Sanctification and North American Christianity


The definition of sanctification, in a theological sense, is the movement and presence of God that urges humanity toward holiness and continued faith.  In this sense, John Wesley’s three-fold grace model came to fruition with sanctification.  Wesley believed Christians, as disciples of Jesus Christ, were made whole with God’s continued aid and by living piously.  Wesley called this achievement in Christian life: perfection.  Henry Rack, biographer of John Wesley describes it thus:  “Perfection is given on condition of faith, begins when faith begins and increases as it increases.  To be a ‘perfect’ Christian is to love God with one’s whole heart, mind, soul and strength.”
  The specificity and generality of this doctrine became the most powerful aspect of Wesley’s thought on sanctification.  Individual holiness was important to the Christian’s “born-again-ness” or justification through faith in Jesus Christ; while social holiness was the Christian’s reaction to the presence of God and the world around her/him.  Therefore, the life we claim and the life we live must have merit in order to walk the sanctified path.


In the early twentieth century African American tradition, the “sanctified” church was the community of faith that was moved by piety and holiness.  With hands raised and voices aloud, the songs and responses of “church” reflected the movement of God within the congregants’ lives.
  The African American church tradition representing several different denominations, are misunderstood and shied away from by those in “mainline” European American church traditions.  However, the saints of the “sanctified” church are the key in helping North American Christianity, on the whole, touch God.  The “sanctified” churches’ tradition points to the hesitancy and fear of North American Christianity embracing God’s presence in everyday life.  Piety and holiness, instead of prejudice and judgment must move the North American Church.  

It is the hope of this essay to open the dialogue on sanctification holding, in balance, the aim of John Wesley and the “sanctified” tradition for the whole of the North American Christian tradition.  The following essay attempts to explain the doctrine of the Holy Spirit and John Wesley’s doctrine of sanctification as it pertains to North American Christianity.  Also, the essay will raise questions as to the attitudes and dogmatics that are keeping North Americans’ eyes shut to God’s presence.

The Sanctifying of North America?: Twenty-First Century Questions


Theologians often build their theological formation around their own “social location.”  It can be said that theology is a product of your surroundings: how you understand God where you are, what authority scripture plays, and how history looked upon.  These and more are indicators of your “social location.”  Justo González helps this understanding of “social location” in his book Mañana.  “There is no such thing as a ‘general’ theology.  There is indeed a Christian community that is held together by bonds of a common faith.  But within that community we each bring our own history and perspective to bear in the message of the gospel, hoping to help the entire community to discover dimensions that have gone unseen and expecting to be corrected when necessary.”
  

The preamble of the United States Constitution states: “We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity . . .”  This document was written amid strife and revolution to urge a people to freedom from an unjust and unrepresentative government.  Do these criteria for sustaining governmental institutions still hold true today?
  We must continue to ask questions of power and authority: What is power?/What is powerlessness? and Who has authority?/Who has no authority?  These two extremes of the same question are pertinent in the understanding of North American governmental systems.  Do the powerful remember “justice, domestic tranquility, the common defense, the general welfare, and the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity,” the powerless, the hungry, the outcast, the marginalized?  All of this ignorance points to the necessity of reign of God!  Martin Luther King, Jr.’s eschatology
 in the midst of struggle for Civil Rights in the United States was one pointed toward sanctification.  King believed that the reign of God was an event not yet realized by humanity.  “The Kingdom of God as a universal reality is not yet.  Because sin exists on every level of [humankind’s] existence, the death of one tyranny is followed by the emergence of another tyranny.”
  Though this seems hopeless, the hope lies in the recognition of sinful humanity versus the goodness of God.  For King, in all his experience with tyranny and darkness, still had a “dream” for a day that the full recognition of unity and equality of all creation.

 How does one aspire to justice?  In Micah 6:6-7, the prophet asks how to appease the Lord so that goodness and mercy fall upon the prophet’s house.  “With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high?  Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?  Will the Lord be please with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?  Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”  The prophet is asking the very human questions of penance or what to give up, instead of questions of finance or what to embrace.  Then, the prophet is reminded in Micah 6:8, “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”  It is here where God’s call and our response become important to continue discipleship.  In North America, we worship in churches that emphasize church building and finance more than seeing the poor fed and the homeless housed.  How then can the church call itself the body of Christ in the midst of such deference?  


Sanctification becomes both an individual and structural necessity when thinking about issues of justice/mercy and power/authority.  Questions begin to arise about God, like “What is God doing?” and “How is God bringing about justice or mercy?”  Begging these questions call for some serious theological reflection that this short treatise can only attempt to lean toward an answer . . . you, the reader, must continue the work.  The answer begins to solidify when we open the third part of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit.

The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit


The Holy Spirit is the spirit of the divine, the One of the Trinity who was the ‘breath of life’ in creation, the One present in Jesus’ baptism, ministry, death and resurrection, and the One present today.  Holy Spirit signifies the presence of God throughout history.  It can be said therefore that the Holy Spirit signals God with us.  This function of the Godhead is both visible and invisible.  Varieties of religious experience have harkened to the visible workings of the Spirit, such as the culmination of creation and prophecy in the Hebrew Scriptures.  The invisible function of the Spirit has long been called revelation, as in the awakening seen in the disciples when, upon Jesus’ call, they dropped everything and followed.  Like those who follow the way of God, through the lens of creation, prophecy, and revelation, personal faith in God is a fresh breath of faith.

The Spirit plays an important role in the act of creation: breath.  The bellows of God blows into the sculpture (imago Dei) of earth to create a living being.  Earth comes alive and makes humanity — humanity as equal to the rest of creation through its source (dust) and the product of the bellows of God.  The Spirit is present also as we breathe everyday.  In accordance with this thinking we can marry this notion of breathing in life as Spirit and the notion of God with us.  God is with us in the act of creating everyday and in living day-to-day.  

For Christ, this notion of God with us was thought of as an “Advocate.”  It is the promise of Christ that the Spirit that has empowered him will not abandon creation entirely.  Christ said, “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.”
  The Holy Spirit therefore is present with creation as it continues to struggle, be challenged and experience death and life again.  In accordance with Christian tradition, the Holy Spirit, in all its metaphysical activity, is in pursuit of justice as God was in the history of Israel and as Jesus Christ was in his passion.  

The Word, Jesus Christ, breathed the breath of human life.  The life and work of the Word, the one who brought the messianic hope to fruition, is in essence the revelatory function of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus Christ must be seen as the incarnation of the Spirit of God.  In the Christian scriptures, we can see that Jesus was revelatory structurally by over-turning the tax collectors’ tables in the temple (Matthew 21:12-16; Mark 11:12-19; Luke 19:45-48; John 2:13-22).  This act was transformational in Jesus’ insistence that the temple be transformed by its spiritual foundation rather than its materialistic persuasion (idolatry).  We can also see that Jesus was revelatory communally by healing the man on the mat (Matthew 9:2-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26).  The healing that took place in that hot, crowded hut was not restricted to the man on the mat; Jesus revealed the faith of the friends gathered around the man on the mat as part of the Spirit’s movement and action.  Finally, we can also see that Jesus is revelatory for the individuality in Jesus’ self-sacrifice on the cross.  The Spirit that was present in Jesus’ conception, the Spirit that was present in his baptism, and the Spirit that was present with the people he touched is now creating new life from the cross.

We must be able to embrace the creative and liberative Spirit that was present at creation and present on the cross.  Authentic life is the experience of the Holy Spirit in each of our lives.  As God breathed life into us, we drew in the Holy Spirit.  As Jesus Christ suffered on the cross, we were transformed by the Holy Spirit.  Now it is our vocation, breathing and beating with the world, to embrace all creation and to suffer with those who are in pain.  Frederick Herzog helps this line of thought, “Let it be understood that spirit-praxis is that activity through which, in a ‘networking’ of spirit, God draws all human beings together in the corporate self of the Messiah Jesus and expresses solidarity with all those who are suffering and oppressed.”
  The Holy Spirit is the culmination of the Creator and the Liberator.  The Holy Spirit embraces both the order of creation and the chaos of the cross.  The Holy Spirit brings together, for all of creation, justice in the midst of suffering and freedom from our slavery.

Sacramental Presence


Throughout the theology of North American Christianity has been pulled, challenged and embraced.  It is important that the theme continues recognizing our social location and our responsibility to move on to perfection.  Frederick Herzog states that social location for all Christians is in the sacraments themselves.
  The sanctified Christian is the Christian that recognizes God’s good work through the sacraments as the sacraments are outward signs of God’s inward work.  John Wesley understood celebrating the sacraments as a movement to perfection.  Baptism was not a moment of piety to a life of pious living.  One cannot say, in the words of Wesley, “I was once baptized; therefore I am now a child of God,” and then, forget the goodness of God and sin.
  Baptism is a mark of our born-again-ness, for Wesley.  Similarly, the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist is not an end in itself; it is a means to an end.  The Eucharist is receiving the grace of God that moves us closer to God’s divine will for our lives.
  In a later sermon, “The Duty of Constant Communion,” Wesley states that our lives are to be purified as often as possible through God’s holy meal.  “We must neglect no occasion which the good providence of God affords us for this purpose.  This is the true rule—so often are we to receive from the holy table when all things are prepared, either does not understand his [or her] duty or does not care for the dying command of his [or her] Saviour, the forgiveness of sins, the strengthening of his [or her] soul, and the refreshing it with the hope of glory.”

      The church should think of itself as the extension of the sacraments to all people — its transcendence in a world that “goes without” everyday. The significance of the sacraments is our reminder to represent our “sacramental duty” to the world.  We represent Christ in the world showing God’s good grace and our devotion to God.  Baptism does not stop the believing community at believing; baptism, in fact, creates and re-creates the action that should be taken as a baptized Christian.  The Eucharist is the remembrance of the body and blood of Jesus Christ in symbolic form — by eating the bread and drinking the wine.  The notion of transcendence works at the Eucharist table as well.  The sharing of the ‘body of Christ’ is not just for those seated in the churches.  Drinking from the ‘cup of blessing’ is not just for those recognized by the Church; the Eucharist is for all people!  It is the sharing of ourselves as the body of Christ in the giving of nutrients to the starving.  It is the drinking from the same cup of love that calls us to one another to recognize that each individual is part of God’s creation, not the Church’s. The world ‘goes without’ food, water, meaningful sustenance and, most of all, hope.  The church should be sacramentally present in the world, as God is sacramentally present in the world.

Social Holiness and North American Theology


John Wesley believed that social holiness was an indication of a people who understood the power of the Holy Spirit inwardly and achieved the gospel outwardly.  That is to say, followers of the gospel, Christians, were recognizing the work of God within, in order to live the gospel toward others.
 Justo González notes that humankind is created “for-otherness,” which points to the importance of living in the Spirit.
  Because we are created by God, in the image of God, we too should respect the image of God in others.  “Social Holiness” to Wesley means that we live in the gospel and live out the gospel.  Humanity should have a balance between the work of God through the Holy Spirit in their lives and the work of God in the Holy Spirit in the world.  We therefore come to what it means to be the Church!  

The North American Church, as a whole, has been so blinded by power and prestige, instead of the centrality of the gospel message: “loving God and loving our neighbors as ourselves.”
  The church has forgotten to ask the question of the lawyer, the advocate for the people, in Luke 10: “Who is my neighbor?”  The lawyer had forgotten those that surrounded him, those who were wronged everyday, those who were ignored by the systems of the law.  The church is in the same predicament.  The church needs to be reminded who our neighbors are.  The church must stand united with those we often ignore.  To do is an operative phrase here.  We, as a church, need to do unity, to do solidarity.  We, as individual communities, need to embrace each other in embracing our ‘neighbor’.  We, as a structure in society, need to keep asking the question, “Who is our neighbor?”  The poor, the diseased, the homeless, the homebound, the young, the old, the forgotten, the outcast, and even our fellow dogmatists are our neighbors. 

As with Christ, the Church should be as open as all of creation to the power of the Holy Spirit.  The church is humankind’s representation of Jesus Christ’s life and work as God incarnate.  Maybe the church needs to live up to that standard?!  Wolfhart Pannenberg said:  “The church is not the kingdom of God.”
  In this sense, we must see the church as nurturing the hope for the reign of God.  This hope must be fostered in a new proclamation of itself; this new proclamation can come only when the church looks deep inside its walls from within, from the outside, and from the underside.  “Any local church not oriented toward the healing of the nations, not understanding itself as justice church and peace church, misunderstands the body of Christ—and misunderstands our age in which the church needs new radical embodiment . . . We believe in the one, just, catholic church.”
  A good start for the church would be to be serious about the distribution of power, wealth, and justice so that all might be free to participate equally within Creation, the Church and the World.
 We are supposed to be asking ‘who then is my neighbor?’  An inclusive church and ministry listens to the world around them and does not try to block it out.  An inclusive church and ministry should be understood as an institution of peace instead of war, open doors instead of closed minds, and love instead of hate. 

Obviously, this does not just include those of the church but all of creation, the entirety of the world.  We stand in solidarity with those who have been created by God as well, the marginalized, the outcast, the parentless, and the diseased.  Herzog helps our understanding again.  “Spirit-praxis empowerment begins with the divine initiative.  It means, God creates for us a new environment  . . . the new environment in which we are able to engage fully in the struggle for justice/love issuing in a world in which we acknowledge one another as members of one human family.”
  The Holy Spirit does not limit us to the four walls of a church building and the similar looking people inside; the Spirit takes us outside to a new and different world, in the alleys, under the bridges, on the streets.  God is with all of us.


It is the Holy Spirit that should raise our hands and voices to powers of injustice and oppression and move us toward sanctificaiton in North America.  Now, however, we can only dream and hope that the Church becomes the “Sanctified Church.”  A Church where God’s movement in the world is recognized and even the walls of the Church tremble with joy.  A Church where the tongues of congregants are loosed for the building up of community.  A Church where the eyes of the congregation are open wide to the power of the Holy Spirit, working for justice and embracing one another in peace.
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