. This motif is first seen in the creation story, as humans are tasked
with filling the earth with the glory of God, just as they knew it in the garden of Eden. But it
continues throughout the Old Testament. Holiness also coincides with themes from the Exodus,
being set free from the slavery of sin and death to live, not for one’s own sake, but to show the
world the freedom that is possible under the reign of God, even before that reign is fully realized.
Wright proposes that Paul’s understanding of holiness is formulated to help place people within
the context of the story of God:
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So the telos, the “goal” of being “glorified” over the creation, is to be anticipated in the
present by replacing the slave-habits of mind, heart, and body with freedom-habits—
habits that both share in God’s freedom themselves and bring that freedom to the world.
That is, more or less, what Paul understands by holiness or sanctification, the learning in
the present of the habits which anticipate the ultimate future.!%!
When holiness is presented as part of the trajectory of redemption, humans can place themselves
in God’s story. External markers of holiness (which had become synonymous with Jewish culture
in the second temple era) are no longer in effect for God’s people, but the New Testament moral
standards ‘were if anything intensified.’!%? The story of God gives context to the high standards;
the danger of dismissing the call to holiness as arbitrary and legalistic lessens. When holiness is
framed in terms of freedom rather than restriction, it truly is an invitation for people to
experience God’s gracious character and action in their own lives, and then offer that experience
to others through how they themselves now live in light of a transformed way of being.

IV. Conclusion

Although his approach and methodology are different, Wright frequently connects sanctification
and ecclesiology, just as Wesley did. They both have high expectations for transformed lives.
Wright’s commitment to a covenantal reading of Scripture leads him to prioritize the corporate
nature of the people of God, both in justification and sanctification. This has drawn criticism
from evangelicals who fear Wright is ignoring the personal elements of salvation. However, this
criticism often ignores the corrective lens a communal framework offers. The ‘modern
privileging of “individual salvation” over “ecclesiology”’!?* has had the unintended
consequences of implicitly suggesting that justification and sanctification are solely between a
person and God, without any context for the necessity of Christian community. When election
and justification are understood in the context of the Church and the story of God throughout the
Scriptures, it does not diminish the experiential impact of salvation on individuals. Rather, it
allows individuals to more fully understand their roles and responsibilities in the Body of Christ
and to embrace sanctification in Christian community. This leads to a renewed sense of unity and
holiness in the Church, as the body of Christ together seeks to develop the eschatological ethics
that will enable Christian communities to demonstrate resurrection life in this present age.

When Wright and Wesley are brought into conversation, both the witness of the Scriptures and
the practice of the early Methodists indicate that sanctification in Christian community is non-
negotiable for the Christian life. This is good news for an isolated world. God does not ask us to
forge faith on our own terms; we are invited into a larger conversation and connection to the
people of God that spans time and space. Holiness is both relationally connective and
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outward-facing; it offers both belonging and purpose. In Christ, humans are connected not only
to God and to the people of God, but also to the transformative realities of New Creation,
available through the power of the Spirit. The people of God can dream with holy imagination
how the world should be and will be one day, and begin to implement those eschatological ethics
in the midst of our communities, here and now, for the sake of the world.
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