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The Careful Use of Wesley's Words! 

Someone has said that the world's population is growing much faster . 
than Christianity. In addition, other religions-such as Islam-are growing in 
numbers and spreading out geographically. The time may be near when 
Christianity may no longer be one of the world's strongest religions numeri
cally but rather the religion of a minority. 

At first this sounds inconceivable, especially in the face of Jesus' 
promise that the gates of Hell shall not prevail against the Church. However, 
Christianity is making few, if any, converts from Islam or even Buddhism and 
in so1ne parts of the world is now facing persecution. 

Someone else has suggested that we should try to establish friendly rela
tions as soon as possible with all other religions and apply Wesley's text 
which he used for his sermon, "Catholic Spirit": "If your heart is as my heart 
then give me your hand." 

This set me to thinking about Wesley's text. It is probably quoted more 
times than many other of Wesley's texts or sayings, and it is probably misused 
more often than any other. What was Wesley actually saying in his sermon? 
It is here that we must weigh Wesley's words carefully. My topic expresses 
the idea as, "The Careful Use of Wesley's Words." In short, in considering 
Wesley's text, certain facts need to be understood and the whole sermon must 
be carefully read. 

Wesley was writing in a country that was predominantly Christian. It 
was composed of Christian denominations and societies of varying views, 
opinions, practices, and doctrines. Very often the denominations wrote dis
paragingly about one another, sometimes with cruel, harsh and even abusive 
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invective. Wesley, himself, suffered from these attacks. He saw the damage 
that was being done to Christianity itself. He wanted to establish some 
common ground on which all denominations could stand in the spirit of 
brotherly love. With this in mind he wanted to show that mere opinions or 
even certain practices that had nothing to do with the soul's salvation should 
not separate the denominations. These "opinions'" should be overlooked as 
too unimportant to hold persons apart who should be held together by love. 
Thus, his text: "If your heart is as my heart then give me your hand." 

If one reads the sermon carefully, however, Wesley-,was ·notsaying, "A.s 
long as you are sincere, anything goes!" Rather he emphasized that doctrines 
necessary for salvation cannot be lightly overlooked. He then went on to 
explain what he meant by a right heart. He listed a series of questio11.sfor the 
reader to test whether his/her heart is right with God, the Father, with Jesus 
Christ and salvation, and with the work of the Holy Spirit. In short, each per..
son is to ask first, 'Is God experienced by me as eternal, incomparably just 
and mercifvl?' Secondly, 'Am I justified by faith in the atoning action of Jesus 
Christ on the Cross or do I expect to bejustified by my own works?' Thirdly, 
'Am I receptive to God's work in bringing me to full Christian maturity?' Is 
not Wesley saying "If your hear is right on these great doctrines then give me 
your hand"? 

Unfortunately, Wesley's text is not always used in this way. More often 
it is used as though Wesley had said, ''If your heart is right-that is, if you are 
sincere and ready to approach me in love little else matters, give me your 
hand." In one full action all doctrinal matters are swept aside, and our hands 
unite our hearts. Sometimes that is the way the expression is used. But that is 
not Wesley. 

Wesley's sermon is best summarized in Dr. Thomas C. Oden's book 
John Wesley's Scriptural Christianity: 

''Having one's heart right before God is not simply an emotive matter 
that can brush aside scriptural doctrine. . . . It is only by answering account
ably a cascade of . . . profoundly doctrinal and personal questions that one 
comes to discover whether one's heart is right with God and rightly prepared 
for the openness of faith active in love .... " (93-94} 

Wesley had a golden rule of tolerance: "Every wise man therefore will 
allow others the same liberty of thinking which he desires they shotilcl allow 
him." An excellent rule but it was never meant to sweep aside all doctrinal dif
ferences which make the heart right before God. When we think of freedom 
of religion and freedom of thought Wesley leads the way, but not by sweep
ing aside all differences. 

If persons quoting Wesley took the time to understand what Wesley 
mean by his text and sermon "Catholic Spirit" they would be less likely to 
misuse his words, making them mean-something far different from what he 
meant. In short, we need to read Wesley with the greatest care. We really need 
to RE-DISCOVER Wesley and DISCOVER what he really said. 


