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CONTEMPORARY INQUIRY
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ToNY RICHIE

INTRODUCTION

September 11, 2001 not only changed the geographical landscape and visual
skyline of New York City but also altered forever the political landscape and spiritu-
al skyline of the world. A few days after the terrorist attack on the WTC by radical
Muslim extremists, with a rent heart and a reeling mind, | signed onto the Internet
and entered a Muslim website. | was looking for answers, for at least some level of
understanding. Previous to 9/11 I had visited the Middle East, including areas with
heavy Muslim populations. I met many Muslims who were helpful and even friend-
ly. Some were more distant and distrustful. As a pastor in the USA [ also had had
opportunity to become acquainted with a few Muslims. One Egyptian gentleman
even began attending our church occasionally, though he remained Muslim. |
remembered meeting an Arab man in seminary who had been a Muslim but had
converted to Christ and was training for missionary work among Muslim peoples.
None of this, however, had prepared me for the events of September 1 1. Three fac-
tors have helped inform my present attitude concerning Islam in the wake of that
event. First, that day on the Internet a Muslim clergyman taught me Islamic radicals
such as Osama bin Laden are comparable to Ku Klux Klan members who claim to
be Christians doing their duty by terrorizing other races and religions. Secondly, I did
some personal research into who Muslims really are and what they really believe.
Thirdly, and most importantly, | discovered that more than 200 years ago John
Wesley had a lot to say about Mohammed and the religion he founded.! As a
Wesleyan Pentecostal involved in pastoral ministry I am intensely interested in Mr.
Wesley's guidance on this matter and its application to the contemporary context.”
Much of what he said concerning Islam is as up to date as today’s news.

Wesley's discussions of Islam, or “Mahometanism” as it was called in 18th centu-
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ry, fall naturally into a several broad categories. His writing includes references that are
comparative in nature as well as polemical, analytical, soteriological-theological, and, finally,
evangelistic. Wesley compares elements of Islam and Christianity, uses the Islamic religion
to make points in debate, muses on the origin and nature of Islam, addresses the issue of
salvation for Muslims, explores the status of Islam in the context of his broader under-
standing of religions in general, and offers suggestions for converting Muslims to Christ.

COMPARISONS WITH CHRISTIANITY AND CHRISTIANS

Wesley frequently compares or contrasts elements of Muslim life and thought with
those of Christians. Underlying these comparisons seem to be a set of assumptions and
an observation that together issue in a startling application. Wesley assumes the superior-
ity of Christianity vis-g-vis Islam. On the basis of his commitment to the biblical revela-
tion as “the book of God” and in alignment with his classical evangelical Arminianism®,
Wesley understands Jesus Christ to be the supreme revelation of God and the Christian
religion to be the supreme revelation of how God is to be worshiped. He further
assumes that the daily lives of Christians ought to be superior to the lives of the adher-
ents of other religions, including Islam. He candidly observes, however, that in actual
practice the lives of many who are called Christians are not much better, if any, than the
lives of Muslims. Shockingly, some Christians actually appear to live less righteously than
some Muslims! In his tireless efforts to “spread scriptural holiness throughout the land”,
Wesley often compares the lifestyles of Muslims and Christians as an “ox goad” to prick
the collective Christian conscience (cf. Acts 9:5).

Examples of Wesley's comparisons of the moral and ethical beliefs and behavior of
Christians and Muslims abound. Lamenting the sad history of Church councils, a journal
entry exclaims, “Surely Mahometanism was let loose to reform the Christians! [ know
not but Constantinople has gained by the change.” Commenting on the spiritual dispo-
sition of a certain Christian man he observes, “One so full of himself might turn Papist or
Mahometan”.” Wesley sarcastically describes Queen Elizabeth, in the context of the mal-
treatment of Mary Queen of Scots, as being “As just and merciful as Nero, and as good
a Christian as Mahomet.”® Always critical of the organized commercial enslavement of
Africans by “Christian” nations, Wesley writes that this treatment “infinitely exceeds, in
every instance of barbarity” that of Christian slaves in Muslim countries.” On another
occasion, Wesley complains that a certain bishop treated him in “a way that a Jew, a
Mahometan, yea, an honest Heathen, would be ashamed of.”'® Describing the loveless-
ness and worldliness among contemporary Christians, he cries out, “Wherein are they
preferable to Turks and Pagans? What abomination can be found among Mahometans
or Heathens which is not found among Christians also?”'' Wesley fears some Christians
“do not appear to have any more religion than either the Mahometans or Pagans.”"

In language that certainly seems especially relevant today John Wesley bemoans the
fanatical religious zeal that has too often led to persecution and terrorism by major reli-
gions, including both Islam and Christianity.

THERE are few subjects in the whole compass of religion, that are of greater
importance than this. For without zeal it is impossible, either to make any consid-
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erable progress in religion ourselves, or to do any considerable service to our
neighbor, whether in temporal or spiritual things. And yet nothing has done more
disservice to religion, or more mischief to mankind, than a sort of zeal which has
for several ages prevailed, both in Pagan, Mahometan, and Christian nations. In so
much that it may truly be said, pride, covetousness, ambition, revenge, have in all
parts of the world slain their thousands; but zeal its ten thousands."

In notable fashion Wesley lumps together Christianity, which is supposed to be superior,
with Islam and Paganism as guilty parties in religious persecution'’. He observes that
every atrocity and immorality that has occurred among Mohammed’s followers has also
occurred among Christians, involving both laity and clergy.'

Many more examples could be cited of Wesley's uncomplimentary comparisons of
Christians and Muslims.'® Mr. Wesley is far from approving Islam over and above
Christianity, however—or even placing the two religions on an even keel. In his compar-
isons Wesley is noting the lamentable condition of a complacent Christianity living
below its privileged status and longing for a revival, a restoration, of what it really means
to be Christian. Accordingly, he writes:

But why is it that so little advantage is derived from it to the Christian world? Are
Christians any better than other men? Are they better than Mahometans or
Heathens? To say the truth, it is well if they are not worse; worse than either
Mahometans or Heathens. In many respects they are abundantly worse; that then
they are not properly Christians. The generality of these, though they bear the
Christian name, do not know what Christianity is.'”

A POLEMICAL WEAPON

Throughout his long and illustrious career Wesley was often embroiled in controversy
and debate. In addition, he frequently voiced his opinions concerning a wide variety of
issues and authors. An exceptionally skilled polemicist, who actually authored a com-
pendium on logic,'® he occasionally used analogical or descriptive references to Islam to
expose errors of thought in opponents or authors with whom he disagreed or illustrate
his own positions. In a published journal entry he critiques an author who had published
a wild account of his visions of heaven and hell, saying, “his ideas of heaven are low,
grovelling, just suiting a Mahometan paradise; and his account of it has a natural tenden-
cy to sink our conceptions, both of the glory of heaven, and of the inhabitants of it.""”
He expressed his doubt about another writer's works by saying they “are as credible as
Mahomet's journey through seventy thousand heavens.”” In a sermon asserting the uni-
versal depravity of humanity Wesley challenges his audience to “Survey any one king-
dom, any single country, or city, or town” including not only those that “are still over
spread with Mahometan or Pagan darkness” but even those “which profess to see the
light of his glorious Gospel,”*' and they will see evidence of original and universal sin.
Elsewhere Mr. Wesley unstintingly, and somewhat stingingly, relates that all the abomi-
nations of Heathen and Muslim nations are also found in abundance in so-called
Christian kingdoms, inescapable evidence of human sinfulness.”” The violence of war is
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particular proof of the vileness of humanity, Christian as well as Islamic or Pagan. #*

Debunking the rationalistic impression that bare intellectual or doctrinal assent is suffi-
cient to be called Christian faith, Wesley argues unless the faith of Christians exceeds
dogma it will not “avail any more before God, than the faith of a Mahometan or a
Heathen.”” Wesley defends himself and his movement against the oft-repeated charge
of syncretism by satirically exposing the contradictory and unsubstantiated allegations of
his opponents. When they accused Wesleyans, as they would later be termed, of numer-
ous and contradictory errors “There might as well have been added, Judaism,
Mahometanism, Paganism,” for “It would have made the period rounder, and been full
as easily proved; | mean asserted. For no other proof is yet produced.”” Again, Wesley
shows his opponents have overstated their case against him and might as well have
charged him with being “a Mahometan, or infidel, or the devil himself” rather than
merely a Christian who dissented from their particular opinions.”® Yet again, he over-
turns attempts to make him appear guilty by association with “Papists,” or Roman
Catholics, by throwing in “Mahometans or Pagans” too.”

Wesley was repeatedly maligned as an “enthusiast” or fanatic. He was accused of fol-
lowing the secret impulses of his own inner emotions and whims into religious subjectiv-
ity. He refuted the charge in uncompromising tones, insisting “I make the word of God
the rule of all my actions; and that [ no more follow any secret impulse instead thereof,
than [ follow Mahomet or Confucius.” ** Wesley also accuses those who adhere to the
fatalistic determinism of Augustinian Calvinism of adopting a doctrine of Mohammed.”
He counters the charge of schism by noting his work is among “real Christians” rather
than Muslims.*® He suggests even Islamic nations have a right to be suspicious in dealings
with the Roman Catholic Church because of their expressed contempt for fidelity to
them.” When a heretical writer denies the Trinity and attributes to Trinitarian faith the
atheism of the world, Wesley charges he has gone beyond even the “Arian, Socinian, or
Mahometan” heresies in his rabid excess.*

Wesley's use of “Mahometanism” as a polemical weapon in debate, or in critique of
adversaries, evidences his assumption that Christianity is superior to Islam. The refer-
ences are only effective if Islam is adjudged inferior. His tendency toward satire, and
even sarcasm, is evident also, although he uses biting wit for logical purposes. Religious
prejudice, however, should not be read into his approach, especially in the light of other,
more complete statements. More likely, Wesley in these instances is drawing on a collec-
tive cultural conception of Islam among Christians in the eighteenth century.”
Nonetheless, he does esteem Islam as a less excellent religion than Christianity though,
as will become evident, it is in turn superior to some other religions.

ANALYTICAL SKETCHES

On occasion Wesley's perennially inquisitive mind grapples with the intrinsic nature
of Islam. He believes the origin of Islam is wrapped up in the ancient Christian heresy of
Arianism, which denied the Trinity and viewed Christ as an exalted creature, the precise
position of Islam, and which is described by Wesley as the “the inlet to all heresies and
calamities, and at length to Mahometanism itself.”** Often his quest for deeper under-
standing arises out of his prolific reading. He is a demanding and critical reader as the
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following comments from his journal somewhat humorously indicate.

[ went to Canterbury. Here | met with the Life of Mahomet, wrote, | suppose, by
the Count de Boulanvilliers. Whoever the author is, he is a very pert, shallow, self-
conceited coxcomb, remarkable for nothing but his immense assurance and thor-
ough contempt of Christianity. And the book is a dull, ill-digested romance, sup-
ported by no authorities at all.**

Wesley's survey of the sinfulness of humankind, which included Christian nations, did
not exclude the Muslim world, either. He saw much in their history to verify his belief
that all humanity is under the bondage of original sin as he “calmly and impartially” con-
siders “what manner of men the Mahometans in general are.”*® To begin with, Wesley
sees the arrogant attitude of extreme Muslims toward the Koran with its, to him, obvi-
ous shortcomings as indicative of a distorted understanding.’” In addition, the violent his-
tory of Islam witnesses to Wesley of a skewed spirituality referring to “the rage, the fury,
the revenge, of these destroyers of human kind.”*®* On the other hand, Wesley attempts
to expose the utter vileness of the slave trade by describing the orderly and pious lives of
Africans, many of whom are “rigid Mahometans,”* prior to their enslavement. His
description of their industry and morality is exceedingly complimentary.*

Mr. Wesley's tendency toward hyperbole is evident in these excerpts of analyses of Islam.
When he is painting a picture of original and universal sin, he paints a dark and ugly portrait.
When he is painting a picture of inhuman treatment and exploitation of Africans, his portrait
shines brightly. What does seem evident is that Wesley sees serious flaws in the theology
and spirituality of Islam but honestly recognizes that it sometimes produces moral and ethi-
cal people who should be treated humanely, that is, with compassion and consideration.

THEOLOGICAL-SOTERIOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK OF FAITH "

John Wesley, especially later in his life and ministry, thought and wrote more precisely
concerning the relations of other religions, such as Islam, to Christianity.*” Issues concern-
ing the character of God and the nature of revelation and providence, as well as the
nature of man and salvation become of primary significance in the discussion of religions.
Wesley criticized those who have too narrow a definition of religion, saying that, broadly
speaking, “a religion is, a method of worshipping God, whether in a right or a wrong man-
ner.”® However, in a telling statement, significant in its embrace of other religions, Wesley
defines genuine religion differently.

We conclude from the whole, (and it can never be too much inculcated, because
all the world votes on the other side,) that true religion, in the very essence of it, is
nothing short of holy tempers. Consequently all other religion, whatever name it
bears, whether Pagan, Mahometan, Jewish, or Christian; and whether Popish or
Protestant, Lutheran or Reformed; without these, is lighter than vanity itself.**

Wesley adamantly affirmed the unique importance of the scriptural revelation of God
in Christ."* Wesley also, however, understood the divine decrees recorded in Scripture to
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be especially binding only as “touching all that have the written word.”*® In an eloquent
statement from a sermon on 1 Corinthians 13:1-3 he elaborates thus:

But it may be asked, “If there be no true love of our neighbor but that which
springs from the love of God; and if the love of God flows from no other fountain
than faith in the Son of God; does it not follow, that the whole heathen world is
excluded from all possibility of salvation? Seeing they are cut off from faith; for faith
cometh by hearing; and how shall they hear without a preacher?” | answer, St.
Paul's words, spoken on another occasion, are applicable to this: “What the law
speaketh, it speaketh to them that are under the law.” Accordingly, that sentence,
“He that believeth not shall be damned,” is spoken of them to whom the Gospel is
preached. Others it does not concern; and we are not required to determine any
thing touching their final state. How it will please God, the Judge of all, to deal with
them, we may leave to God himself. But this we know, that he is not the God of
the Christians only, but the God of the Heathens also; that he is “rich in mercy to
all that call upon him,” according to the light they have; and that “in every nation,
he that feareth God and worketh righteousness is accepted of him.”*’

He therefore quotes with approval “a pious writer” who outlined a “three-fold circle of
providence.”*® He contended for a “superintending providence”* over the whole of
humanity including, not only Christians but Jews, Muslims, and even Heathens. The lov-
ing concern and compassion of God extends to all. Wesley is compelled to conclude:
“And so we may say, Is he the God of the Christians, and not of the Mahometans and
Heathens? Yea, doubtless of the Mahometans and Heathens also. His love is not con-
fined.”® According to this scheme, the “outermost circle” of divine providence includes
Heathen, Muslims, and Jews; the “interior circle” includes the visible Church; and the
“inmost circle” includes the invisible Church or all true Christians.”'

In a decisive discussion of faith Wesley asserts that there are degrees or levels of faith
beginning with Heathen and Mahomatans and continuing through Jews and then
Christians.”* Not all nations and peoples have the Holy Scriptures but some faithfully live
according to the understanding that they do have; consequently God, Wesley believes,
will take that into account when he judges them and that “No more therefore will be
expected of them, than the living up to the light they had.”*

God, through general revelation and the inner voice of the human conscience, com-
municates the essentials of genuine religion to all people everywhere.** Some are faithful
to the revelation they have and others are not; all will be judged according to their faith-
fulness to what God has made known to them. God graciously places within all those cre-
ated in his image an affinity for himself and spiritual realities as well a moral sense of right
and wrong.”® Wesley insists that no one “has a right to sentence all the heathen and
Mahometan world to damnation” but suggests it is “far better to leave them to Him that
made them, and who is ‘the Father of the spirits of all flesh;’ who is the God of the
Heathens as well as the Christians, and who hateth nothing that he hath made.”® He
reminds us, however, that those who are “under the Christian dispensation” will be
judged by a higher standard.”” Wesley is optimistic about the possibility of some of the
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unevangelized responding positively to general revelation of God to the extent they may
partake of a measure of the blessings of God; but he is somewhat pessimistic about how
far any can go in reality without the specific revelation of Scripture and of Christ.*® While
some may attain unto God in a genuine sense through the witness of creation and con-
science, limits exist that cannot be overcome apart from special revelation in Scripture
and personal redemption in Christ.

An important caveat may be necessary. In no way is Wesley moving toward universal-
ism or pluralism.”* He unequivocally denounces any idea of a Church that counts “every
child of man,” and “consequently, Turks, Deists, and Pagans” “as real members as the
most pious Christian under the sun.”® Mr. Wesley is not suggesting that those of other
religions are “anonymous Christians.”®' The idea that Christ’s saving presence is somehow
secretly within all people repulses him.®> He sarcastically retorts to such an idea, “So Jews,
Mahometans, Deists, Heathens, are all members of the Church of Christ! Should we not
add devils too, seeing these also are to dwell with us in heaven?”®® Only those who per-
sonally believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and obey his Gospel are in the special saving rela-
tionship made possible thereby. Wesley is only contending that those who do not have
the Scriptures or know the Gospel may respond positively to the revelation of God in cre-
ation and conscience in order to know God in some limited way. God, according to his
justice and mercy, will judge such according to their faithfulness to walk in the light they
do have, not according to their unfaithfulness to not walk in the light they do not have.
Consequently, they may enjoy a measure of divine acceptance and blessing but not the
fullness that is in Christ alone.

Wesley's beliefs concerning the unevangelized and devout non-Christians flow out of
his beliefs concerning the character of God and the nature of humankind, especially in
regard to human responsibility and divine judgment.®* In stark contrast to the fatalistic
determinism of Augustinian Calvinism, he simply cannot conceive that a good and just
God would damn multitudes to everlasting punishment without so much as a shot at sal-
vation. Wesley espouses a strong doctrine of original sin coupled with “prevenient” or pre-
ceding grace for every human being.® Even before conversion God graciously gives to all
light to understand something of him and ability that they might freely respond. Every
person, not merely those born or reared in a “Christian” country or culture, may be recipi-
ents of God's love and mercy if they choose to respond positively. Wesley's optimism is
grounded in the doctrine of the atonement.* Original sin means God's wrath was direct-
ed toward all humankind but the atonement of Jesus Christ means his wrath toward all
humankind has been averted. Christ has radically reversed the effects of the fall that
occurred in the first Adam as “In the fullness of time he was made Man, another com-
mon Head of mankind, a second general Parent and Representative of the whole human
race.”” All humankind was negatively affected by the fall of Adam so all humankind is
positively affected by the atonement of Jesus Christ. Faith in Jesus Christ expressed in a
life of obedient love is nonetheless the essential element of justification before God in the
Christian sense.®®

Certain formative and, perhaps, confirming influences on Wesley's understanding of
non-Christian religions such as Islam are noteworthy. The Scriptures are always foremost
in Wesley followed by patristic and theological mentors or peers.



86 Richie

THE SCRIPTURES

John Wesley exclaimed, “Let me be homo unius libri”® Indeed, his entire life was in
large measure an effort to live out his commitment to the revealed truths of one book,
the Bible. Not surprisingly, he labors to think and speak biblically concerning the religions,
Christian, Islam, and otherwise. Wesley's comments on Matthew 2:1-2 concerning the
non-Jewish “wise men” from the East who came seeking the King of the Jews indicate he
thought “Probably they were Gentile philosophers, who, through the Divine assistance,
had improved their knowledge of nature, as a means of leading to the knowledge of the
one true God,” adding “Nor is it unreasonable to suppose, that God had favoured them
with some extraordinary revelations of himself, as he did” in the examples of
“Melchisedec, Job, and several others, who were not of the family of Abraham; to which
he never intended absolutely to confine his favours.”” The light of every man in John 1:9
witnesses to Wesley of “what is vulgarly termed natural conscience, pointing out at least
the general lines of good and evil,” suggesting that “this light, if man did not hinder, would
shine more and more to the perfect day.””" Similarly, Psalm 19:1-4 testifies of creation as
“a legible book” enabling all who read it to serve God by giving “a clear knowledge or dis-
covery of God their author.””* Cornelius is evidence for him that God reveals himself to
those who are unbelievers in the Christian sense.” His comments on Acts 10:35 are par-
ticularly revealing.

But in every nation he that feareth God and worketh righteousness—He that, first,
reverences God, as great, wise, good, the cause, end, and governor of all things; and
secondly, from this awful regard to him, not only avoids all known evil, but endeav-
ours, according to the best light he has, to do all things well; is accepted of him-
Through Christ, though he knows him not. The assertion is express, and admits of
no exception. He is in the favour of God, whether enjoying his written word and
ordinances or not. Nevertheless the addition of these is an unspeakable blessing to
those who were before in some measure accepted. Otherwise God would never
have sent an angel from heaven to direct Cornelius to St. Peter.”

Paul’s address to the Greeks in the Areopagus was to Wesley “a lecture of natural divinity,
with admirable wisdom, acuteness, fullness, and courtesy” by which “the apostle showed
them in the most unaffected manner, that though he was a Jew, he was not enslaved to
any narrow views, but looked on all mankind as his brethren.””” In addition, Wesley's
comments on Romans 1:19-21 and 2:12-16 demonstrate the exegetical base of his
understanding of general revelation and human conscience in relation to non-Christian
religions.” His exegesis of Galatians 4:1-6 is foundational for his distinction between “the
faith of a servant,” one that feared God and worked righteousness without knowledge of
Christ (cf. Acts 10:35), and “the faith of a son,” or a Christian.”

The above examples serve to illustrate that John Wesley's theology of non-Christian
religions, such as Islam, has its roots deep in the Sacred Text.”® The Bible testifies to
Wesley of the wide embrace of a loving and holy God who is concerned and involved in
the present state and eternal fate of every human being. The God who has most fully
revealed himself in the Bible has, therefore, also revealed himself to some extent in gener-
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al revelation and human conscience. Those who respond positively, that is, in faith and
obedience, to God's self revelation in creation and conscience will be judged accordingly.

PATRISTICS

Wesley has high regard for the Christians closest to Christ and the apostles in time and
terrain. He meticulously mines patristic sources, especially the early and Eastern fathers,
for insights into faith and practice.” Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria illustrate
Wesley's conscious affinity with the early Church fathers in the development of his theo-
logical-soteriological emphases concerning non-Christian religions such as Islam.* Wesley
notes with approval “that great man whom Justin Martyr scruples not to call ‘a Christian
before Christ’, adding “For who that was not favored with the written word of God, ever
excelled, yea, or equaled, Socrates? In what other Heathen can we find so strong an
understanding, joined with so consummate virtue?”®' Justin suggests that Christ the Logos
indwelt and revealed himself that he might be “partially known” to Socrates and others
before the Incarnation and even apart from the Scriptures.** An especially high regard for
Clement of Alexandria exists in Wesley.*> One of Clement's analogies for doing theology
is of a bee as it gathers pollen from many flowers to make a single honeycomb. The
mature Christian thinker gathers truth from all sources, including other religions, since all
genuine truth is from God, and puts it in the service of Christ, God'’s ultimate revelation
of himself and his truth.** Clement asserts that, “the most excellent among the Greeks
worshipped the same God as we” but is quick to add “that they had not learned by per-
fect knowledge that which was delivered by the Son.”® Obviously, both Justin and
Clement believe non-Christians are able to receive some degree of divine revelation,
albeit inferior to biblical revelation. Of course, Islam arose after the patristic period so
what the fathers’ specific attitude might have been toward it is indeterminable. Affinities
with Wesley's general scheme of religions seem apparent nonetheless.

MENTORS AND PEERS

James (or Jacobus) Arminius and John Fletcher are indicative of pious evangelical
thinkers with whom John Wesley interacts and draws on, and who embrace a similarly
inclusive view of Islam and non-Christian religions.*® The difference between both Jews
and Muslims with Christians, Arminius opines, is comparable to the difference between
opinion and knowledge.®” Christians, of course, have certain knowledge. Islam arose out
of the historical “dissensions which arose between the Jews and the Christians, and from
the disputes into which the Orthodox entered with” various heresies.* Mohammed is to
be criticized for prohibiting religious dialogue in order to silence controversies against his
opinions.*” Arminius is no pluralist; he insists it is a “figment” to think, “that every one may
be saved in his own religion,” specifically referencing Muslims.” Affinities of faith, howev-
er, exist between Jews, Muslims, and Christians.” Interestingly, Arminius refuses to classify
Muslims as “enemies” of Christianity, but says they have “embraced the dregs of a religion
which is compounded of a corruption of Judaism, Christianity and Paganism.””* In a
provocative query he asks whether the Roman Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy, those
“deceived by them,” Jews, and Muslims are acknowledged by God as his in any way.”
Arminius unquestionably argues for the necessity of the Christian religion and of faith in
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Christ, although with guarded nuances.” He also seems to admit of varying degrees or lev-
els of religion and salvation, however, as attention to superlatives in the following suggests.

4. This religion, with regard to all those things which we have mentioned as coming
under consideration in it, is, of all religions, the most excellent; or, rather, it is the most
excellent mode of religion. Because, in it, the object is proposed in a manner the most
excellent; so that there is nothing about this object which the human mind is capable
of perceiving, that is not exhibited in the doctrine of the Christian religion. For God
has with it disclosed all his own goodness, and has given it to be viewed in Christ.

5. The cause, on account of which, religion may and ought to be performed to this
object, is, in every way, the most efficacious; so that nothing can be imagined, why
religion may and ought to be performed to any other deity. that is not compre-
hended in the efficacy of this cause, in a pre-eminent manner.

6. The very act of faith and worship is required, and must be performed, in a man-
ner the most signal and particular; and the salvation which arises from this act, is the
greatest and most glorious, both because God will afford a fuller and more perfect sight
of himself, than if salvation had been obtained through another form of religion,
and because those who will become partakers of this salvation, will have Christ
eternally as their head, who is the brother of men, and they will always behold him.
On this account, in the attainment and possession of salvation, we shall hereafter
become, in some measure, superior to the angels themselves.”

Arminius apparently intends to affirm the essentiality of the revelation of God in Christ
without abrogating any affinity at all concerning revelation in at least the best elements of
other religions. Accordingly, he quotes Socrates as “that wisest of the Gentiles” but
explains “the clearest revelation” has been given to those who have the Scriptures.” His
position seems best summed up in the statement that “The wisdom, mercy and power of
God, have, therefore, been revealed and displayed most copiously in Christ Jesus.””” The
latent potential for a degree of revelation and salvation for at least some non-Christians
juxtaposed with the ultimate revelation of God in Christ through the Scriptures that exists
in James Arminius is adopted and extended by John Wesley.”®

John Fletcher is crystal clear in his stance toward Islam and other religions.” He
acknowledges the obvious shortcomings of Mohammed, calling him “an imposter” and
noting his carnality and violence,'” but notes that at least he avoided the antinomianism
of so many Christians.'” While Christians enjoy the biblical revelation, Heathen and
Muslims at least have the God-given light of conscience by which they may in some mea-
sure discern right and wrong.'” He distinguishes between “the bright and direct beams of
Gospel light” enjoyed by Christians and “the external light of it only” that others, including
Muslims, have received.'” In an interesting note, he categorizes various major religions.

Calvinism is Christianity obscured by mists of Pharisaic election and reprobation,
and by a cloud of stoical fatalism. Popery is Christianity under a cloud of Pharisaic
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bigotry, and under thick fogs of heathenish superstition. Judaism is Christianity under
the veil of Moses. Mohammedanism is a jumble of Christianity, Judaism, Gentilism,
and imposture. And Gentilism is the religion of Cain and Abel; or, if you please, of
Shem, Ham, and Japheth, under a cloud of false and dark tradition. Some call it the
religion of nature: | have no objection to the name, if they understand by it the reli-
gion of our nature in its present state of initial recovery, through Christ, from its total
fall in Adam.'*

Christians are comparable to those who have received several “talents” from the Lord
while “the poor Mohammedan” has received only one.'® Essential differences exist
between Christians and Muslims, and the tendency of many in Islam to “confine truth to
[their] own party” is a notable obstacle.'™ Jews, Muslims, and Christians share belief in the
Old Testament, in monotheism, and in at least the historical reality of Christ, but true
Christians are unique in their “spirit of universal love.”'” Muslims should be given their
just due for virtues such as honesty.'”® In an especially informative statement deriving
from a discussion of the shared faith and hope of truly pious peoples, Fletcher insists:

Such is the faith by which those Jews, Mohammedans, and Pagans, whose hearts
are principled with humility, candour, and the fear of God, have been, and still con-
tinue to be, saved in every part of the world. For the Father of mercies, who
knoweth whereof we are made, will no more absolutely condemn such worship-
pers, on account of the extraordinary respect they have discovered for Moses,
Mohammed, and Confucius, than he will finally reject some pious Christians, for
the sake of that excessive veneration which they manifest for particular saints and
reformers. Nor will he punish either because their guides have mingled prejudice
with truth, and legendary fables with the doctrines of theology.'”

Revelatory methods during the “dispensation of the Father,” that is, prior to or apart
from the biblical revelation of Christ, include the works of creation, providence, and con-
science, and are available to Muslims and others as limited mediums of divine truth.'®
The following is a logical and coherent statement summarizing Fletcher’s conclusions on
revelation, redemption, and religions.

From these observations we conclude, First, That the Gospel has been more or less
clearly announced ever since the time in which a Redeemer became necessary to
man. Secondly, That Jesus Christ openly manifested himself in a time most proper
for such a discovery. Thirdly, That the work of redemption is as necessary to
mankind as the assistance of medicine is necessary to those who are struggling
under some dangerous disease. Fourthly, That an explicit knowledge of the
Redeemer and his salvation is as desirable to those who feel themselves ruined by
sin, as the certain knowledge of a physician, possessed of sovereign remedies, is
consoling to the patient who apprehends his life in imminent danger. Fifthly, As lan-
guishing infants may be restored by the medicines of a physician with whom they
are totally unacquainted, so Jews, Mohammedans, and heathens, provided they
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walk according to the light they enjoy, are undoubtedly saved by Jesus Christ,
though they have no clear conception of the astonishing means employed to secure
them from perdition.'""

While allowing that, “in every age salvation has been extended to all the true worshippers
of God,” including ancient and modern Jews, Muslims, Christians and even Heathens,
Fletcher unflinchingly warns against the danger of denying deeper truth and brighter light
when confronted with it in the Gospel of Jesus Christ.''* Jews and Muslims, along with
some Christians, err in seeking divine favor by their own merits and failing to recognize
the human need of the expiatory sacrifice of Christ.'"* The Jewish and Islamic rejection of
the Holy Trinity fails to give honor to the richness and fullness of the Divine Being as
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit."'* Numerous positive references to Christ and the Gospel in
the Islamic Scriptures, the Koran, however, merit the designation of Muslims as “semi-
Christians” and provide hope for inter-faith dialogue and a basis for evangelization.'"®

Fletcher holds together his unflinching commitment to the uniqueness and supremacy
of Jesus Christ with an acknowledgement of revelation and salvation in the truly pious
and ethical of the unevangelized of other religions through a schema suggesting a hierar-
chy of salvation.

The salvation of virtuous heathens will differ as greatly from the salvation of faithful
Christians, as the brilliancy of an agate is different from that of a diamond. “Many
mansions,” and different degrees of glory, are prepared “in the house of our Father,”
John 14:1. “There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and
another glory of the stars; for one star differeth from another star in glory. So also
will it be in the resurrection of the dead, when God will render unto every man
according to his works,” 1 Corinthians 15:41.

The highest degrees of glory are reserved by the righteous Judge of all the earth for
the most faithful of his servants. The honourable privilege of being seated at the
right hand of Christ will be conferred upon those who have trodden in their
Master's footsteps, through the narrowest and most difficult paths of resignation and
obedience.'*

Fletcher's teaching on Islam and other non-Christian religions is substantially a systematic
presentation of the essential elements of Wesley on the same. John Wesley's own doc-
trine of religions may be best understood in dialogue with his biblical hermeneutics, patris-
tic emphasis, and interaction with theological mentors and peers.

EVANGELISTIC INTERACTION WITH ISLAM

Mr. Wesley is very much concerned with winning the world to and for the Lord Jesus
Christ. He bemoans bitterly the fact that so much of the world population of his day is
Heathen, Jewish, or Muslim and that Christian missions have made so little global
progress.'” He lays the blame for that sad fact squarely at the door of Christians them-
selves. In fact, perhaps “Mahometanism was let loose to reform the Christians!”''® The
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hypocrisy and immorality of so many Christians hinders Muslims from authentically hear-
ing the Gospel. When that “grand stumbling-block” is “happily removed out of the way,”
then “the Mahometans will look upon them with other eyes, and begin to give attention
to their words.”""” High hopes may be entertained that when sincere Muslims meet
Christians whose lives genuinely radiate the vitality and power of the Holy Spirit in words
and in works they will respond by honoring the Son as they do the Father (cf. John 5:23).
Consequently, a Christianity that recommends itself to Jews, Muslims, and Heathens will
necessarily consist of people who truly “have ‘the mind which was in Christ, and who
‘walk as he also walked’, whose inmost soul is renewed after the image of God; and who
are outwardly holy, as He who hath called them is holy”.'* Obviously, issues relative to
life in the Holy Spirit and to holiness are dominant considerations for any disciples of
Christ interested in evangelizing members of Islam.

Wesley's approach to the evangelism of Muslims and adherents of other religions
seems to arise out of a number of convictions: he is convinced of the inestimable advan-
tage to absolutely everyone for receiving Jesus Christ in personal faith and obedience; he
is convinced anyone sincerely walking in the light he or she has will recognize and
respond positively to the fuller or more complete light of God in Christ when it is authen-
tically presented; and he is convinced that the greatest witness to the world of the truth in
Christ is a life transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit from the guilt and bondage of
sin to a life of holiness and freedom.

CONCLUSION"!

Currently, in the wake of September 11, 2001, the need for Christians, especially
American Christians, to understand how we might best relate to our Muslim neighbors is
much more than academic; it is practical and essential, a matter of survival. John Wesley
speaks across the centuries with rare piety and clarity about Mohammed and Muslims.'?
Significant signs exist indicating Wesley's spiritual heirs, such as my own Pentecostal-
Charismatic faith family, are beginning to show serious interest in extending his insights to
the contemporary context.'” Several suggestions concerning a Christian view of Islam and
other religions from a Wesleyan perspective may be offered even now.

One of the main lessons we learn from Wesley on the religions has to do with bal-
ance. Wesley does not hesitate to point out dissimilarities between Christianity and Islam
that affirm his own commitment to the incomparable uniqueness and superiority of
Christ and authentic Christianity. He is not reluctant to be straightforwardly polemical in
discussing Islam and other religions. Yet Wesley is willing to acknowledge true piety and
morality among Muslims when he sees it. Inter-religious exchange today needs to imbibe
the spirit of balance. Pluralists naively label all religions essentially the same, which is not
only untrue but also unfair, while exclusivists narrowly consign everyone unlike them-
selves to an automatic eternity in hell, denying any truth or piety in other religions. A bal-
anced approach to the religions will be neither naive or narrow. Christians must accept
the strengths of others before asserting the superiority of our own faith.

Another lesson we learn from Wesley concerning Islam has to do with understanding.
Wesley made an effort to examine the origins, history, beliefs, and practices of Islam. He
acquainted himself somewhat with the Muslim Scriptures, the Koran. Contemporary
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interaction between Christianity and Islam, as well as other religions, calls for mutual
understanding and knowledge. Ignorance is the haven of prejudice, and prejudice is the
forerunner of violence—as is all too evident. Misinformation tends to misunderstanding
which leads to maltreatment. While real awareness of one another’s religion will not erad-
icate differences at least it will isolate the real issues and facilitate real dialogue.

Wesley teaches us honesty and humility in dealing with Islam. He admits Christians
have made mistakes and that Muslims have often been acquainted with inauthentic or
anemic Christianity. Becoming defensive is beneficial to no one. Confession and repen-
tance should occupy a major role in relations between rival religions. Radical reformation
of attitudes and actions by Christians in religious interchange is called for in our time.
Either reception or rejection of Christianity by other religions should at least be on the
grounds of the genuine article.

We also learn from Wesley the importance of foundations in relating to other religions
such as Islam. John Wesley worked out a subtle and sophisticated theology of religions
based on biblical, historical, rational, and ethical considerations. Consequently, his views on
Islam are not reactionary or simplistic but flow out of the solid foundations of his overall
theology. Similarly, Christians today, especially in relations with Muslims, need to beware
of reacting to Islam based on current political atmosphere. Rather, we should build on the
foundation of a systematic exposition and articulation of a carefully constructed theology
of religions that is faithful to the Scriptures, Christian thought, and experience.

Wesley teaches us the significance of providence in our relations with those of other
religions. He believes that God exercises oversight over all that he has created, that he
hates no one he had made, that he loves and cares for all people, and that all are ulti-
mately accountable to him. Therefore, in some manner God has guided and developed
the history of humanity in such as way as to witness of himself to all. If we really believe
that divine providence extends to all creation we ought to acknowledge his inclusive
embrace of every human being, especially those who faithfully walk in the light of their
existing knowledge of God. This view on religions has been called “inclusivism” as it
intends to include under the umbrella of divine providence all that God has created. An
appreciation for the inclusive nature of divine providence is a powerful tool in today’s reli-
gious milieu. Inclusivism is the via media that does not sacrifice the uniqueness of Christ
on the altar of interaction with other religious revelation but firmly maintains both verities.

From Wesley we learn that both God and salvation may be broader and deeper than
many of us had previously imagined. Yet the absolute necessity of avoiding idolatry and
immorality are accentuated unambiguously. Regardless of our perception of various reli-
gious systems, including our own, judgment concerning the eternal state of individual
souls is appropriately placed with the Sovereign Creator and Judge of all. Interaction with
adherents of Islam and other religions by Christians will be much more effective if it is
approached as exchange among friends and family rather than combat with enemies or
even competition with rivals.

Finally, we learn from Wesley, who is after all best known as a great evangelist and
revivalist, concerning conversion of other faith members to Christ. With all his willingness
to recognize divine revelation in the unevangelized and human piety in other religions, he
is adamantly assured that personal faith in Christ is of inestimable benefit to all people.
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His life and ministry belie the belief that any affirmation at all of non-Christians under-
mines evangelism. Yet he did not propose doctrinal or dogmatic dialogue as the best
route to reaching Muslims. He was convinced that authentic Christian living is the key to
helping them see the brighter light of Christ. Christians will not win the world's Muslims—
or Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, or others for that matter—to Christ until we demonstrate in
our deeds the superiority of our faith. The emphasis today tends to be on dialogue when
it ought to be on deeds. When we show Muslims how much we love them perhaps they
will believe us when we tell them how much Christ loves them.

A few summary observations concerning contemporary Christian relations with
Muslims, as well as members of other faiths, might include:

Openness and tolerance toward other religions need not sacrifice a staunch com-
mitment to the ultimate supremacy of the Lord Jesus Christ, his Gospel, or the Holy
Scriptures.

A deeper and fuller awareness of the significance of Jesus Christ as the Savior of the
world embracing the holy love of God for all humanity may be needed.

Real differences and disagreements with others may need to be aired honestly in
humility without compromise or condescension.

Dependence on God to judge and reward or punish accordingly good and evil in
humans and in religions by wise and just standards could be helpful.

Commitment to development of our own authentic Christianity on personal and
ecclesial levels may be a first priority in relation to other religions.

Energetically sharing the good news of faith, hope, and love in Christ will witness to
all the world of the reality of divine truth and love.
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