
A STUDY IN THE THEOLOGY
OF THE EARLY HOLINESS MOVEMENT

by Paul M. Bassett

Thus far, historians of American Christianity have
tended to tell the story of the rise of the holiness
movement and the denominations perpetuating that move
ment in sociological terms. l And it must be admitted
that such an approach has yielded good fruit in the
understanding of that movement and its organized ex
pressions. But it may be that such interpretations
overlook, or at least place in a minor role, the basic
theological presuppositions of the phenomenon as a
source of its ecclesiastical activity. Such an over
sight, or minimizing, seems almost to contradict the
reasons given by the participants themselves for their
actions.

This is precisely the critique made by W. J.
McCutcheon in his review of Timothy L. Smith's offi
cially sponsored history of the first thirty years of
the Church of the Nazarene, Called Unto Holiness: The
Story of the Nazarenes. 2 In defense of Smith, it should
be noted that he does suggest to the reader that the
theological roots of the denomination may be investi
gated by reading John L. Peters' Christian Perfection
in American Methodism. 3 And Smith himself is quite
well aware of the theological twists and turns of
Nazarene history. Nevertheless, the critique still
holds, since the ecclesiastical development of the
holiness movement in general, and the Church of the
Nazarene in particular, are beyond the range of Peters'

1 E.g., Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America: An historical
account of the development of American religious life (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1965), pp. 342-45; and William Warren
Sweet, The Story of Religion in America (New York: Harper and
Row, 1950), pp. 421-22.

2 William J. McCutcheon, Review of Called Unto Holiness: The
story of the Nazarenes, by Timothy L. Smith, Church History,
XXXII, No. 1 (March, 1963), 111-13. Hereinafter, Called Unto
Holiness: ... (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, The Nazarene Pub
lishing House, 1962), will be abbreviated as CUH.

3 John L. Peters, Christian Perfection in ~rican Methodism
(New York: Abingdon, 1956). Cf. CUH, p. 353, n. 1. Smith also
refers to his own Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid-nineteenth
Century America (New York: Abingdon, 1957), chaps. 7-9 in this
note.
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study, and Smith does not integrate Peters' work into
his own.

This paper, then, is a modest first step in ana
lyzing the development of the holiness movement in
general, and the Church of the Nazarene particularly,
in theological terms. A second purpose of the paper
is in recognition of the fact that there is no little
data to sustain Smith's observation that originally
there were two kinds of Nazarenes--urban and agrarian-
who were much more divergent than they realized. 4 It
will be to show that there have been from the begin
ning two very different theological streams nourishing
the movement, streams which have served both as sources
and as collectors of the data Smith has analyzed. And
what can be said of the Nazarenes generally applies to
the larger holiness movement as well. Ironically, the
stream that appears to be most in counter-flow to then
contemporary Methodism, in its attempt to recover what
it thought to be the Wesleyan past, became the least
Wesleyan of the two streams and even less Wesleyan in
many ways than the "liberalism" it sought to reprove
and correct"

The first attempt at systematic theology from
within the holiness movement was presented in 1908, by
Edgar P. Ellyson, a former member of the Society of
Friends. 5 The appearance of this theology at this
particular time was deliberately arranged. It was to
help mark the merger of the Holiness Church of Christ
with the Church of the Nazarene, at Pilot Point, Texas,
in October of that year. This occasion, which made
the Nazarenes a genuinely national denomination, is
considered the official birthdate of the organization.
Ellyson's work is basically a series of lectures he
had presented annually, since 1898, at the Christian
Worker's Training School and Bible Institute, Marshall
town, Iowa, of which institution he was president.
The book itself is, in content, more nearly a biblical
theology than a systematic, and it contains no state
ments concerning the nature of theology nor of the
problems of theological method, though questions in
these areas were very much in evidence in the general

4 CUB, 205- 2 3 .
5 Edgar P. Ellyson, Theological Cornpend (Chicago and Boston:

Christian Witness, 1908).
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Protestant atmosphere in those days.
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What is truly surprising, given the temper and
identity-seeking of the advocates of the "second
blessing" then, is the fact that Ellyson gives the
doctrine of entire sanctification only a modest place
within his discussion of the doctrine of man. He re
fuses to make his work a specialized tract. Further,
he says not one word about the doctrine of revelation,
about the inspiration or the authority of the Bible.
This is, of course, quite remarkable, and that on two
counts. First, the "holiness people" themselves were
intense, if not astute, students of the Scriptures;
and they were very much aware of the problems being
presented by the rise of critical biblical s~udies in
Germany and the spreading of such studies in American
theological education. Second, Ellyson himself was
conscious of the threat that "the higher criticism"
posed. And yet, he wrote not a word in his theology
in defense of the divine authorship or authority of the
Bible. The reasons for this significant omission are
impossible at present to determine. But it seems
reasonable to assume that Ellyson could rely on a
general acceptance of the divine inspiration and
authority of the Bible among the Nazarenes--a general
acceptance that a more specific discussion of the "how"
and "why" would only becloud. Fundamentalism had not
yet set the terms for polemic or apologetic. At any
rate, Ellyson was a man to be trusted, and that assembly
in Pilot Point elected him one of the three original
general superintendents of the denomination.

While Ellyson's work remained in the official
"Course of Study for Licensed Ministers" (i.e., those
preparing for ordination) as one of the introductions
to systematic theology, for the period 1923-44, it was
recognized as being less complete than what should
obtain, as is evidenced by the fact that from 1923 to
1940, Binney's Theological Compend was listed as an
alternative for those in their first year of studies.
Second-, third-, and fourth-year students (from 1919
to 1940) were to read either John Miley's Systematic
Theology or Thomas Ralston's Elements of Divinity.
And thereby hangs the tale.

Although these texts were also part of the religion
curriculum in the holiness colleges, the majority of
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holiness ministers were not college-trained. They
studied on their own, and in the Church of the Nazarene
they were subject to examination by their respective
districts. The examinations were administered infor
mally and were designed to test the student's familiar
ity with the content of the prescribed books, not his
critical capacities.

What this seems to indicate is that whatever the
methodological failures in implementing the "Course of
Study" and whatever the emphases given this or that
aspect of the curriculum, the design, at least, was
broad and deep, theologically. Broad enough to indi
cate that theoretically the Nazarenes, not to say the
holiness movement in general, were not about to be
doctrinal specialists and deep enough to raise serious
questions about the observation that the new denomi
nation aimed to present a simple, emotional faith,
suitable for recently transplanted farm-folk, uneasy
in the cities.

Nonetheless, this program of theological studies
was not satisfactory, and as early as 1919, a formal
request was made by the General Department of Education
to H. Orton Wiley, then president of Northwest Nazarene
College, Nampa, Idaho, that he write a full-range
systematic theology. The request was, in part, a re
sult of the need for denominational identity, but it
was also prompted by some lingering suspicions of
Methodist theology, especially the Methodist theology
of the turn of the century.6

It was not H. Orton Wiley, however, who was first
ln print with a full-range systematic theology written
from within the holiness movement. That distinction
belongs to A. Mn Hills, at the time of writing a member
of the faculty at Pasadena College. Hills began his
work about the time Wiley was being asked to write,
and he published it in 1931, under the title, Funda
mental Christian Theology.7 Hills came to the Church

6 Cf. James B. Chapman's "Introduction" to H. Orton Wiley,
Christian Theology (Kansas City: Nazarene Publishing House, 1940),
Vol. I, pp. 5-7.

7 (Pasadena, Calif.: C. J. Kinne, Pasaden? College, 1931).
Hereinafter the title to this work will be abbreviated as FCT.
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of the Nazarene from the Congregationalists. He had
studied under Finney and Fairchild at Oberlin, and in
the Divinity School at Yale under Timothy Dwight, George
Fisher, and Samuel Harris. By his own admission, he
did not read any Methodist theology until he had already
entered upon his pastoral career, and by that time he
had already decided that he must dedicate himself to
combatting the errors of Calvinism, by which he meant
the predestinarian views of such men as Jonathan
Edwards and Charles Hodge, especially Charles Hodge,
and the declarations of the Synod of Dort. 8 So it is
that the first comprehensive systematic theology from
within the holiness movement has as a major purpose
the rebuking of Calvinist orthodoxy. And such Meth
odist theology as Hills had corne to read was read
with that end in mind, as we shall see.·

The outline of Fundamental Christian Theology is
borrowed in large measure from John Miley's Systematic
Theology, but the formative sources are the works of
Charles G. Finney and Samuel Harris, both of whom
stoutly, and often, rejected the doctrinal rigidities
of Dortian Calvinism, but neither of whom forsook the
equally important methodological presuppositions of
that same orthodoxy. Both men carry their non-Calvin
istic emphasis on human freedom on vehicles supplied
by a very Calvinistic understanding of the role of
reason in theologizing and a Calvinistic understanding
of the authority and role of Scripture in the same
process. Methodologically, they are hardly distin
guishable from the Calvinist scholasticism of the Old
School party.9

Ironically, Hills' construction of his own syste
matic theology on these unwittingly borrowed Calvin
istic presuppositions (or, at least, Hills did not
recognize how Calvinistic they were as he consciously
utilized them) actually leads him to an explicit re
jection of several fundamental Wesleyan doctrines,
including the very crucial concept of prevenient grace,
or "gracious ability." Hills adopts very readily the

8 FCT, "Foreword," I, 5-6. Cf I 346 where he quotes., ,
--

Finney's opinion of Edwards.
9 Cf. Frank Hugh Foster, A Genetic History of the New England

Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1907), 423-29 (on
Harris), 453-70 (on Finney), 224-69 (on the general problem of
the will in New England Theology).
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pre-occupation of both Harris and Finney with the doc
trine of "free-will." He carries over the greater
part of Finney's critique of Jonathan Edwards' under
standing of moral agency, turns to fault Charles
Hodge's "doctrine of contingency" or "doctrine of the
power of contrary choice," and then develops his own
idea of free-will, borrowing heavily from Finney and
Fairchild, differing with them at no essential points. lO
So ardently does Hills wish to maintain a logically
consistent doctrine of free-agency ("free" meaning
"in no way contingent upon entities or compulsions
from outside of the individual") that he argues that
the traditional Methodist doctrine of gracious ability
(i.e., the conviction that even the power to choose is
a gift of grace and not a natural capacity) is not
truly consistent Methodism. 11 And he notes with
satisfaction that Miley rejected it. 12

Methodologically, Hills (and Miley, for that
matter) makes free agency the governing doctrine, the
logical lynch-pin of his system. At least this is
true from the perspective of soteriology.13 Grace,
or the doctrine of grace, is set in the context of
freedom, thus working a complete reversal of the
classical Wesleyan, and Reformation, principle, sola
gratia. The principle of faith, sola fide, is re
worked by Hills to the point of near-identification
with Roman Catholic piety.14

In his intense concern to avoid and combat Cal
vinism of the Dortian sort, Hills does not see that he
has been led to choose his alternative in terms pro
vided by his opponents and to enter the fray using
their methodological instruments. Here, Hills is at
one with much of late nineteenth century Methodism.

10 FeT, I, 337-75. On II, 352, Hills calls Hodge's position

"a monstrosity of Calvinism!"
11 FCT, I, 370.
12 FCT, I, 37 3- 74 .
13 PCT, I, 334-36. Hills' argument is the classical one--

that if there is no freedom of will, there is no moral responsi
bility; if there is no moral responsibility, there is no sin; if
the rei s nos in, th ere need be no red emp t ion. l\ 1soc f. J 0 h n f-1 i 1C)T ,

~cmdtic <rheology (New York: Methodist Book Concern, 1894), I,
rj7.7-7.8; II, 274-75, 283. Hcrcindftcr the title to this work \.;ill
h(~ (]bbrcviiJtccl as ST.

14 F'CT, :r I, ] 73- n 2 .
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While it congratulated itself on having convinced all
but the most fanatical Calvinists of the truth of the
doctrine of free moral agency (as over against predes
tination and unconditional election), it was blind to
the fact that it had in large part been converted to
Calvinism at the point of its confidence in the theo
logical potency of reason. IS Hills and his Methodist
contemporaries called their position "Arminianism,"
but in fact it was American frontier individualism,
theologically interpreted. 16 As Hills SdW it, he was
rejecting both Calvinism and a liberal trend toward
moral indifference. 17 In fact, he was one more link
in the chain from "free grace to free will" so ably
described by Robert Chiles. IS

There is another point as well at" which Hills, ln
order to fight Calvinism, gives over to the newer
Methodist anthropology at the expense of authentic-
or, better, classical--Wesleyanism. That is in his
understanding of the nature and role of faith. After
arguing that faith is a voluntary, responsible exer
cise and action of the will, he says,

Thus all sinners have the ability to believe
God's truth revealed to them, and to exercise faith
in Christ unto salvation. And faith is a gift of God,
only as a crop of wheat is a gift of God. God gives
the seed and the ground and the seasun, and man makes
the crop. So, and only so, does God give faith. He
gives the requisite faculties to every man, and re
veals to him the saving truth and then commands man
himself to believe on peril of damnation. 19

15 E.g., Daniel Curry, "A New Orthodoxy," The Methodist Review,
LXVIII (May, 1886), 445-54.

16 Cf. Robert E. Chiles, Theological Transition in American
Methodism: 1790-1935 (New York: Abingdon, 1965), pp. 58-61, and
Leland Scott, "Methodist 'rheology in America in the Nineteenth
Century" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Yale, 1954), chap. IX.
Both of these authors are working with Miley in the places cited,
but Miley seems to be typical at this point. It is very
instructive to compare Miley's views (and those of Hills in, e.g.,
FCT, II, 137-51, "Calvinism and Arminianism Compared") ,.,ith
those of Arminius himself as they are presented in Carl Bangs,
Arminius (New York: Abingdon, 1971), pp. 332-49.

17 This is seen most clearly in FCT, I, 416-26, where Hills
works with philosophical theories about the origin of human
depravity.

18 Chiles, ~.cit., 144-83.
19 FCT, II, 179-80.
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Richard Watson had asserted a century earlier that
the Wesleyan understanding of faith was indeed very
close to the Calvinist view. Faith, said Watson, is
a free gift of God's grace. 20 And here he is in direct
line with Wesley, who had spoken of faith in terms of
a personal relationship with God, rather than in the
later, more propositional, or content-centered, terms
of Finney and then Hills. For Wesley, faith is "that
divine evidence whereby the spiritual man discerneth
God." It is "a sure trust and confidence in God."2l
For Hills, it is "the belief in the facts and truths
of the Scriptures, with a practical love of them;
especially that confiding and affectionate belief in
the person and work of Christ which effects the
character and life, and makes the man a true Christian.,,22
For Hills, faith is a virtue--which point of view was
explicitly denied validity by Wesley.23 And, for Hills,
faith implies knowledge as an antecedent or, at least,
as a constituent element. 24

Again, we are back at a point of fundamental meth
odological discord between Hills and classical Methodist
theology. This time, Hills has let his anti-Calvinist
bias lead him to a denial of yet another Reformation
insight. Wesley, and Watson, spoke of faith within
the context of saving grace. Hills speaks of faith
within the context of his continuing insistence upon
man's free moral agency_ For Wesley, the emphasis was
on what grace can do in giving us faith. For Hills,
the emphasis is on what faith can do in appropriating
grace. Here again, Hills draws heavily from Finney
and Fairchild, and squares with Miley and a broadly

20 Richard Watson, The Works of Reverend Richard Watson (5th
ed.; London: John Mason, 1874-78), VII, 195.

21 Cf. John Wesley, "An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and
Religion" [Works (1872 ed.) VIII, 4] and "Principles of a
Methodist" (Works, ed.cit., VIII, 316-63). Also see Wesley's
Sermon I: "Salvation by Faith" (Works, ed.cit., V, 7-16).

22 Cpo John Wesley, "An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and
Religion" (Works, ed.cit., VIII,S, 48, 76) and Hills, FCT, II,
173-74.

23 Hills, ibid.
24 Cpo Hills, FCT, II, 179, where Hills quotes Fairchild

with approval, and Wesley, "The Case of Reason Impartially
Considered" (Works, ed.cit., VI, 355).
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received, conventional folk-wisdom, common-sense theol
ogy that did indeed appeal to agrarian or small-town
folk, and those newly corne to the cities, as the revi
vals of Finney and his successors certainly attest. 25

A third major point at which Hills is at odds
with classical Wesleyanism, though he believes himself
to be affirming it, is in his doctrine of entire sanc
tification. In this case, he is critical of Finney's
development of the dogma. And he believes his own
position to be more Wesleyan than Finney's. But, as
it turns out, his is still basically more Mahan and
Finney than Wesley.26

His assumed point of departure frQm Finney is the
revivalist's understanding of the nature of sin.
Finney's ~9nviction was that all sin is an attitude of
the will. Hills struggles to maintain that there is
also "a disordered state of that vast realm in the
nature of man that lies back of the will, in his
thoughts, feelings, imaginations, passions, appetites
and desires .... The Greek Lexicon of the New Testament
(speaks of) 'a princi~ or cause of sin; proneness
to sin; sinful propensity'."28 But he has already
given too much away, methodologically speaking, in
making free moral agency the governing principle of his
theology. He cannot contradict Finney's voluntarism
with a consistent doctrine of inherent sinfulness,

25 Ralph H. Gabriel, "Evangelical Religion and Popular Roman
ticism in Early Nineteenth Century America," Church History, XIX
(March, 1950), 34-47. Also see Bernard A. Weisberger, They
Gathered at the River: The story of the great revivalists and
their impact upon religion in America (New York: Little, Brown
and Company, 1958), pp. 175-219. This account of the evange
listic career of Dwight L. Moody shows clearly the popularity
of common-sense theology among the inhabitants of the growing
cities.

26 Hills is quite critical of the position of Finney, espe
cially. Cf. FCT, II, 252-56. Also see his Holiness and Power:
For the Church and the ministry (Cincinnati: Revivalist Office,
1897), 33-35.

27 Charles G. Finney, "Moral Depravity," Oberlin Quarterly
Review, II (May and August, 1846).

28 FCT, II, 252. Also, see FCT, II, 222, where Hills is al
most orthodox in his definition of sin, but only pro forma. He
chafes under the dual connotation presented by the New Testament.
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overcome only by prevenient, and then saving, grace.
Rather, as his underlining shows, sin is still seen
as some sort of faculty or mechanism, intimately and
essentially related to the will. He can criticize
Finney's understanding only at the point at which the
will should act. 29

For Hills, entire sanctification "is the cleansing
of the entire nature from its depraved propensity to
sin."30 It is distinct from regeneration and is sub
sequent to it; it is an act of God himself; it is in
stantaneously received; it is obtained by faith. 3l So
far, so Wesleyan, except that classical Wesleyanism
would insist that it is not always instantaneously
received. 32 But there are very significant differences
to be observed when one pushes back behind the words
to presuppositions and methodological assumptions.
These differences are best seen in an earlier work by
Hills, the very title of which gives sufficient evi
dence of them--Holiness and Power. 33 This book proved
valuable to the advocate of the second blessing in

29 FeT, II, 252-56.
30 FCT, II, 224.
31 FCT, II, 241.
32 Wesley himself holds that "this perfection is always wrought

in the soul by a simple act of faith: consequently, in an instant."
Cf. Brief Thoughts on Christian Perfection (Works, ed.cit., XI,
446). But he is so very insistent on pressing the gradual de
velopment of the Christian in perfection that he refuses to allow
the instantaneous reception of the grace of entire sanctification
a place of primacy. It is not the be-all and end-all. Cf., e.g.,
A Plain Account of Christian Perfection (Works, ed. cit., XI,
402-23). Richard Watson, early in the nineteenth century, took
much greater interest in the development of the sanctified life,
even as it ~egan in conversion, than he took in the experience
by which entire sanctification is received. Cf., his Theological
Institutes, ed. J. M'Clintock (New York: Carleton and Porter,
1850), II, 263-69, 455-57. From that point on, then, there tends
to be, even among consistent Wesleyans in the nineteenth century,
considerable concern for the gradual process of sanctification
at the expense of the note of instantaneousness.

33 A. M. Hills, Holiness and Power for the Church and the
Ministry (Cincinnati: Revivalist Office, 1897). The book was
written while Hills was an evangelist in the Congregationalist
denomination and lived in Oberlin, Ohio.
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many ways, not the least of which was more than one
hundred pages of arguments to be used to respond to
those who deny the attainability of entire sanctifi
cation in this life, and to correct those who insist
that sanctification cannot be instantaneously received.
In spite of the topic of the book, its tone and theme
are at a far remove from the classical Wesleyan under
standing of sanctification. In the latter, there is
a conscious christocentricity.34 By contrast; free
moral agency and the power of the will are the primary
sine guae non that introduce and maintain the life of
holiness, according to Hills. 35

Hills' anthropology, especially as it is applied
to the doctrine of entire sanctification, differs
little from that which was characteristic of the
growing liberal wing of Methodism in particular and
American Protestantism in general. 36 The human will
was seen to play the decisive role in both justifi
cation and sanctification. Grace was seen as an aid,
not a cause. Being a theological son of Finney and
Harris, Hills' confidence in the authority of reason
and logic fit well into his rationalistic milieu. And
all of this sounded like a healthy antidote to the
more rigid forms of Calvinism and to rising socio
psychological determinism. These assets, in addition
to Hills' heavy emphasis on entire sanctification,
gained for his work almost uncritical acceptance. It
was believed by the holiness folk to have described
and met the challenges at hand. 37

34 E.g., John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection
(Works, ed.cit., XI, 414-20)., John Deschner, Wesley's Christ
ology (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1960), shows
the centrality of christology to the whole of Wesley's theology.

35 Cf. Hills, FCT, II, 242-50. Hills, in this section points
out the fact that "Christians are under obligation to be sanc
tified," and goes on to speak of "conditions of receiving the
blessing". They are, "Conviction of want," "Repentance for not
having received the blessing," "Feel its importance," "Believe
it is for you," "Hunger and thirst for it," "Obedience," "Con
secration,1l and "Faith". Such is the outline of the section.
This is not to say that Hills has no christological reference.
Cf. FCT, II, 227-28.

36 Cf. FCT, I, 330-36 for the core of Hills' anthropology.
37 Cf., e.g., The Preacher's Magazine, VIII (Feb., 1933),

64, for a full-page advertisement of the work. Also in evidence
of the popularity of the work it should be noted that a one
volume edition was prepared especially for the use of lay workers.
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But it reflected and amplified some un-Wesleyan,
if not anti-Wesleyan, themes within the holiness move
ment, and moved her toward doctrinal specialty, with
defensive vengeance, and a theological and ethical
fundamentalism. For not far below the surface of the
emphasis on free moral agency and the power of the
free will lies moralism, a moralism which, in con
servative Protestantism, has been saved from sheer
works-righteousness (if, indeed, it has been saved)
only by a very rigid, legalistic interpretation and
interposition of the Bible as "the rule of faith and
practice .. " Wesley, and such disciples of his as
Watson and Pope, had attempted to avert the danger of
moralism by way of a profound emphasis on christology
and ecclesiology.38 The Christian life is a life lived
through the gracious gift of the spirit of Christ with
in the context of a community which is seeking as a
whole to express that spirit. For Hills, and those he
reflected and taught, the Christian life is a grand
exercise of faith, which is man's own contribution,
and will. The church is merely a voluntary associa
tion of those of like faith and will. 39 It sets its
behavioral rules not so much as a matter of testimony
to the gift of the spirit of Christ within the com
munity as an agreed-upon order, meant to bring some
uniformity to the witness of those of like faith and
will.40 The christological orthodoxy of a Hills arises
not so much from a profound understanding of how this
doctrine is a controlling dogma for all of the rest
of the system as it is a consequence of a basic respect
for orthodoxy, in and of itself. 4l All of this does

38 Primary sources in evidence of this are plenteous, of
course. Especially helpful, source-based secondary works are
Colin W. Williams, John Wesley's Theology Today (New York: Abing
don, 1960), pp. 74-97 (christology) and 141-66 (ecclesiology),
and John Deschner, op.cit.

39 Cf. FCT, II, 282-83.
40 Cf. FCT, II, 290-92.
41 Cf. FCT, II, 11-37. In his discussion of the person of

Christ and the incarnation, Hills very strongly insists on the
"union of the two natures in the personal oneness of Christ,"
and quotes both the Chalcedonian and Athanasian Creeds as being
primary statements of essential Christian truth. But his con
trolling interest is in Christ as the one who can sympathize
rtli th us. There is nothing of ecclesiology, doctrine of the
sacraments, nor any other of the doctrines one expects to be
suggested in christological discussion. Nor when he expounds on
the doctrines mentioned does he work from a christological
point of reference.
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appeal to already deeply religious agrarian people
transplanted to the apparently impersonal, machine-like
city.42

Although it was not Hills' work which became the
standard systematic theology for those pursuing the
"Course of Study", but, as we shall see, a system quite
different, representatives of this tradition, with
whatever clarity they understand it, have generally had
the upper hand in the administration and education of
the holiness movement, particularly the Church of the
Nazarene, since the late 1920's. In fact, Hills'
Fundamental Christian Theology has been listed in the
"Course of Study" only in the quadrennia 1932-36 and
1936-40. Hills has been more frequently represented
there by Holiness and Power. So it is that his in
fluence is something of an anomaly and is certainly
ironic, for prior to the 1920's an older, more con
sistently Wesleyan tradition had been dominant and it
is the theology representative of this older tradition
that has been held to be "official" since its publi
cation in 1940. The irony lies in the fact that the
older, "official" position has been read and understood
in the more fundamentalist mood of the theology of
Hills and those he reflected and taught. So it is that
its nuances are largely lost, if they were ever really
recognized.

The theologian of this more consistently Wesleyan
position was H. Orton Wiley. As has been noted, Wiley
was officially prodded as early as 1919 to write a
systematic theology for the use of Nazarene clergy. He
did not publish the work until 1940. Since that date,
his work has been the sole systematic theology listed
in the "Course of Study for Licensed Ministers." Al
though his purpose in writing was primarily to supply
to a rather meagrely educated Nazarene ministry a com
bined systematic and historical theology, the work has
been and is used in the denominational colleges and
its seminary as a standard work, and has been the re
quired theological text for the ministerial curricula
of several other holiness denominations as well.

Because of the importance of this theology for the
Church of the Nazarene in particular and the holiness

42 Cf. Peter L. Berger, The Sacred CanoP1: Elements of a socio
~ical theory of religion (Anchor Books ed.; New York: Double

day and Company, 19E9), pp. 81-101.
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movement ln general, in spite of the by-passing of its
nuances, it seems wise to treat it somewhat exten
sively here, especially as it compares with the domi
nant Methodist theologies of the same period, and with
Hills.

For Wiley, the goal of theology is "to discover
through all legitimate means, both objective and sub
jective, the whole truth and nothing but the truth."43
Underlying this proposition is the presupposition that
there is truth "out there" to be discovered. This is
further explicated by Wiley as he insists that theology
ought to be scientific, and indeed is a science "to
the degree that its facts are systematized, revealing
relationships and laws, and to the degree that its
spirit is that of open, unbiased search after truth."44
Thus, the task of theology is the unveiling, the dis
covery, the uncovering of truth and the structure of
truth. And truth is, by implication, an objective
something.

Here Wiley is quite at odds with the theological
methodologies of Olin Curtis and John Miley, hi.s Meth
odist contemporaries--contemporaries in terms of
theological formation. For Miley, the goal of sys
tematic theology is the creation of a fully-articulated
relating of every doctrine to every other. While the
systematizing process will certainly throw light on
doctrines formerly in isolation, it will lead to no
new truth, and it has "no specific function of inter
pretation."45 Miley makes it very clear that the
systematic theologian works by induction, moving from
the particular data to generalizations. But it is the
particular data that have the higher degree of cer
tainty. The generalizations are constructs. 46 It

43 H. Orton Wiley and Paul T. Culbertson, Introduction to
Christian Theolo9X (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1946), p. 25.
Hereinafter, the title to this work will be abbreviated as ICT.
This book j_s a one volume edition of Wiley's standard, Christian
Theology (Kansas City: Nazarene Publishing House, 1940), which
is a throe-volume work. The title of this latter work will here-.
inaftcr be CJbbreviated as CT. Cf. CT, I, 13-16, 53-55.

44 ICT, 25. Cf. also CT, I, 60-62.
45 ,John Mi ley, ~stematic Theol~.9Y (New York: Methodist Book

Concern, ]894), I, G. Hereinafter this t.itle will be abbreviated

-16 51', I, 47-54.
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appears that Wiley would grant to the generalizations
a very high degree of certainty, perhaps a degree sur
passing that of the particular data. 47

Curtis, too, is concerned with the scientific task
of systematic theology. And, like Wiley and Miley, he
sees the process of system-making as necessary to
understanding the essential meaning of any doctrine in
particular. 48 Unlike Miley, and somewhat like Wiley,
Curtis is convinced that a valid system produces more
than generalizations of more and less probability and
validity. The "organic whole", as he calls it, also
has a meaning of its own as it is applied to the con
sciousness of persons individually and to the conscious
ness of the Church as an organism. 49 Thus, a valid
system, as system, presents greater value than the mere
sum of its parts. At work here, of course, is the old
debate concerning the authority of generalizations.
Curtis' position is a mediating one between Miley, who
holds that they may very well hold no validity, and
Wiley, who is willing to accept them as theologically
binding. For Curtis, no new truth is to be discovered
in systematizing, except in the sense that old truth
differently applied in consciousness is new. 50 Whether
Wiley meant to go beyond this is debatable. Dogmat
ically, he did not, but methodologically he leaves the
door open for new articles of faith.

(Hills says very little concerning the purpose of
a theological system. He does not seem to believe that
it has any function beyond that of responding to certain
faith-questions in an intellectually satisfying way.)51

Methodologically, Wiley here seems to be going back
to Pope, and perhaps to Wesley--back to a methodology
that does not feel quite as responsible to answer the
questions of a scientific age as do those of Miley and
Curtis, and back to a methodology much more influenced
by the Enlightenment as well. Wiley will not be as

47 CT, I, 53-55. Also see ICT, 24-26.
48 Olin Alfred Curtis, The ~istian Faith: Personally given

In a system of doctrine (New York: The Methodist Book Concern,
1905), pp. 183-88. Hereinafter the title to this work will be
abbreviated as CF.

49 CF, 183-8S:
50 CF, 185-87.
51 PCT, I, 23-24.
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bound to empirical evidence as a starting point for
the theological enterprise as will Miley and Curtis. 52
Of course, Miley and Curtis are very careful to insist
on the necessity of not limiting scientific methodology
to the presuppositions of positivism or near-positivism.
But they are very much more aware, nonetheless, of the
need to respond to the empiricists than were Wesley
and Pope.

The continual reference to experience as a source
of theology is to be expected among the theological
offspring of Wesley. But by the end of the nineteenth
century, the term "experience" carried a much more
physiological connotation than it had in the first
half of the century.53 And, in Methodist circles, it
now tended to mean "being human-in-general."54

It is Curtis who seems to have caught this change
and he sets about to present a corrective--a corrective
which Wiley picks up. Curtis makes explicit what
Wesley and Pope seem to imply by the term "experience",
and Wiley follows suite. Says Curtis,

We need to make clear at the outset, that in our
use of the term experience, we do not mean thereby
merely human experience of the unregenerate but Christian
experience in the sense of an impartation of spiritual
life through the truth as vitalized by the Holy spirit. 55

This definition squares quite nicely with the suggestion
of Robert Chiles that in Wesley, "clarity is served by
regularly reading 'experience' as 'evangelical exper
ience' .... " 56

Miley does not seem to put so much theological
stock in the sort of encounter that underlies what

52 Cf. CT, I, 37-38, 60-62.
S3 Cpo Friedrich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, trans.

and ed., H. R. MacKintosh and J. S. Stewart (Torchbooks ed.;
New York: Harper and Row, 1963), I, 5-12, with Hills, Holiness
and Power, pp. 267-68. The homiletical literature of the late
nineteenth century is full of exhortations to refuse to identify
states of grace with physical or emotional tone.

54 E.g., George A. Coe, What is Christian Education (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1929), pp. 43-46.

55 CF, 37.
56 Ibid., 80.
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Wesley, Curtis, and Wiley understand to be the exper
iential source for theology. Perhaps he is very con
scious of the fact that the term had become quite bland
in his time. At any rate, he insists that evangelical
experience has a confirmatory role only. It is not a
source of doctrine. 57 Miley's primary concern here
seems to be to avoid what Wesley would have called
"enthusiasm." Or, at least, he is seeking to shut away
any claims to theological authority from the grasp of
those who would emphasize subjective states and emo
tional "happenings." In this, he is as Wesleyan as
Curtis, though methodologically they are poles apart.
Curtis curbs the subjective and the emoters by empha
sizing the living authority of the Church, and again
Wiley follows suite. 58

Hills totally misconstrued the early Wesleyan use
of the term "Christian consciousness" and assumed that
the early Methodists meant by it what those influenced
by Schleiermacher meant by it. So, for Hills, it is
one of the six mistaken or false sources of theology.59

Summing up, then, what we have so far said about
Wiley's theology, it may be said that his understanding
of the role of experience in the formation of theo
logical concepts is quite Wesleyan, in the classical
sense. Experience does not merely confirm doctrine
(Miley), and it certainly is not a false source of
theology (Hills). On the other hand, Wiley, as clearly
as Curtis, means by "experience" the "evangelical
experience" of redemption in Christ, and this exper
ience is indeed a source, a primary source, of theology.
On the other hand, experience is not to be taken as
something purely subjective or private only--at least
not as it serves as a source for theology. Its ser
vice as such a source is very clearly related to the

57 ST, I, 19-22.
58 Cf. Wesley, Sermon XLV, "The Witness of the Spirit--II"

[Wesley's Standard Sermons, S. H. Sugden, ed. (Nashville: Lamar
and Barton, n.d.)], II, 357-58; Curtis, CF, 151-55, 421-24, 185;
Wiley, CT, I, 37-52. Wiley lists experience as a "subsidiary
source" of theology, along with the creeds, as historic expres
sions of living faith in the Church, philosophy, and nature.
These are co-ordinate sources.

59 FCT, I, 21-22.
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living experience of the historic Christian community,
the Church. Basically, the purpose of theology is to
systematize the experience of the Church. For Miley,
this meant forming generalizations of more and less
validity on the basis of observable data and the
Bible's declarations. The generalizations would be no
more than summary statements which would help to place
each particular datum in broader perspective. For
Curtis, the generalizations had more value than would
the summary statements of Miley. As organized in a
system, each generalization would mean more than it
could in isolation to the Christian consciousness of
both the individual Christian and to the Church. A
system could broaden the sensitivity to truth and open
new possibility for self-understanding not available
to those who chose to ride some doctrinal hobby-horse.
No new truth would be uncovered by systematizing, but
the old truth would find new lustre thereby. For
Wiley, there is the possibility for discovering new
doctrinal truth in the very process of systematizing-
at least methodologically. But apart from this, he
seems to be in essential agreement with Curtis, as
over against Miley.

A second significant feature of Wiley's theologi
cal method is his understanding of the role of the
Bible. He declares the Bible to be the primary source
of Christian theology. "The Holy Scriptures constitute
the quarry out of which are mined the glorious truths
utilized in constructing the edifice of Christian
doctrine. "60 But there is a profound ambiguity here,
for he goes on to say,

... in a deeper sense, Jesus Christ, our ever-living
Lord is Himself the fullest revelation of God. He is
the Word of God--the outlived and outspoken thought of
the Eternal. Thus, while we honor the Scriptures in
giving them a central place as our primary source in
theology, we are not unmindful that the letter killeth
but the spirit maketh alive. Christ, the Living Word,
must ever be held in proper relation to the Holy Bible,
the written Word. If the letter would be vital and
dynamic, we must through the Holy Spirit, be ever
attuned to that Living One whose matchless words, in-

60 3 34leT, 27. Also see CT, I, 3- .
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comparable deeds, and vicarious death constitute the
great theme of that Book of books. 61

79

Wiley seeks to revive the idea of the testimonium
Spiritus sancti. He says that the recognition of the
dual source of theology--Scripture and the spiritual
illumination of the Church (experience)--"when rightly
construed, find(s) (its) deeper unity in the Glorified
Christ, by Whom the Holy Spirit is given as at once
the inspiring source of Holy Scriptures, and the
illuminating, regenerating, and sanctifying Presence
by Whom believers are enabled to perceive and under
stand the truth as presented in the written Word.
This evangelical conception corresponds to the twin
principles of the Reformation, which found expression
in the formula, 'Scripture alone, and faith alone. '''62

Wiley then points out the tendency of Protestantism
to neglect the principle of spiritual consciousness,
the spiritual illumination of the Church, as it has
insisted on the authority of Scripture alone.

Revelation and the written word carne to be
regarded as identical. Intellectual adherence to
certain received doctrines was accepted as the
standard of orthodoxy. The concept of the Church
as at base a spiritual fellowship was not duly
emphasized. Legalism superceded spirituality.
Further still, the testimonii Spiritus sancti which
had been interpreted as a spiritual experience, 3
gradually carne to mean nothing more than human reason. 6

These are remarkable words, given their ecclesi
astical context. In Protestantism at large, the Funda
mentalist-Modernist controversy was still very much
alive. And the holiness movement had, at the grass
roots at least, considerable sympathy if not outright
identification with the Fundamentalist camp. Hills,
for instance, quotes Miley and comes up with a defini
tion of the theological role of Scriptures completely

61 ICT, 27. Also see CT, I, 34-37. In the latter passage,
Wiley is as critical of Protestant biblicism as he is of Roman
Catholic papal ism.

62 CT, I, 35-36.
63 CT, I, 36-37.
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amenable to the fundamentalists.

If tested by the purest moral and religious intuitions,
or by the sharpest inquisition of the logical reason,
or by the profoundest sense of religious need, or by
the satisfaction which its truths bring to the soul,
or by its sublime and transforming power in the
spiritual life, the theology of the Scriptures rises
infinitely above all other theologies of the world.
That they are a direct revelation from God, with the
seal of a divine original clearly set upon them, glves
to their theology a certainty and sufficiency, a grace
and value, specially divine. 64

On the other hand, it must be said that Hills argues
against any theory of mechanical dictation or verbal
inspiration in the strict Fundamentalist sense of the
terms. He does not argue thus from theological grounds,
however. He cannot accept such a theory because it
presents too many and too serious logical problems. 65
Methodologically, he is at one with the Fundamentalists.
His understanding of the role of inspiration and of
the nature of biblical authority reflect a modified
Calvinist stance, not a Wesleyan one, for he can pre
sent his position on the authority of Scripture without
the slightest reference, at the level of the essential,
to the person and work of Jesus Christ. 66 For him, the
Bible is the perfect statement of moral law. And in
practice it then becomes a quiver of proof-texts.

The christological emphasis in biblical under
standing seems to have characterized Wesley. At least
this is the compelling thesis brought forward by John
Deschner, who investigated Wesley's ~lanatory Notes
Qpon the New Testament. 67 And it is also a central
feature of the less well-known ~lanatory Notes Upon
the Old Testament, as William Arnett has unwittingly
demonstrated. (Arnett wants to present Wesley as a
proto-Fundamentalist.) 68

64 cpo Miley, ST, I, 12, and Hills, PCT, I, 12.
65 FCT, I, 118-28, 131-35.
66 Cf. PCT, I, 136-47.
67 Cf. Deschner, ~.cit., p. 110.
68 vlilliam M. Arnett, "A Study in John Wesley's Explanatory

Notes upon the Old Testament," Wesleyan Theological Journal,
VIII (Spring, 1973), 25-26.
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As Chiles and others have indicated,69 Wesley can
sound like a literalist on occasion after occasion, but
this literalism is curbed by many qualifiers, including
especially his strong claim that Scripture is to be
confirmed in evangelical experience: which experience
is, of course, nothing other than a personal encounter
with Christ. 70 Methodologically, Wesley sees the
Scriptures as the primary source of doctrine, the rule
of faith and practice and the test of all alleged
workings of the Spirit. But, that Spirit is absolutely
necessary in a dynamic way as the illuminator. The
Spirit does not convince men of the authenticity of
the Scripture. Rather, the Spirit applies "and
enable(s) man to receive with faith the illuminating
and saving meaning of God's revelation."7l As Chiles
points out, "(For Wesley) significant knowledge of God
is saving knowledge. It follows, then, that the essence
of revelation is the Word spoken in Christ, not ideas
or ideals."72

But Chiles is also able to outline a progression
in American Methodist thought "from revelation to rea
son"--i.e., a gradual shift in the Methodist under
standing of the inspiration and authority of the Bible
predicated upon an ever-increasing confidence in the
inspiration and authority of human reason.?3

For Richard Watson, early in the nineteenth century,
the Bible is a collection of "propositions to the mind."
Methodologically, one submits to the Scriptures as being
theologically authoritative and rationally compelling.
Watson has nothing to say about the ~erienced author
ity of Scripture. And while Scripture is the final
authority, the theologian's responsibility is to use
his reason to examine the evidence for the authority
of Scripture and then to use that reason to interpret

69 Chiles, op.cit., pp. 77-79. Also see Colin Williams,
op.cit., pp. 23-29.

70 f h'l . 79 87C . C 1 es, Op.Clt., pp. - .
71 Lycurgus M. Starkey, The Work of the Holy Spirit: A Study

ln Wesleyan Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), p. 89.
72 Ibid., p. 79.
73 Ibid., pp. 76-104.
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the revelation. 74
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For John Miley, at the end of the same century,
revelation is not limited to the Bible, though the
Bible is the supreme and ultimate source of theology.75
There are other revelations, other "communication(s)
of God by sign, word or immediate inspiration." But
for Miley, all revelation, including Scripture, is
under the same epistemological obligation as truth
gained from the observation of nature. Such truth
must be rationally demonstrable. It must be logically
certaino So it is that revelation, including the
Bible, is unique as a source, but it is to be investi
gated and explicated under the same rubrics governing
the investigation and explication of that other primary
source of theology, nature. 76 This seems to be a long
way from Wesley.

Miley's successor at Drew, Olin Curtis, does seem
to represent a return to the formal Wesleyan principle
that the basic revelation is Christ, and that this
revelation is recorded in the Scriptures and attested
contemporaneously by the Holy Spirit. So, the Bible
is the authority for revelation, but only as it is
made a revelation by the Holy Spirit in "the invasion
of the personal process whereby one is converted,
brought to repentance" and made to center on Christ,
by means of the work of God in Christ. 77 But this
experience is subjective, and it needs an objective
standard or authority. Thus is it that Curtis insists
both on the self-authenticating, objective authority
of the Bible and on the authority of the Church.
These two will together shape the subjective experience
of the believer into Christlikeness, for both are
extensions of Christ's person and work, both testify
of him. 78

Here we seem to be back in Wesleyan territory,
albeit with a radically altered vocabulary. On the

74 Cf. Chiles, op.cit., pp. 87-95. Also see Richard Watson,
Theological Institutes, ed. John M'Clintock (New York: Carleton
and Porter, 1850), I, 96-97.

75 Miley, ST, I, 11-12.
76 ST, I, 37-47.
77 M. D. Ryan, "The Theology of Olin Curtis," The Drew Gate

~lay, XXXIII (Winter, 1963), pp. 86-87. Also see Curtis, CF,
169-76.

78 CF, 161-75.
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other hand, Curtis will soon lead us out of this Wes
leyan ground over the highway of Kantian-Ritschlian
moralism. 79

Wiley's insistence on the christocentricity of
biblical inspiration, authority and interpretation-
especially as the Bible serves as a source of theology-
is certainly more sharply defined than that of Wesley,
but it appears to be identical in essence. The
"spiritual illumination of the Church," that is,
Christian experience, knows the authority of Scripture.
And what makes Scripture authoritative is its witness
to the essential revelation, Jesus Christ. BO Reason,
for Wiley, plays no methodological role at all in the
interpretation of Scripture, except that there seems
to be an assumption that the logical is usually pre
ferable to the illogical. 8l It is an instrument, not
an authority. As in Miley, revelation is not limited
by Wiley to the Bible. It extends beyond the Bible
to Christ and into the Body of Christ, the Church.
Thus, for Wiley as for Curtis, while the experienced
authority of the Bible is indeed subjective, the fact
that the authority of the Bible is anchored in the
historical person and work of Christ and is attested
in the orthodox tradition of the Church keeps the
Bible from becoming an arsenal of proof-texts for
justifying personal proclivities. 82 But Wiley cannot
accept the moralism of Kant and Ritschl, christo
centric though that of Ritschl may be. He cannot,
as Hills does, stack up testimony as to the value of
the Bible in and of itself. B3 He insists that one
must begin both experientially and methodologically
with Jesus Christ. Then, and only then, may one move
to speak of the authority and inspiration of the Bible.
Furthermore, the methodological order must also be kept
clear. One must move from an understanding of authority
to speak of inspiration. Hills, and both the Funda
mentalists and liberals, had spoken first of inspira
tion and had then developed their views of authority.

79 CF, 59-75.
80 CT, I, 135-42. Also see lCT, p. 42.
81 CT, I, 48-52 and 128-32.
82 CT, I , 136-37 and 140-42.
83 Hills, FCT, I, 136-47.
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How conscious was Wiley that he was in such con
tradiction at basic points to both the Fundamentalists
and trends in then-current Methodism? Was he delib
erately attempting to revive a classical form of
Wesleyanism? These questions are impossible to answer
fully at present. What we do know is that he was be
lieved by the leadership of the Church of the Nazarene
to be the man most able to articulate the theology of
the new denomination. And we do know that since 1940,
a strange joke has been played on him, for he has corne
to be read as if he were representative of a tradition
against which he actually wrote.
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This basic misunderstanding, or ignorance, of the
nuances of Wiley's position is theological evidence of
the correctness of the sociological assertion that no
small proportion of the holiness movement represents
a reaction to the "worldliness" and sophistication of
city congregations and their shepherds, rooted in an
essential and endemic anti-intellectualism and in
fundamentalism, the sociological bases of which have
been made abundantly clear.

On the other hand, even the work of Hills, let
alone that of Wiley, demonstrates the fact that socio
logical factors alone cannot account for the develop
ment of either the holiness movement in general nor
of the Church of the Nazarene in particular. Rather,
they are expressions of a desire planted very early
in the history of the movement to be profoundly theo
logical, and that in the broadest meaning of the term.
Were the sociological factors alone sufficient to ex
plain the rise and development of the holiness move
ment, we would expect to see only a plethora of tracts
of an occasional nature on very specific doctrinal
specialties and behavioral particulars being produced
by the holiness folk. And, we would expect a very
simplistic, and biblicistic, approach to any and all
religious and moral questions. To be sure, all of
this existed, and continues to exist. But side by
side with it are two genuine systematic theologies,
whose beginnings, whatever their publication dates, are
virtually coeval with the beginnings of the movement
itself.
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