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THE SPIRIT IN NONCONFORMIST 

H. FRANCIS DAVIS 

SPIRITUALITY 

find differences nor T is the object of these papers neither to 
to apologise for them, but to pause for a while to consider I how far they really exist. We  wish to learn to appreciatc 

something of another’s point of view without sacrificing anything 
we treasure as true ourselves. Is truth different for different men z 
Or is it vital to some men and a matter of little concern to others ? 

Or are our differences questions purely of emotion or feeling or 
of the company we like to keep z If wc answer negatively to thesc 
questions, then differences between sinccre ycople must be mainly 
questions of misunderstanding. We cannot hope here to heal ;L 
schism, but something will be gained if we can help to remove onc 
stumbling-block. This is worth while, cven if the stumbling-block 
be small or mainly a legacy of the past. 

I am confining niyself to a doctrine which was at one time coii- 
sidered vital, especially among Methodists. And, though it may bc 
less considered today, it has its intrinsic interest as well as being a 
doctrine that might be revived in any back-to-the-Reformation 
movement. I refer to the Lutheran doctrinc of assurance of gracr, 
referred to usually by Wesley in Pauline terms as the Inword 
Witness of‘thc Spirit. I do not know whether the Wesleyans used 
to regard this as a peculiar Protestant doctrine, but it is certain that 
Luther himself looked upon it as such. It was to him part of his 
justification of his big step in rejecting the external authority of the 
Catholic Church and was further dictated by his desire to gain an 
interior feeling of peace with God more vividly felt than any 
assurance such as Catholics nornially seek and find in their sacra- 
ments. They all felt confirnied in their appeal to assurance by such 
Pauline passages as the one, ‘The Spirit itself bearetl2 witness with 
our spirit, that we are the children of God.’ They made it part anJ 
parcel of their doctrine ofjustification by faith or confidence that 
Christ had washed away their individual personal sins. 

As regards the motive of emancipation froin external ecclesias- 
tical authority, we should say that this was perhaps the occasion 
or cause of their expectation of an inner witness of the Spirit, but 
there is no necessary connection. Naturally a Catholic could not 
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in coiiscieiice allow that authority and the Spirit are mutually 
exclusive alternatives. Internal guidance by the Spirit is as much in 
harmony with external authority of the Church as soul is in har- 
mony with the body. The Church without the Spirit would be a 
lifeless corpse; the individual member of the Church without any 
individual guidance would be a dead member. There is no more 
opposition between these correlatives than between the visible 
nuthority of Christ in his lifetime and the internal guidance of the 
spirit in his followers. For thc Catholic the general authority of the 
Church is none other than Christ’s authority, and Christ’s Spirit 
in a sense informs both the whole body and each of its members. 

The Protestant who has not yet learnt to accept this position 
sympathetically will be tempted to object, ‘Why have interior 
guidance if exterior will sufjfice’ ? or, possibly, ‘If there are two 
voices, sooner or later they will clash.’ These objections are mean- 
ingless to the understanding Catholic; the first, because it appears 
to be God’s universal system of ruling to guide men partly by the 
voice within each man’s breast and partly by the teaching and 
government of others. Though all authority is from God, there 
are external channels of his inspiration as well as internal, and the 
two work in harmony in so far as they are channels of that 
inspiration. This gives the solution to the second problem. Two 
voices do not contradict, as long as they proceed from the same 
source. 

But, to return to the interior voice of the Spirit, is the Catholic 
doctrine of the ‘indwelling Spirit‘ really in opposition to the 
evangelical doctrine of the ‘inward witness’ ? It is often assumed by 
both sides that the Catholic has been committed by the decisions 
of Trent to reject this doctrine of ‘assurance’. In consequence, 
Catholics are apt to think it heresy, while Protestants regard its 
rejection as another example of Catholic materialism or authori- 
tarianism, impatient of any purely spiritual influence of God in the 
heart. Both these opinions are unjust. 

The Fathers at Trent did set out to condemn this ‘Protestant‘ 
doctrine en bloc, as it were, as being essentially one with the general 
Protestant rejection of the visible Church and its authority. But, 
on closer examination in the debates before the final definition, it 
was found that the doctrine was not necessarily contrary to Cath- 
olic teaching. There were even found to be a number of Augus- 
tinians and others taking part in the Council who held quite 
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dehiitely the doctrinc that some sort of pcrsonal assurance wns .I 
coninion privilege of good Christians. I n  thc end thc Council 
carefully avoided appearing to condemn thc doctrinc cxccpt ill a 
clearly uiibalaiiced and cxtrenie form. Such a form was that of 
many Calvinists that, unlcss one werc able to dcclarc with ccr- 
tainty that onc was cavcd, one lacked trust in  Christ and consc- 
quently could not bc regarded as one of thc rcdccmcd. Other\ 
dcclarcd that, if oncc onc did rcccivc this interior uiihcsitating 
ccrtainty, thcrc was no longcr any chancc of one’s bcing lost. 111 

other words, you were confirnicd in your judication. On thi\ 
view, wc arc told that Croniwcll consoled himself on his dcath- 
bed on the grounds that hc kncw that at onc time at  lcast hc had 
felt this certainty. For thc upholders of such n view to suggest that 
anything clsc was nccessary on the part of man would be to intro- 
ducc a doctrine of salvation by works. It was only thcsc extrcmc 
views, held by vcry few in this country today, that wcrc con- 
demned by Trent. Trcnt refused to condemn the man who 
trembled for his own salvation as though he wcrc guilty of in- 
fidelity, provided, of course, his trembling was duc, not to mis- 
trust of Christ, but to mistrust of one’s own faithfulncss to him. 
Trcnt wished further to condcnin the Calvinistic notion of a 
predestination so independent of free will that nothing I cui do 
can causc me to losc heavcn, oncc I havc bcen justified. 

One does not havc to read a great dcal of thc writings of thc 
greatest Nonconformist spiritual authors to rcalisc that such cx- 
treme views were unusual among them. In fact it wodd, I think, 
be impossible to arguc that they cvcr formed part of the official 
teaching of any great Nonconformist body of our country. I havc 
little personal acquaintance with most of thcir writings, but a t  
least have had a long-standing interest in John Weslcy. Hc began 
by accepting the doctrine in its Lutheran form from thc Moravians, 
and he was in some considerable anxiety himself until he ex- 
perienced a conversion to a feeling of certainty or assurancc of his 
own salvation. His recording of this occurrence has often been 
related. It was on 24th May, 1738. ‘I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and 
an assurance was given me, that he had taken away my sins, cvcn 
mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.’ 

The two Wesleys hymned their conversion in the words: 
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0 how shall 1 the goodncss tell. Father, which Thou to me hast 

That I a child of wrath and hcll. 1 should be called a child of 

Should know, should fcel my sins forgiven, Blest with this 

A t  the time this conversion relieved the Wcsleys of a grcat load. 
They could at last feel they had true faith, so it seemed, since, 
without this sort of assurance, they felt they would be distrusting 
Christ. 

Yet it is not certain that this view ever commended itself fully 
to John Wesley. He was frequently attacked for what people took 
to bc his doctrine in this matter, and especially for predestination- 
isin. Thc latter charge he promptly repelled by insisting that he 
had never taught ‘assurance of salvation’, but only ‘assurance of 
faith‘. People said he was giving people a false and presumptuous 
feeling of security. This he rebutted, saying that he did not regard 
it as either impossible or wrong for a inan in a state of grace 
occasionally to feel worried about his condition. He further 
willingly admitted the possibility of a completely false sense of 
security. But he usually insisted that it was normal for Christians 
to feel confident about being in God’s good favour, about having 
had their sins forgiven. They attacked him for introducing a doc- 
trine that was not scriptural. He admitted that the word was 
unscriptural, and that he rarely used it for that reason. But he con- 
sidered that some degree of divinely given confidence and peaceful 
security was definitely taught in the scriptures, and that further 
this was commonly, if implicitly, accepted by the early Fathers. 

It will be helpful hcrc to quote from a letter written by Wesley 
to l l r  Rutherforth on 28th March, 1768: ‘I come now to your 
particular objections. I begin with the subject of your third charge 
-assurance; because what I have to say upon this head will be 
comprised in a few words. Some are fond of the expression: I 
am not; I hardly ever use it. But I will simply declare (having 
ncither leisure nor inclination to draw the saw of controversy con- 
cerning it) what are my present sentiments with regard to thc 
thing which is usually meant thereby. 

I believe a few, but very few, Christians have an assurance from 
God of everlasting salvation; and that is the thing which the 
Apostle terms the plerophory or full assurance of faith, 

showcd? 

God, 

antepast of heaven. 
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I belicve n consciousness of being in the favour of God (wliicli 
I do not term plerophory, or full assurance, sitice it is frequently 
weakened, nay, perhaps Interrupted, by returns of doubt or fear) 
is the coininon privilegc of Christians fearing God and working 
righteousness. 

Yet I do not affiriii there are no exceptions to this gencral rulc. 
Possibly some may be in the favour of God, and yet so  mourning 
~11  the day long. But I believe this is usually owing cithcr t o  di+ 
order of body or ignorance of the gospel promises. 

Therefore I have not for inany years thought 3 conscious~~csc of 
acceptance to be essential to justifying faith. 

And after I have thus explained myself once for all, 1 thinE, 
without any evasion or ambiguity, I am sure without any self- 
contradiction, I hope all reasonable iiien will hc satisfied. And 
whoever will still dispute with ine on this head must do it for 
disputing’s sake.’ 

This view corresponds well to what we find in Wesley’s ser- 
mons, notably in that on the Witness o f f h e  Spiuir. I n  this sermon 
Wesley argues that our own conscience tells us how we dehght 
2nd rejoice in God with a humble joy, a holy delight and an 
obedient love; how we recognise the working of the Holy Spirit 
within us, and through that working know that we are God’s 
children. But Wesley knows enough about the human heart to 
warn his listeners against the false presumptuousness by which a 
sinner often claims to be in the grace of God. ‘Discover thyself, 
thou poor self-deceiver !-thou who art confident of being a child 
of God; thou who sayest, “I have the witness in myself,” and thcre- 
fore defiest all thy enemies. Thou art weighed in the balancc and 
found wanting; even in the balance of the sanctuary. Thc word 
of the Lord hath tried thy soul, and proved thee to be reprobate 
silver. Thou art not lowly of heart; therefore thou hast not 
received the Spirit ofJesus unto this day. Thou art not gentle aiid 
meek; therefore thy joy is nothing worth: it is not joy in the 
Lord. Thou dost not keep his commandments: therefore thou 
lovest him, neither art thou partaker of the Holy Ghost. It is 
consequently as certain and as evident, as the oracles of God can 
make it, his Spirit doth not bear witness with thy spirit that thou 
art a child of God. 0 cry unto him that the scales may fall off thine 
eyes; that thou mayest know thyself as thou art known; that thou 
mayest receive the sentence of death in thyself, till thou hear the 
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voice that raises the dead, saying, Re of good cheer: thy <ins .irc 
forgiven; thy faith hath made thee whole”.’ 

There is perhaps nothing ofthe doctrine in this sermon or in tlic 
sermon on the wjtness of one’s own spirit that could not bc 
preached to a Catholic audience. 

The Council of Trent does, it is true, say that we cann~t  bc 
ccrtain with the certainty offaith thnt wc have grace; h i t  the faith 
of Trent is different from the fiiitli of the Reformers. Trent uses 
faith in its Catholic sense as an intellectual free assent to the truths 
revealed by God through his Church. God has never revealed 
publicly that this or that individual is at this or that moment in ;I 
state of grace. That God could reveal it privately, the Council 
does not deny. Neither Wesley nor any others assert that my  
salvation has been explicitly revealed. Thcy usually use faith in .i 

sufficiently wide sense to makc it apply at times to what we regard 
as hope or love. They do not say that we must believe by divine 
faith (in the Catholic sense) that we are saved, but that we must 
put such implicit trust and confidence in the power of Christ’$ 
merits to save us (however great our sins) that we can say we are 
certain that he has forgiven us and received us to himself. Such .I 
certainty is an inner feeling or conviction in our hearts. Moreover, 
lie does not say we are saved by the feeling of certainty that we 
have faith, but by the faith itself. So that if-exceptionally-we 
possess the faith without the certainty, we are none the less God’s 
friends. 

You may say, if this is all Wesley meant why was he so con- 
cerned to establish personal assurance or feeling of conversion? A t  
first he was probably persuaded that it was a necessary condition 
of grace. But he later came to defend the doctrine principally for 
ethical reasons. His sermons on the Witness ofthe Spirit and on the 
IViitness ofour own Spirit are examples of this. He begins the first 
with a warning against subjectivism. ‘How many vain men, not 
understanding what they spake, neither whereof they affirmed, 
have wrested this scripture to the great loss, if not the destruction, 
of their sods! How many have mistaken the voice of their own 
imagination for this witness of the Spirit of God, and thence idly 
presumed they were children of God, while they were doing the 
works of the devil.’ His hearers must then beware of false security. 
They must none the less value the true security which God has 
given them and thank him for it. 

“ 
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‘To show how f i r  Catholic spiritual writers arc from rejecting 
such inward sccurity it might be useful to refer to some of our 
grcatcst Catholic saints and their convictions of the importance to 
them of what Weslcy would call the Inward Witness. Take, for 
instancc, thc grcat St Tcrcsn of Avila. W e  read in the thirty-fourth 
chaptcr of her life how onc night shc was greatly troublcd during 
her prayers, wondcring whctlicr she had incurred God’s enmity. 
‘ I  co~ild Iiot bc siirc if I wcrc i n  grace or no--not that I wanted to 
bc surc, but T wanted to  die, so as to find iiiysclfno longcr in a lifc 
i n  which I w a s  not surc if I wcrc dcad or alive. For there could bc 
no worse death for nic than to think I had offendcd God, and my 
distress about this caused me grcat dcpression: then I felt quite 
happy again. I soon learned that I might safely take comfort and 
be ccrtain that I was in gracc, sincc my love for God was so strong 
niid His Majesty was working thcsc favours in my soul, and, of his 
compassion, giving it fcelings which he would never give to a soul 
that was in mortal sin.’ This is nicrcly one among many passages. 
Elscwherc St Tcrcsa tells us she cannot understand how we can be 
as couragcous as wc nccd to bc i n  thc spiritual lifc unlcss wc rcalisc 
we arc in grace. Frequently she consoles thc sisters that thcy need 
not fear thc fccling of sccurity that God often givcs them. She 
warns thcni, as Weslcy did, that they must learn to distinguish 
bctwccn the hlsc scnsc of sccurity that comes from the cvil one 
and the true one that conics from God. The marks distinguishing 
triic from false arc similar in St Tcrcsa to those givcn by Wesley. 
For both thc true intcrior voicc is provcd by the exterior marks 
of godlincss in our lives. He that thinks to hear an interior voicc, 
whilc his lifc is proud and ungodly, is deceiving himself. On thc 
other hand St Tcrcsa knows that many good ycoplc are not given 
thc sccurity which is so helpful when God is pleased to bestow it. 
‘For, though it cannot be devoid of grace, sincc despite all this 
tortncnt it docs not offciid God, and would not do so for anything 
upon earth, yet this gracc is buried so deeply that the soul seems 
not to feel the smallest spark of any love for God, nor has it ever 
done so. If it has done anything good, or His Majesty has granted 
it any favour, the whole thing seems to it like a drcain or a f h c y  : 
all it knows for certain is that it has sinned.’ 

St Francis of Sales is anothcr of our great Catholic saints who 
teaches that a feeling of peacc and security should be a normal 
condition in thosc who are really growing in their union with 
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(;trd. I-IC w;irm soiils of tlic d:mgyr of refitsing t o  ac-cept the 
consolations <;oci thus sends its iuid in filling bnck into A stntc of  
despondency. 

To appcal to a naiiic cvcii grcatcr iii theology, St Thonias of 
Aqiiinas himself allows a high degree of moral certainty of the 
good soill’s statc b e h c  God. Nc calls it conjectural certainty. 111 

cxplainitig Roiiians, viii, 16, hc- siiys that this voicc of tlic Spirit 
‘bcars witness, not by xi cxtcriial voicc audiblc to nicii, a s  the 
Fnthcr witncsscd to his Son (Mt. 3), but by thc cffcct of filial love  
which hc causcs in us’. Noticc that for St Thomas it is not jus t  a 
qucstioii of the voicc of our private conscicncc tclling 11s wc have 
committed no  sin, but the voicc of thc Spirit causing in us a love of 
the Fathcr and arousing a rcsponsc to his  inspirations. It is the 
voicc involvcd in tlic state of frimdship that bcgins whcn thc 

privilegc belonging to all Christians; and it mcans, as St Thonias 
explains it, that we arc ablc to hold intercourse-to havc a coni- 
iiioii life-with that Spirit. A coninion life is iiiipossiblc without 
what one might call a normal moral ccrtainty that one is in tlic 
good favour of onc’s friend. This is in harmony with tlic words 
of thc Apostle John: ‘When a man kceps his conimnndmcnts, it 
mcans that hc is dwelling in God, and God in him. This is our 
proof that he is rcally dwelling in us, through thc gifts of his 
Spirit.’ (1 Jn. 3, 24). This in turn rcminds us of Our Lord’s words: 
‘But you are to rccognisc him; lie will bc continually at your sidr, 
nay, hc will bc in you.’ (Jn. 14, 17). 

The Scotists would say that their school clainis an cvcn higher 
dcgrcc of ccrtainty than the conjcctural ccrtainty postulated by 
St Thomas. But St Thomas allows thc full force and implicatioti 
of the Gospel words, ‘By thcir fruits ye shall know them.’ Hc 
mcrcly dcnics either suycrnatural iiifalliblc certainty on the oiic 
hand or nietaphysical certainty on the othcr. And hc would, of 
coursc, say that tlic ccrtainty bccomcs grcatcr as thc fruits arc 
more seen. 

Thornists have illustrated this doctrine of thcir Master by giving 
lists of signs of thc presencc of the Holy Spirit. Such lists would 
include p o d  works, following Mt. vii just quoted; h e  cf om’ 
anorher, following John 13, 35, ‘In this shall all inen know that you 
are my disciples. . . .’; the i izi iwd rvitness of a good conscietzcr, 
following 2 Cor. I ,  12; I ~ I * P  ofrnenries, following Mt. S, ‘Love 

Holy Spirit takes up his abodc in our hearts. This indwellin& 7 IS . ;1 
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your enemies. . . . that you may be sons ofyour Father in heaven’; 
carrying the cross ofChrist, following 2 Cor. 4, 10; hearing thc word 
of God ivillirgly,* following Jo. 8,  47 and 10, 27; mercifcrlwrs, 
following Mt. 25, 34 and 5, 7; puffing into yrtlcfice the Serniorz ofi 

the Mount, etc. 
Such lists could be compared with Wesley’s list. ‘It is not 

adversary ofGod a i d  man that enables thee to love thy neighbour, 
or  put on meekness, gentleness, patience, temperance, and  thc 
wholc armour of God. He is not divided against Iiiniself, or .I 

destroyer of sin, his own work. No; it is none but thc Son of 
God who cometh “to destroy the works of the devil”. And surely 
therefore as holiness is of God, and as sin is the work of the devil, 
so surely the witness thou hnst in thyself is not of Satan, but ot‘ 
God.’ 

In the face of frequent misunderstanding, Wesley is always 
correcting those who accuse him of the Calvinistic assur- 
ance of salvation, which is tantamount to predestinationism. He 
calls his assurance an assurance of faith, i.e. that we believe. Some 
Catholic theologians think that the virtues offaith and hope imply 
some degree of consciousness that we have these virtues. Yet, like 
Wesley, they all adniit that the false security of those who are 
blind through their very sinfiilness and presumption is possible, 
and, like counterfeit of all kinds, can lead astray both its posseswr 
and others. 

A study of Howard Watkin Jones’s book, The Holy Spiritfrom 
Arminius to Wesley, will show us that few English Protestant 
theologians have gone further than Wesley in the direction of 
those extreme views condemned by the Catholic. Usually they 
tinderstand it as a doctrine for the spiritual life, for the consolatiori 
of believers, such as we have found in many of our own spiritual 
classics. 

The question will have occurred to some, how can a Catholic 
consistently admit the true witness of the Spirit in the heart of one 
who, according to Catholic teaching, is outside the true Church? 
Wesley himself certainly thought that Catholics would be bound 
to deny the truth of the witness that he Wesley felt himself to 
experience in his own soul. 

We  can only answer that we have never denied the validity of 
bqtism outside the visible Catholic Church, nor even the pos- 
sibility of baptism of desire. Naturally we must logically insist that 
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all baptised non-Catholics aiid others to whom God has granted 
his grace should be with us in the shelter of the Catholic Church. 
This we believe to be Christ’s express wish; and in that body they 
will find the appointed means of salvation. We could not surrender 
this truth without surrendering the very centre of our faith, the 
visible unity and indivisibility of Christ’s Body. It is Christ’s wish, 
we firmly believe, that they should be one with us. The fact that 
they are not is due to no fault of theirs until they realise their duty 
to join us. W c  even admit that their misunderstanding of our 
Church is not always due to no fault of ours. We cannot then say 
that followers of Christ outsidc what wc believe to bc the oiic truc 
fold are in thc Church in the sense in which they should be. Yet 
t h y  belong to our Church, i.c. the oiic Church, by baptism or by 
grace, md their possession of tlic Spirit a i d  ultiiiiatc salvation will 
bc becausc of their being members of Christ‘s Body. 

We arc then fully ready and only too pleased to allow that it 
scciiis to us that incii like Wcsley were godly incn, possessing 
Christ‘s grace and Spirit, though they did iiot livc to realisc that 
they should havc united thcmsclvcs visibly to  thc old Iiistoric 
C:hurch hutidcd from tlic beginning. 

Naturally soiiie rcaders will iiot feel ablc to agrce with this. If 
they did, they could riot sincerely remain separated. Until we C A I )  

agree on this most vital iiiattcr, lct 11s at  least lcarii to undcrstatid 
c x l i  other. Many outside, whoiii wc iieed in the Church, appear to 
11s more worthy and sincere than we ourselvcs. This paper will riot 
have been wasted, I veiiturc to Iioyc, if i t  docs a Iittlc to inakc 
people 011 eitlier side more sympatlictic with thc Seiiuiiie spiritual- 
ity and love of God found among thc siiiccrc spiritual writers of 
the other. 


