
Methodist History, 40:2 (January 2002) 

JOHN WESLEY: BIN ENGLISHER PIETIST 

FREDERICK DRYER 

Had John Wesley died immediately after the publication of his second 
journal in 1740, no case could be made for the importance of Methodism as 
an historical event. Its emergence as a mass movement belonged to the 
future. But dead in 1740, Wesley would have been easier to understand as a 
theologian. In 1740, his thought looked straight-forward and simple. Its 
complications also belonged to the future. In 17 40 Methodism could be read 
as an English version of German Pietism. The debt to Pietism manifests 
itself in his espousal of the Lutheran doctrine of salvation: man: is saved by 
faith not works. 

His first journal describes his mission to Georgia. Yet Wesley was no 
mere travel writer. The publication of his journals always served some 
didactic or polemical purpose. The purpose in the first journal is revealed in 
its epigraph, Rom. 9:30-32: "What shall we say then?-That. .. Israel which 
followed after the law of righteousness, hath not attained to the law of right
eousness.-Wherefore? Because they sought it not by faith, but as it were 
by the works of the law." The first journal argues against works. It ends with 
Wesley's return from Georgia and with the recognition that under the law he 
was damned. "I want that faith which St. Paul recommends to all the world." 
Despite good works, sincerely performed, he was not saved. "My whole 
heart is 'altogether conupt and abominable."' He was separated from the 
life of God. "I am 'a child of wrath, an heir of hell.'" Nothing could save 
him but faith. ''I have no hope, but that if I seek I shall find Christ, and 'be 
found in Him, not having my own righteousness but that which is through 
faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith.'" 1 

Salvation by faith is a doctrine Wesley could have picked up from any 
Lutheran .. Indeed, as an ordained clergyman he had subscribed to it in the 
Thirty-Nine Articles. What proves the debt to Pietism is his distinctive con
ception of faith. This is not something that he could have found in the 
Articles or which he could have received from a Lutheran who was not a 
Pietist. Pietism distinguished between faith as assent to truth an~ faith as a 
conscious transformation in the believer's mind, attending his spiritual 
rebirth. In this sense Pietists refened to real faith, true faith, or living faith. 

1John Wesley, The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M . .. ., ed. Nehemiah Cumock, 8 vols. 
(London: Robert Culley, 1909-16), 1:81, 422-24. 
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Ultimately Pietist faith is something the believer knows about himself and 
his spiritual status. It is different from other things he knows to be true. 

A distinction between faith and knowledge is asserted by Philipp 
Spener in Pia Desideria (1676), often taken to be the first and possibly the 
classical statement of Pietist sentiment. Spener's successor in the leadership 
of Pietism and the founder of the Pietist stronghold at Halle, August Francke 
asserted the same distinction. Describing his former state of infidelity, he 
spoke of theology as something that he had known with his mind, not his 
heart. It was dead science and not vital perception. The distinction is also to 
be found in Nikolaus von Zinzendorf in the Sonderbare Gesprache (1739). 
Faith was not know ledge or belief in the ordinary sense of the term. It was 
effected by the grace of God. It was an illumination in the heart; and where 
the believer had once been cold and dead to everything, now arose "ein 
Geftihl, ein Begriff, und eine Lust zu Gott und gottlichen Dingen." 2 The dis
tinction between living faith and formal orthodoxy was the issue that 
divided Pietists from ordinary Lutherans.3 

As Lutherans, themselves, however, Pietists could invoke Luther's 
authority in their own defense. Spener, Francke, and Zinzendorf cited 
Luther's preface to Romans to justify their conception of living faith, in par
ticular the passage where Luther speaks of faith as a miraculous transfor
mation of the heart in which we are born again: in faith the old Adam is slain 
and we becon1e new men, "von Hertzen, Muth, Sinn, und allen Kraften." 
Martin Schmidt has described this passage as the Magna Carta of German 
Pietism.4 

If Wesley in the first journal argues against works, in the second he 
argues for faith in its Pietist conception. Here we learn of the Aldersgate 
experience. It occurs as a direct response to Pietist instruction received from 
the Moravian Brethren. Wesley first met the Moravians on the way to 
Georgia. There he lived with them in common quarters. Briefly, August 
Spangenberg acted as his spiritual director.5 On returning, he sought out the 
Moravian missionaries in London. The date he meets Peter Bohler and two 
other missionaries is identified as "a day much to be remembered." From 

2Philipp Jacob Spener, Pia Desideria, ed. Kurt Aland (Berlin: Verlag Walter de Gruyter, 1964), 
27, 33-34, 61, 65-66, 76, 79-80; Erich Beyreuther, August hermann Francke, 1663-1727: 
Zeuge des lebendiges Gottes (Marburg an der Lahn: Francke-Buchhandlung), 35; and Erich 
Beyreuther and Gerhard Meyer eds. Nickolaus Ludwig van Zinzend01f: Hauptschriften in Seclzs 
Sanden, vol. 1, Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf, Sonderbare Gesprache (1739; reprint ed., 
Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 16-17) 16-17. 
3Martin Schmidt and Wilhelm Jannasch, eds., Das Zeitalter des Pietismus (Bremen: Carl 
Schtinemann Verlag, 1965), pp. xv-xvi; and Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 3d ed., 
s.v. "Pietismus." 
4Spener, Pia Desideria, 34; Zinzendorf, Sonderbare Gesprache, 17; and Beyreuther, August 
Hermann Francke, 1663-1727, 54; and Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 3rd ed., 
s. v., "Wesley." 
5Wesley, Journal, 1:150-55, 168-72. 
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this time, he writes, "I did not willingly lose any opportunity of conversing 
with them, while I stayed in London." 6 In the journal his progress to the 
Aldersgate experience can be read as a debate between himself and Bohler 
over the nature of saving faith. Before he could receive it, Wesley had to be 
persuaded it could be received as a sensible experience. This was the work 
of Peter Bohler.7 Bohler left London for A1nerica several weeks before 
Wesley's conversion. But Bohler gets the credit. "Oh what a work hath God 
begun, since his coming into England! such an one as shall never come to 
an end till heaven and earth pass away." 

The Aldersgate Street meeting was a Pietist gathering, held for Pietist 
purposes. The occasion was a reading of Luther's preface to Romans. 
Wesley's experience occurred at the point where Luther speaks of "the 
change which God woks in the heart through faith in Christ." This is the pas
sage cited by Spener, Francke, and Zinzendorf. "I felt my h~art strangely 
warmed," Wesley wrote. "I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salva
tion; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even 
mine and saved me from the law of sin and death." 8 

Wesley's conversion to "real" Christianity also counts as a conversion 
to Pietism. This is evident in his decision to visit the Moravian congrega
tions at Herrnhut and Marienborn in Germany. "I hoped the conversing with 
these holy men who were themselves living witnesses of the full power of 
faith would be a means, under God, of so establishing my soul, that I might 
go on from faith to faith and 'from strength to strength.'" There Wesley con
versed with experienced believers. "I continually met with what I sought for, 
viz. living proofs of the power of faith: persons saved from inward as well 
as outward sin by 'love of God shed abroad in their hearts,' and from all 
doubt and fear by the abiding witness of 'the Holy Ghost given unto 
them.'" 9 Verbatim records of these conversations were kept and printed in 
the journal. Wesley published the journal, after his quarrel with the London 
Moravians had started. It is possible these conversations were printed at 
length to prove that he and not his London opponents spoke for authentic 
Moravianism. 10 Yet the journal agrees with what he had written to his friends 
and relatives in England. He had gone to Ge1many to learn more about sav
ing faith. He was not disappointed. "God has given n1e at length the desire 
of my heart," Wesley wrote, "I am with a Church whose conversation is in 
heaven, in whom is the mind that was in Christ, and who so, walked as he 
walked." In Germany,Wesley saw himself as the pupil and the Mbravians as 
the teachers. There he met "more than one hundred witnesses of that ever-

6Wesley, Journal, 1 :436-37. 
7Wesley, Journal, 1:447, 454-55. 
8Wesley, Journal 1 :459, 476. 
9Wesley, Journal 1 :483, 2: 13. 

10Wesley, Journal, I :430. 
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lasting truth. 'Every one that believeth hath peace with God and is freed 
from sin, and is in Christ a new creature.' " 11 

Wesley's career does not, of course, end in 1740 and his debt to Pietism 
is not undisputed. Frank Baker and Bernard Semmel both see Wesley as a 
manif es ta ti on not of his Pie ti st but of his Anglican and Arminian back
ground. Clifford Towlson in Moravian and Methodist plays down the impor
tance of Pietism. The Aldersgate conversion is to be seen more as a response 
"to an emotional impulse" than as an assent to theological truth. What 
impressed Wesley was not so much "the Christianity which the Brethren 
preached as the Christianity which they lived." John Walsh in an important 
study of the evangelical revival ignores Pietism completely. On Walsh's 
account the revival is explained in terms of English antecedents. Michael 
Watts does not disagree: "Once the example of the Moravians and the writ
ings of Luther had served their purposes, they were ... set side and ... ear
lier preconversion influences reasserted themselves." 12 The first historian to 
dismiss the importance of Moravianism is, of course, John Wesley. The 
Short History of Methodism (1765) makes no reference to the Moravians. 
Methodism figures as something that originates, not in He1mhut in the 
1730s but Oxford in the 1720s. Georgia is mentioned but nothing is said 
about his intimacy with the Moravian missionaries. Nor is anything written 
about Wesley's later association with them in London, nor about the 
Aldersgate Street experience, nor about the pilgrimage to Germany. Pietism 
is dropped from the record. In the Short History as in the journals Wesley 
emphasizes saving faith. But the Moravians do not appear as "living proofs 
of the power of faith" or witnesses to "everlasting truth.'' 13 In a brief survey 
of Methodism written in 1777, the Moravians were again ignored. 
Methodism commences in Oxford. We read about Wesley as a young student 
reading Thomas a Kempis and Jeremy Taylor. Here the first Methodist soci
ety is the Holy Club formed by Wesley in 1729; the second, in Georgia. 
Methodism owes noting to German influence. "Methodism, so called, is the 
old religion, the religion of the Bible, the religion of the primitive Church, 
the religion of the Church of England." 14 In 1781, Wesley published a fuller 

11John Wesley, The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M . ... , ed. John Telford, 8 vols. (London: 
Epworth Press, 1931), 1:251. 
12Frank Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England (London: Epworth Press, 1970); 
Semmel, The Methodist Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 189-90; Clifford W. 
Towlson, Moravian and Methodist: Relationships and Influences in the Eighteenth Century 
(London: The Epworth Press , 1957), 19, 62; John D. Walsh "The Origins of the Evangelical 
Revival" in Essays in Modern English Church History in Mem01)' of Norman Sykes, eds. G. V. 
Bennett and John D. Walsh (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1966), 132-62; and Michael R. 
Watts, (Dissenters: From the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
I 978), 428. 
11John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, ed. Thomas Jackson, 3d ed., 14 vols. (1872; reprint, 
Grand Rapids, Mich., 1979), 8:34 7-5 J. 
14Wesley, Wo rks, 7:419-30. 
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and more detailed history. A Short History of the People called Methodists. 
Here the Moravians are at least mentioned, but only incidentally. In the one 
brief reference to them, Wesley again reminds us of Methodism's real ori
gins in Oxford in the 1720s. 15 

The suppression of the Moravians cannot be explained by the vanity or 
forgetfulness of old age. It happens as early as 1743 when Wesley pub
lishes The General Rules of United Societies and when the memory of 
Moravianism must have been fresh in his inind. Here Methodism emerges 
almost self-created in 1739. That year Wesley tells us, he agreed to direct a 
number of penitents, "who appeared to be deeply convinced of sin, and 
earnestly groaning for redemption." From this association the Methodist 
movement arose. Wesley makes no reference to the Moravians. Almost as 
significant, he makes no reference to Oxford. On this account Methodism is 
without antecedents anywhere. It just happens. 16 In 1748 he puplished the 
Plain Account of the People called Methodists. This is longer and more 
detailed. Again Methodism starts in London in 1739 without any pre
history. 17 To follow Wesley in his later recollections and think of Methodism 
uninfluenced by Pietism is to imagine a version of Methodism shorn of the 
very doctrines that identify it. It is the quarrel with the Moravians that 
explains the revision of the record and not the unimportance of the 
Moravians in the origins of Methodism .. Like the rest of us, he found it hard 
to admit a debt to people he had come to hate. Without doubt his hatred of 
the Moravians was personal and bitter and transcended the doctrinal issues 
in dispute. "They are not good men;" he wrote, ''they are very wicked men. 
They are as a body deceiving and being deceived; they are liars, proud, 
boasters, despisers of those that are good, slaves to an ungodly man, and 
continually labouring to enslave others . .. . . Have no commerce with 
them!" 18 

Despite the personal animosity, Wesley never forgot that the quarrel 
had started over doctrine. 19 In this respect it was a dispute between Pietists 
of two different kinds. It turned on the question of what manifests real faith 
in the mind of the believer. Pietists might agree in thinking of faith as a psy
chological transformation. They did not always agree about the evidence 
that proved the reality of the transformation. On the first stq.tement of the 
issue, the controversy turned on whether faith could be possessed in 
degrees. 20 Here the Methodists said yes and the Moravians no. In this con
text, it was a debate about justification. On the second statement~· the con
troversy turned on whether holiness could be possessed in degrees. Again 

15Wesley, Works, 13:307. 
'"Wesley, Works, 8:269-271. 
17Wesley, Works, 8:248-68. 
18Wesley, Letters, 4:36. 
19Wesley, Letters, 5:252. 
20Wesley, Journal, 2:314-15, 328-31. 
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the Methodists said yes and the Moravians no. In this context, it was a 
debate about sanctification. No doubt, Wesley preferred to wage war on the 
second formulation of the question. It was on the point of sanctification that 
he made hi~ reply to Zinzendorf in the Standard Sermons. We should 
remember, however, tha.t faith and holiness were related conceptions in 
Wesley's thought. Faith was "both the condition and instrument" of holi
ness. ''When we begin to believe, then sanctification begins. And as faith 
increases, holiness increases, till we are created anew.'' 

In arguing for degrees of faith or degrees of holiness, Wesley argued 
ultimately for the same thing. 21 Whether it was about faith or holiness., 
Wesley asserted the reality of progress in the believer's heart. The faith 

· might be hesitant and doubtful, but not therefore illegitimate. Faith is com
patible with the persistence of doubts and hesitations. "Therefore there are 
degrees in faith; and weak faith may yet be true faith.'' 22 Doubts and hesita
tions disappear if the believer perseveres to "the full assurance of faith," 23 

The same was true for holiness. Holiness, of course, prohibits the willful 
commission of sinful acts, but it is not inconsistent with the persistence of 
unholy tempers and temptations., A sense of inward sin can remain in the 
believer's heart. This will persist until progress in holiness reaches perfec
tion. 24 Again attainment of perfection in holiness and attainment of assur
ance in faith were related transformations in the heart of the believer. "In the 
same proportion as he grows in faith, he grows in holiness." 25 

The· transformation that Wesley saw as a process, the Moravians saw as 
an event. Where Wesley saw gradations, the Moravians saw contrasts. Zin
zendorf divided people into two classes: the dead and the awakened .. In part 
this reflects the wish of the Moraviarts to be more orthodox in their com
mitment to Luther than many Pietists who were professedly Lutheran. 
Martin Schmidt sees the Methodist-Moravian dispute as something that in 
its basic assumptions duplicates the disagreement between two generations 
of German pietism: one derived from Spener and Francke and was based at 
Halle, the other from Zinzendorf and was based at Herrnhut. Like Wesley 
the first generation of Pietists had thought in terms of the Christian's spiritual 
rebirth which culminates in perfection. In Pia Desideria believers were 
enjoined to seek it. Spener never supposed that the perfected Christian could 
attain a state that left nothing more to do. The process was, in a sense, endless. 
Even so, Spener still insisted, a degree of perfection had to be striven for. 26 

21 Wesley, Works, 5: 145-56, 8:279. 
22Wesley, Journal, 2:355. 
23Wesley, Journal, 2:329. 
24Wesley, Journal, 2:488-89; and Wesley, Works, 5:145-46, 6:1-19. 
25Wesley, Works, 6:489. 
26Beyrether and Meyer, eds., Zinzend01f Flauptschrijien, vol. 1, Nikolaus Ludwig von 
Zinzendorf, Berlinische Reden (1758; Reprint ed., Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1962) 
29-30; Martin Schmidt, John Wesley: Leben und Werk, 2d ed., 3 vols. (Ztirich: Gotthelf Verlag, 
1987), 2:62-63; and Spener, Pia Desideria, 48. 
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Francke also encouraged the Christian to hope for a degree of perfection that 
lies beyond the attainment of belief. In Von der Christen Vollkommenheit 
(1691) believers in their progress towards perfection are classified as chil
dren, young men, and fathers. 27 

Like Francke and Spener, the Moravians accepted regeneration, but 
they rejected the possibility of growth in real holiness. The persistence of sin 
is not diminished by any holiness which the believer can claim for himself. 
In Ludwig Schrautenbach's memoir of Zinzendorf the Moravians disclaim 
perfection. They neither possessed it nor aspired to it. The Moravian con
gregation was a Siechhaus, "a home for incurables" where the inmates tend 
each other. The only perfection or degree of holiness ,that the believer coulq 
aspire to in himself was indistinguishable from faith and to assert holiness 
in the believer was to question his dependence upon Christ. Zinzendorf con
stitutes "die rechte Vollkommenheit" as our knowledge of Jesus? his resur
rection, and the interest which we derive from the Passion.28 Iii Lutheran 
orthodoxy the believer's holiness was not real but imputed. In Jesus holiness 
was real but also infinite and absolute, and could not exist in degrees. In us 
this holiness did not exist at all and could not be possessed in degrees. In 
this sense to talk about our own degrees of holiness was to talk nonsense. 
The credit of this holiness was something that the believer might claim, but 
holiness itself was not something he could either possess in itself or in 
which he could grow. When Zinzendorf and Wesley met in London in 17 41, 
Zinzendorf made his case in terms of Lutheran orthodoxy. "All Christian 
perfection is simply faith in Christ's blood; Christian perfection is entirely 
imputed, not inherent." Once the believer believes he then possesses all 
the holiness he can ever claim. "From the moment one is justified, he is 
entirely sanctified. Thereafter till death he is neither more holy nor less holy. 
. . . The event of sanctification and justification is complete in an instant. 
Thereafter, it neither increases nor decreases." 29 

It is not inaccurate to describe the Methodist-Moravian quarrel as a dis
pute between adherents of imputed and inherent righteousness. Wesley per
haps came to think at times that his real adversary in the dispute was Luther 
and not Zinzendorf. "Here (I apprehend) is the real spring of the grand eITor 
of the Moravians. They follow Luther, for better or worse. Hence their 'No 
works; no law; no commandments.''' At the height of the quan-el, Wesley 
condemned Luther "for his rough untractable spirit and bitter zeal for 

27 Albrecht Ritschl, Geschichte des Pietismus, 3 vols. (Bonn: Adolph Marcus, 1880-86) 2:261; 
and Martin Schmidt, Pietisnzus, 3d ed. (Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1983), p. 74-75. 
28Erich Beyreuther, Gerhard Meyer, and Amedeo Molnar, eds., Nikolaus Ludwig von 
Zinzendorf· Materialien und Dokumente, series 2, vol. 9, Ludwig Carl Freiherr von 
Schrautenbach, Der Grafvon Zinzend01fund die Brlidergemeine seiner Zeit (1851; reprint ed., 
Hildesheim: Georg Olrns Verlag, 1972) 21; and Zinzendorf, Sonderbare Gespriiche, 8. 
!

9 Albert C. Outler, ed. , John Wesley, A Library of Protestant Thought (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1964) 371-72. 
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opinions, so greatly obstn1Ctive of the work of God." Yet repeating the terms 
of a dispute does not always explain its logic. People sometimes misstate 
the issue that divides them. It is wrong to think of the Moravians and Metho
dists as controversialists primarily committed to a conception of ortho
doxy. 

Pietism, in a sense, represents a reaction against dogma. A dislike of 
dogma manifests itself both with the Methodists and the Moravians. Wesley 
never adopted a formal creed for Methodists. There is no Methodist equiva
lent for the Westminster Confession or the Thirty-Nine Articles. The only 
condition to be met for admission · into the Methodist society was a wish to 
flee from the wrath to come. The candidate was not required to profess even 
Christianity. "Orthodoxy, or right opinions," wrote Wesley, "is at best but a 
very slender part of religion, if it can be allowed to be any part of it at all." 
What identified Methodism was the absence of orthodoxy. "The distin
guishing marks Qf a Methodist are not his opinions of any sort. His assent
ing to this or that scheme of religion, his embracing any pa11icular set of 
notions, his espousing the judgment of one man or of another, are all quite 
wide of the point." Whoever defines a M.ethodist in terms of doctrine, 
Wesley continued, "is grossly ignorant of the whole affair; he mistakes the 
truth totally." 30 The member of the Methodist society might even continue to 
worship as a member of some other church. "The Presbyterian may be a 
Presbyterian still; the Independent or Anabaptist use his own mode of wor
ship. So may the Quaker; and none will contend with him about it." 31 

In shunning credal formulations the Moravians were less consistent 
than the Methodists. They committed themselves at least to the doctrinal 
articles of the Augsburg Confession. 32 Yet this commitment does not matter 
much for the definition of Moravianism. The Moravians supposed that all 
Christian denominations were legitimate. Schrautenbach thought that every 
denomination possessed its own particular treasury of truth. No doct1inal 
conditions were imposed on the admission of members. Catholics and 
Calvinists could become Moravians and continue to believe what they had 
believed before. Moravianism was not a sect committed to an exclusive 
creed. 33 What mattered was the possession of living faith by the believer and 
not his comprehension of true doctrine. Whoever possessed faith could be 
left alone in his errors. 34 

30Wesley, Letters, 2:293; and Wesley, Works, 8:340. 
31Wesley, Works, 13:266, 7:276. 
32Beyreuther, Meyer, and Molnar, eds., Nikolaus Ledwig von Zinzend01j:- Materialien und 
Dokumente, series 2, vol. 12, Joseph T. Muller, Zinzendo1f als Erneuer der alten Briidetkirche 
(1900; reprint ed., Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1975), 95. 
33Schrautenbach, Zinzend01f, pp. 43, 325. 
34Beyreuther, Meyer, and Molnar, eds., Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendoif: Materialien und 
Dokumente, series 2, vols. 1-8, August Gottlieb Spangenberg, Leben des Herrn Nikolaus 
Ludwig Grafen von Zinzend01f und Pottend01f8 vols. in 4 (1773-75; reprint ed., Hildesheim: 
George Olms Verlag, 1971), 3-4; 582-83, 
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In the dispute over degrees, neither side argued a matter of saving 
orthodoxy was at issue. What saved the believer was the consciousness of 
redemption. It was faith that saved and not one's assent to its clear 
definition. The dispute turned on a subordinate issue, a question about evan
gelical method, which of the two doctrines favored the work of conversion. 
Wesley put the problem in pragmatic terms. The Moravian denial of degrees 
discouraged believers and caused them to lose the little faith they possessed. 
This was the point of his objection in the preface to the second journal. The 
denial of degrees worked to destroy the faith of his adherents whose con
version had already begun. "Certain men crept in among them unawares, 
greatly troubling and subverting their souls; telling-·them they were ir1 a. 
delusion, that they had deceived themselves, and had no true faith at all.'' 35 

This objection was to be repeated. Moravianism failed in practice. More 
accurately, perhaps, it persuaded men to deny their possession qf faith. "I 
observed every day more and more the advantage Satan had gained over us. 
. . . Many were induced to deny the gift of God, and affirm they never had 
any faith at all .... " 36 Peace with the Moravians was out of the question. ''I 
dare not but oppose them; for in many places they have wellnigh destroyed 
the work of God. Many souls once full of faith and love, they have caused 
to draw back to perdition Many they have driven into the deep and then 
trampled over them.'' 37 

That the Moravians might also see the dispute as a practical question 
about the best way of saving souls, Wesley never really understood. More 
often than not, he pretended to be dealing with Antinomians who were 
obsessed with the matter of works. In fact he had stumbled into a contro
versy with the Moracians that was an extension of the BujJkampf contro
versy between the Moravians and the Halle Pietists in Germany. Following 
Francke, the Pietists at Halle thought of conversion as a process that devel
oped in stages or degrees. The first of these stages was the BujJkampf or pen
itential struggle. It starts with the sinner's acknowledgement of guilt. He 
comes to hate his sins. He feels contrition. He recognizes his inability to 
save himself by any effort of his own. The process ends with the Durchbrucfi 
or his being pierced by saving grace when helearns of his salvation through 
the merits of Jesus. On BujJkampf assun1ptions the conversion commences 
with the acknowledgement of sin. For this reason the BujJkampf is legalistic 
in its emphasis. The sinner must first know about the law before he can be 
aware of his failure to obey it. The BujJkampf is not, of course, legalistic in 
the sense that it implies the n1erit of works or assumes that anyone can ever 
save himself merely through obedience to the law. 38 The legalism of the 
BujJkampfhas nothing to do with Catholicism or salvation by works. 

35Wesley, Journal, 1 :430. 
36Wesley, Journal, 2:315, 316, 330-31, 344-45. 
37Wesley, Letters, 4:36. 
38Ritschl, Geschichte des Pietismus, 2:252-63. 
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Raised in a Pietist household and educated under Francke's tutelage at 
Halle, Zinzendorf was familiar with BujJkampf piety. In his own conversion 
he had not experienced it. Like most Pietists he assumed it represented an 
ordinary and normal stage in evangelical conversion. In the early years spir
itual instn1ction at Herrnhut was conducted on BujJkampf principles. 
Members of the congregation sorted themselves into three groups: the dead, 
the awakened, and the converted. Those who were "awakened'' were the 
penitents who had reached BujJkampf stage of their conversion. Looking 
back on Herrnhut under_ the BujJkampf regime, Spangenberg and David 
Cranz both criticized old Moravianism for encouraging converts to think 
first of their deficiences under the law. 39 

It is in the rejection of this legalism that the Moravians will come to 
define themselves and their doctrine. Missing the BujJkampf, himself, 
Zinzendorf's denial of its necessity was perhaps inevitable. In 1729 his ene
mies at Halle had denied the legitimacy of his conversion.40 The explicit 
rejection of the BujJkampf dates from 1734. What he opposes to the 
BujJkampf is the Versohnungslehre or doctrine of atonement. In the 
Buj3kampfthe sinner is urged to consider his wretchedness under the law; in 
the Versohnungslehre he is urged to rejoice in the fact of his redemption. 
Christianity is reduced to a single historical truth: Christ died for us on the 
cross. This says everything that Christianity has to teach and its converts 
have to know. "For me, a miserable little worm, He has shed his blood: das 
ist die gauze Herzensthiologie.'' 

Zinzendorf and in time the Moravian community regarded the 
Versohnungslehre as the doctrine that distinguished them from other denom
inations. "It is our own official point of view. It is special to us. It is our solu
tion for everything that is wrong in thought and deed, and always will be." 41 

In the Versohnungslehre nothing is asserted which is inconsistent either with 
Protestantism or Pietism. It is what the doctrine implied for the process of 
conversion that is different and distinctive. If our rede1nption by Christ is the 
first fact of Christianity, it is in the recognition of this fact that the believer's 
conversion ought to begin and also ought to end. A process of conversion 
like the BujJkampf directs his attention to the wrong thing, that is, to the law 
and guilt under the law and not to the fact of redemption. 

To effect the conversion of the non-believer, we must begin with the 
assertion of the gospel and not the assertion of the law.42 In the BujJkampf 

19Erich Beyreuther, Zinzendorf und die sich allhier beisammen finden (Marburg an der Lahn,: 
Francke-Buchhandlung, 1959), pp. 213-14; Spangenberg, Zinzend01f, 3-4:408; and 
Beyreuther, Meyer, and Molnar, eds., Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzend01f: A1aterialien und 
Dokumente, series 2, vol. 11, David Cranz, Alte und Neue Briider-Historie . .. (1772; reprint 
ed., Hildesheim, Georg Olms Verlag, 1973), p. 230. 
"
0Beyreuther, Zinzendorf und die sich allhier beisammen finden, 213. 

41 Spangenberg,. Zinzendorf, 5-6:1283-84; and Schrautenbach, Zinzend01f, p. 205. 
42Zinzendorf, Berlinische Reden, pp. 93-94. 
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process the conversion began with the hatred of sin. It began with terror and 
fear. In the Moravian conversion one started with the knowledge of redemp
tion and only afterwards proceeded to contrition. From the sufferings of 
Jesus on the cross, it is seen how gravely we have offended God.43 We learn 
that we were damned only after we have been assured of our forgiveness. We 
feel contrition in our hearts only after we have learned that our sins no 
longer matter. The Buj3kampf conversion commences in fear and proceeds 
with hesitation and doubt. The convert who has survived the Buj3kampf may 
hope to grow in faith and reach perfection. This kind of conversion implies 
degrees of ·faith and very possibly encourages the convert to measure his 
progress in terms of holiness. The Moravian conversion starts joyful a~d 
remains confident. There are no degrees. To represent conversion as the end 
of one process and the beginning of another is to subordinate conversion to 
things which are in fact subordinate to it. .. 

· \ ; . 

In teaching the Versohnungslehre, the Moravians did not in1ply that 
other conversions were invalid or heretical. Inde'ed, Zinzendorf saw himself 
as a champion of freedom and diversity against Francke's insistence on 
Buj3kampf Scripture and logic admitted many possibilities.44 ''Every person" 
said Schrautenbach, "is a world apart that turns in obedience to its own 
laws." For Zinzendorf the difference between Halle and Herrnhut was a mat
ter of style. At Halle they contemplated their wretchedness and reflected on 
the wounds of Christ. At Herrnhut they contemplated the wounds and 
reflected on their wretchedness. "It all comes to the same thing. God 
indulges us in the diversity of our minds." The Halle Pietist was a melan
choly soul who did things in the most difficult and awkward way. But Halle 
and Herrnhut both worked to the san1e end, Halle limping and groaning 
where Herrnhut danced and sang.45 Despite this recognition of diversity, the 
Moravians came to think their method worked where others failed. Refer
ring to the Greenland mission, Schrautenbach put the issue pragmatically. 
The Versohnungslehre brought men to the faith. Before the doctrine was for
mulated no conversions were effected. The mission prospered only after 
converts were taught "diesen groj3en Punkt": Jesus is the beginning, the . 
middle and the end of religion. "Von dem an ging' s in die Tausende." 46 

In Wesley's conversion, however, it was not the Versohnungslehre but 
the Buj3kampf pattern that was approximated. He proclailns in the first jour
nal the futility of works, his utter separation from the life of God, and his 
lack of faith; in the second, his conversion and the knowledge ofhl.s pardon. 

43Spangenberg, Zinzendoif, 5-6: 1726. 
44Erich Beyreuther, Studien zur Theologie Zinzendoifs; gesammelte Aufsatze (Neukirchen: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1962), pp. 250-251. 
45Schrautenbach, Zinzend01f, p. 298; and Otto Uttendorfer, Zinzend01fs Weltbetrachtung: eine 
systematische Darstellung der Gedankenwelt des Begrilnders der Briidergenieine (Berlin: 
Furche-Verlag, 1929), pp.85-86. 
4('Schrautenbach, Zinzend01f, pp. 173-7 4. 
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The transformation began in fear and progressed in stages. He recognized 
that he was damned and then discovered that he was saved. From the 
Moravian perspective he had gotten things in the wrong order. Wesley's 
experience in his conversion shaped the future of Methodism. Just as Mora
vians will identify themselves with reference to the Versohnungslehre, 
Methodists will do it with reference to Buj3kampf assumptions. In the Gen
eral Rules of the United Societies, Methodists are people who have taken the 
first step in the struggle. "Such a society is no other than 'a company of men 
~having the form and seeking the power of godliness,-united in order to pray 
together, to receive the word of exhortation, and to watch over one another 
in love, that they may help each other to work out their salvation.'" In the 
General Rules the first Methodists were penitents who approached Wesley 
in 1739, "deeply convinced of sin, and earnestly groaning for redemption." 
Wesley was implored to re,ceive them and "advise them how to flee from the 
wrath to come; which they saw continually hanging over their heads." This 
desire constitutes the main test of Methodist membership. "There is one 
only condition previously required in those who desire admission into these 
societies,-a desire ''to flee from the wrath to come, to be saved from their 
sins.'' What makes a Moravian is the knowledge of salvation. What makes a 
Methodist is the knowledge of guilt. No doubt the Methodist will not be 
saved until he learns what the Moravian knows. But the Methodist must 
know things in their proper order: first, guilt; then, redemption. 47 In the dis
pute over the Buftkampf, Wesley sided with Halle. 

Wesley's own penitential struggle started in Georgia. This explains how 
he missed learning about the VersiJhnungslehre. Buj3kampf piety still per
sisted there. The Moravian emigration to Georgia and the reception of the 
Versohnungslehre had taken place at the same time. It is pretty clear that the 
Georgia missionaries knew little about the doctrine. No reference is made to 
it in Wesley's journal. Johann Toltschig, Spangenberg's successor in 
Georgia, reports in his own diary a conversation explaining to Wesley how 
conversions were directed at Herrnhut. What Toltschig de-scribes was the 
old and not the new system. Converts did not hear first about the blood and 
wounds of Christ. Instead they were asked to examine their own hearts, in 
other words, to recognize their own sinfulness, that is take the first step in 
the Buj3kampf, then von einem Grad zu andern, by degrees, progress to 
knowledge of salvation. Spangenberg also had left Herrnhut too early to be 
influenced by the Versohnungslehre. That came later. "When I returned from 
America I discovered that the Brethren had found blessedness in the blood 
of the Lamb. While I was gone we had prospered immeasurably in the 
knowledge of God's sacrifice, woran alle unsere Seligkeit hanget." What he 
taught Wesley in America was the Buj3kampf The short biography of 
Spangenberg that Wesley prints in the Georgia journal makes no references 

47Wesley, Works, 8:269-71. 
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to the Versohnungslehre. Nothing is said of the knowledge, "woran alle 
unsere Seligkeit hanget.'' 48 Much later Wesley remembered Spangenberg's 
having spoken of faith as something that could be possessed in degrees. 
Wesley was told, "you have faith but it is weak." 49 The Moravians spoke to 
Wesley with a double voice, one in Georgia that asserted the BujJkampf and 
one in London that rejected it. It was the first voice he heeded. 

Wesley's quarrel with the Moravians dates from the autumn of 1739, 
when he learned his friends had been urged to deny the degree of faith they 
possessed. In the preface to the second journal, Wesley saw the London 
Moravians as _the innovators.50 The fact is, however, that Wesley had learned 
of the Versohnungslehre long before he chose to make an issue of it. Bohler . 
in London had directed Wesley on Versohnungslehre principles. Wesley was 
never called upon to recognize his own sinfulness. He was never asked to 
flee the wrath to come. It was always the saving power of Christ'~ sacrifice 
that Bohler emphasized. This is abundantly evident in the Latin letter which 
Bohler wrote to Wesley before leaving for America. Everything starts with 
the recognition of Christ's love for us. "Oh how great, how inexpressible, 
how unexhausted is His love." No sin of ours can offend him but the sin of 
unbelief. "Crede igitur." In the visit to Herrnhut Wesley had the theory of 
the Versohnungslehre explained to him in one of the sermons delivered by 
Christian David. It was a direct attack on the Buj3kampf Contrition was rep
resented as an obstacle to faith. "Observe ... that it may hinder your justi
fication; that is, if you build anything upon it." This obstacle must be 
removed before the right foundation can be laid. "The right foundation is not 
your contrition, ... not your righteousness, nothing of your own, nothing 
wrought in you by the Holy Ghost; but it is something without you, viz. the 
righteousness and the blood of Christ." The sinner with all his ungodliness 
must find immediate refuge in Christ. To believe that more contrition and 
more humility are needed before this refuge can be claimed is to suppose 
that these and not the blood of Christ are the means of our salvation. In pri
vate conversation with Wesley, David again dismissed the Buj3kanipf as an 
impediment to conversion. "Wherever the free grace of God is rightly 
preached, a sinner in the full career of his sins will probably receive it and 
be justified by it, before one who insists on such previous preparation." All 
this was copied out by Wesley and published in the journal without objec
tion.51 He condemned the Versohnungslehre only when the contrition of his 
own converts came to be dismissed. -· 

48Schmidt, Wesley, 1: 142; Beyreuther, ed., Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinze11d01f' Materialien und 
Dokumente, seties 2, vol. 13, Gerhard Reichel, August Gottlieb Spangenberg: Bischof der 
Bn:iderkirche (1906; reprint ed., Hildesheim, Georg Olms Verlag, 1975), pp. 123-24; and 
Wesley, Journal, 1: 152-54. 
49Wesley, Letters, 5:281, 7:298. 
'
0Wesley, Journal, 1 :430-31. 

51 Wesley, Journal, 1:461-62, 2:26-27, 36. 
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That it was not the bare theory of the doctrine that caused the trouble, 
Wesley acknowledged. "The points in question between us and ... the 
German ... Antinomians are not points of opinion, but of practice. We break 
with no man for his opinion. We think, and let think." This was true, but on 
the · level of practice, a break was unavoidable. The Methodist told the con
gregation to repent; the Moravian told it to rejoice. They could not preach 
from the same pulpit. Wesley had to give in or get out. It is wrong, however, 
to suppose that in breaking with the Moravians Wesley reaffirmed his fideli
ty to the Church of England or to the works theology of his Oxford days. He 
did not. The quarrel between the Methodists and the Moravians is not a 
quarrel between Anglicans and Lutherans. It is a quarrel between Pietists of 
different kinds. It is the dispute between Herrnhut and Halle transferred to 
England. Wesley denounced the Moravians as Antinomians. Issues in 
schisms often get overstated. There is a sense in which anyone who believes 
in salvation by faith might be fairly charged with Antinomianism. Yet it is 
hard to see in what sense the Moravian counts as an Antinomian and the 
Methodist does not. Antinomianisrn is not the issue that divides them. Both 
suppose 1nerit is acquired through faith. Neither supposes that faith exempts 
the believer from obedience to the law. Both suppose faith makes obedience 
possible. The charge of Antinomianism introduces a difference where no 
disagreement exists. In fundamentals Moravians and Methodist agree: it is 
faith that saves and this faith is a conscious event in the believer's mind. 
This lies at the heart of the Methodist revival and Wesley learned about it 
from the Moravians."52 
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