
DEVOTIONAL ADDRESSES

by T. Otto Nall

Methodism Is Forever Beginning in the World Parish

It is no accident of scheduling, and nothing short
of providential that we meet in Bristol, second head
quarters of the Wesleys, but surely first city of
Methodist history.

Here it was, in April 1739, that John Wesley,
climbing on a slight mound of ground adjoining the city,
preached to some three thousand people in the open. It
was a break with the ecclesiastical authorities. After
a hurried trip to London, he returned to Bristol in June
and stayed five months, continuing his out-of-church
preaching, organizing bands of followers, settling dis
putes among his helpers, and starting to build his first
chapel, which he wisely called a "new room," or school
house. George Whitefield, world-traveling evangelist
and Wesley's close friend, wrote: "Bristol had great
reason to bless God for the ministry of John Wesley."

Whitefield's journal has this note: "Heard today
that the town clerk of Bristol did my brother Wesley and
me the honor to desire the grand jury at their quarter
sessions to prevent our meetings and to have the Riot
Act read; but they did not regard him, nay, one ... offered
to subscribe to any fine rather than do anything against
us, who, he said, were true servants of Jesus Christ."

Here Wesley wrote to Bishop Joseph Butler: "My
Lord, my business on earth is to do what good I can.
Wherever, therefore, I think I can do the most good,
there must I stay so long as I think so. At present -
I think I can do most good here; therefore here I stay.
As to my preaching here, a dispensation of the gospel is
committed to me, and woe is me if I preach not the gos
pel wherever I am in the habitable world."

Later John Wesley was to publish an elaboration of
this argwnent in his journal: "Where shall I preach it
upon the principles you mention? Why, not in Europe,
Asia, Africa or America; not in any of the Christian
parts, at least, of the habitable earth. For all these
are, after a sort, divided into parishes . ...

"Suffer me now to tell you my principles in this
matter. I look upon all the world as my parish: thus far
I mean, that in whatever part of it I am, I judge it
meet, right and my bounden duty to declare unto all that
are willing to hear the glad tidings of salvation. This
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Now, the differences come in methods rather than
purposes. Mrs. NaIl and I spent four delightfully
dangerous years recently in missionary work among the
Chinese in Hong Kong and Taiwan. We went with very
sketchy ideas of Chinese history and culture, and, I must
say candidly, without too much enthusiasm for the Chinese
people. As we lived among them, we learned to know th~m.
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This is the biblical basis for what we know as the
"missionary imperative," with all the problems and per
plexities, triumphs and tragedies of the world-wide
missionary movement. It is also Emil Brunner's found
ation for the statement that mission is related to the
Church as burning to fire. Without burning there is no
fire, and without mission there is no Church. We are
all missionaries, disciples, evangelists of one kind or
another.

1is the work which I know God has called me to, and I am
" sure that His blessing attends it."

J This Wesley'developed into a doctrine of evangelism
1 and an ecclesiastical practice for what was never, in his

'.\!, mind, a church, but far more - a movement. We miss the
. dimensions of his task, if we think of him as primarily

,j

f..J·.·.'!,1 a church-founder or church-builder. Methodism is a move
t ment, and a movement that is forever beginning. It has
tJ, been said that John Wesley, who earned a vast amount of
'I money through his publishing v'entures, and gave it all
W away, left only three possessions--a pair of silver
~.i spoons, a well..;.'worn pulpit gown and the Methodist Church.
~ He did far better than that: he left a movement that
~' has continued to grow, not only in numbers but in abili ty
hi',' to serve developing, maturing humankind. If this move-
Yi ment had stayed within the framework of the Wesleyan
'i personality, shackled by the limitations of time and
': circumstances, it would have perished. It broke the

bounds of one personality, or group of personalities;
: and yet the insights and sympathies and dedications of

the Wesleys have been stamped upon it for the eterniti'es.

Look at the idea of the world parish; which John
~esley must have taken from what we know as the Great
Commission. Jesus said, as the New English Bible

d (Matthew 28:18-20) translates it: "Full authority in
heaven and earth has been committed to me. Go forth,

, therefore, and make all nations my disciples; baptize
all men everywhere in the name of the Father and the Son
and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all that
I have commanded you.' And he assured, I am with you
always, to the end'of time."



Soon we became their people, and they became ours. It
was easy for us to tell the differences between th~

Chinese, on the one hand, and the Japanese, Koreans,
Indonesians, Malayans, Burmese, Filipinos on the other.
Whenever we saw a group of Japanese, with their cameras
slung across their shoulders, running along behind their
tour guides, we said, "Who are those foreigners?" Of
course, we were the foreigners in a city more than ninety
percent Chinese. We developed a kind of provincialism
so that the Chinese people we knew were our favorites.
We learned a Chinese proverb that says: "I am not afraid
of anything in heaven or hell, but God save me from a
foreigner trying to.~speak Chinese." We knew that no
foreigner, no matter how gifted and erudite, could learn
all the nuances and subtleties of the Chinese languages;
and we comforted ourselves with the original version of
the proverb which goes like this: "God protect me from
a Cantonese trying to speak Mandarin." Our understanding
was very rough, but we could detect the Mandarin cadences,
and we felt at home.
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We admired missionaries who made heroic efforts to
identify with the people they came to serve. They
learned the languages, ate the food, adopted the rules
of health (if they were smart and, if not, they suffered
dysentery or worse), wore the clothes (even though some
of the younger missionaries were tempted to dress in the
idiom of their bearded, beaded and booted pals on Ameri
can college campuses), felt their way into the cultural
habits of the people with whom they had chosen to live.
Some even succeeded so well in "thinking Chinese ff that
they gave up the habit of trying to impose American ideas
of democracy and prosperity. More important by far, a
few came to the place where they believed that Chinese
Christians had their own contributions to make to life
styles today, not in spite of their Chinese-ness, but
because of it. And these missionaries discovered,
usually by the trial and error method, how to help the
Chinese make their special contribution, through their
patience, their perseverance, their ability to live with
pain, and so on.

Turning from "indigenization" which is an "in word"
among missiologists, to another currently popular word
ffinternationalization," I find myself going back to a
sermon I heard preached in the Russell Square Methodist
Church, Dublin. The biblical background was the familiar
Parable of the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46). "All
the nations will be assembled before him,ff the parable
says of the Son of Man; and the usual interpretation is
that this means every human being of every period of



After all, what are the purposes of nationhood and
the incentives for nation-building? And what do nations
have to say to churches?

What this parable is saying to us, along with the
personal responsibility for our offenses against the
rights of others, is that nations, too, are responsible
and will be rewarded and punished.
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"Inasmuch as you did it (or did it not) to the least
of these" ... "anything you did for one of my brothers
here, however hurnble".is for nations, for whole peoples,
as well as for individual persons. And the policies of
nations are to be judged by how they gave good to the
hungry and drink to those who were thirsty, and shelter
to the refugees, and clothing to those who were cold: \

history. But, the preacher on this occasion insisted
that it meant what it says (in most versions, I think)
in referring to people gathered in national communities,
prompted by national ambitions, enjoying the protection
and privileges of nationals, subjected to all the prom
ises and perils of these nationalistic times.

<

In these days of resurgent nationalism, there may be
other reasons for building nations, but these are essen
tially the underlying purposes. For the cocimon good r~

individual persons give up privileges and ,pay sometimes
high costs. Family loyalties, community advantages,
regional interests, class and party enthusiasms are
sacrificed to the common good. Sometimes, far more is
given up, when patriots compromise their own integrity,
surrender their human dignity, commit crimes against
God and man in the national interest (or what they think
to be the national interest) that they would not consider
doing on their own. So, generations of hot and cold wars
have sought to wipe out totalitarianism by totalitarian
methodi. Crime in the streets has been fought by police
brutality, with indiscriminate gassing and bombing.
Bugging, burglary, intimidatibn, false arrest and cruel
imprisonment have been carried on in tbe name of national
security. And national pride has been responsible for
all sorts of excesses.

Obviously, people form nations when they decide that
they can act mbre effectively together than separately.
The Constitution of the United States expresses certain
'obj ectives: "to establish justice, to insure domestic
tranquility, to provide for the common defense, to pro
mote the general welfare, to secure the blessings of
liberty for ourselves and our posterity."
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and medicines and doctors (whether "barefoot" or not in
China) to the sick and comfort to those in prison
(whether for personal or political reasons).

Churches are subject to political pressures, and
sometimes a church retaliates by trying to exert some
political pressure on its own. "In the face of the vast
dehumanizing forces, Christ comes to make and to keep
human life human," as M. M. Thomas, well known Indian
Christian, defines it. The kingly role of Christ, in
what we might call "the politics of God," knows no
geographical, or ethical, or creedal boundaries. And
those who are outside the Christian community are judged
on the basis of their accomplishments, not their pro
fessions. If they pass the test of the acts of love,
they will be granted the grace of a share in the kingdom.
There are serving nations; there are nations to be served.

So, in a day when nationalism is resurgent (and I
can testify to the fact that it has helped many Asians
attain a new dignity and worth as persons and not merely
citizens), there is a new interest in internationalism.
This is not a vague loyalty that, for want of a better
term, we call "world citizenship." Becoming a citizen
of the world is a tough assignment. We must build
nations so that they have broader interests and wider
purposes.

Over in Taiwan, which is the "Island of Hope" for
many Chinese people in Southeast Asia, it was encouraging
to see all the people, regardless of background, joining
together in the great adventure of nation-building. And
it was plain to us that the new autonomous Methodist
church, with a strong sense of its cultural dependence
on the past, but with a clear vision of the promise of
the future, could make religion the guiding light of the
new nation being born. So, we tried to suggest to the
church that it resist the temptation to become in-grown,
fear-ridden, content with itself and intolerant of others.
We urged the people to put their own special skills to
work and to make their Christian idealism count for their
community, their country and their world.

Clearly, the world parish dream was more than a
mere breaking of the bonds of ecclesiastical parochialism.
It established the fact that a Methodist church can never
be merely a "local" church; it is part of a world-wide
fellowship of churches. If any Methodist becomes so
attached to one congregation that he cannot move, pulling
up his roots and putting them down in another community,
he is, in this respect at least, un-Methodistic. Instead,
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he belongs to a community as wide as the world, for the
Methodists are one people everywhere, ~ven though they
are a people with many different homes, languages, cul
tures and ways of living.

In our attitudes to the nations of which we are
parts, we have placed loyalty to God first, and we have
tried to win our nations to the conviction that rignteous
ness lifts up a nation, and sin, whether personal or~

social, is an abomination to any peopl~. We have remem
bered the words of Peter (1 Peter 2:9-10) arid made them
our own:
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[Bishop NaIl presented three additional devotional ad
dresses. The subjects of these were: Methodism Is For
ever Beginning on New Frontiers; Methodism Forever
Beginning in Changing Times; and Methodism Forever
Beginning in Enduring Issues. Due to the limited number
of pages available and costs involved, it is not possible
to publish these three. Copies of these addresses are
on file and can be obtained through the office of the
treasurer, Dr. John H. Ness, Jr., P. O. Box 488, Lake
Junaluska, North Carolina 28745, at a cost of 75 cents
per devotional address.]

"You are a chosen race, a.royal priesthood, a dedi
cated nation, and a people claimed by God for his own,
to proclaim the triumphs of him who has called you out
of darkness into his marvellous light. You are now the
people of God," Peter said to his disconsolate hearers,
"who once were not nis people; outside his mercy once,
you have now received his mercy." He was speaking to
Methodism, forever beginning ·anew.

Methodists have been staunch exponents of church
unity and, whenever possible, church union. We have not

'always been patient with the long processes or negotiation
that are required to bring churches together, even when
there are no differences of doctrine. And we have found
no embarrassment in standing for denominational peculiari
ties, for we have believed, most of us, that the best
Methodist cont'ribution is the emphasis on experience and
experiment that has made Methodism strong. We have never
been adverse to trying new ideas and plans, accepting
what we have tested .and found good, rejecting what we
have thought inferior.
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