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A turn or shift of sorts is becoming evident in the reflections of men and women today on their life experiences. Not quite as adamantly secular and, perhaps, a little less insistent on material satisfactions, the reading public has recently developed a certain attraction to testimonies that human life is leavened by a Presence that blesses and sanctifies. Recovery, whether from addictions or personal traumas, illness, or even painful misalignments in human affairs, is evolving from the standard therapeutic goal of enhanced self-esteem. Many now seek a deeper healing that embraces the whole person, including the soul. Contemporary books provide accounts of the invisible assistance of angels. The laying on of hands in prayer has made an appearance at the hospital bedside. Guides for the spiritually perplexed have risen to the tops of best-seller lists. The darkest shadows of skepticism and unbelief, which have eclipsed the presence of the Divine in our materialistic age, are beginning to lighten and part.

If the power and presence of God are real and effective, what do they mean for human experience? What does He offer to men and women, and what does He ask in return? How do we recognize Him? Know Him? Respond to Him? God has a reputation for being both benevolent and wrathful. Which will He be for me and when? Can these aspects of the Divine somehow be reconciled? Where is God when I suffer? Can I lose Him? Is God truthful, and are His promises to be trusted?

Are we really as precious to God as we are to ourselves and our loved ones? Do His providence and amazing grace guide our faltering steps toward Him, even in spite of ourselves? Will God abandon us if the sin is serious enough, or if we have episodes of resistance and forgetfulness? These are fundamental questions that any person might address to God during a lifetime. They are pressing and difficult, often becoming wounds in the soul of the person who yearns for the power and courage of hope, especially in stressful times.

The Vintage Spiritual Classics present the testimony of writers across the centuries who have considered all these difficulties and who have pondered the mysterious ways, unfathomable mercies, and deep consolations afforded by God to those who call upon Him from out of the depths of their lives. These writers, then, are our companions, even our champions, in a common effort to discern the meaning of God in personal experience. For God is personal to us. To whom does He speak if not to us, provided we have the desire to hear Him deep within our hearts?

Each volume opens with a specially commissioned essay by a well-known contemporary writer that offers the reader an appreciation of its intrinsic value. A chronology of the general historical context of each author and his work is provided, as are suggestions for further reading.

We offer a final word about the act of reading these spiritual classics. From the very earliest accounts of monastic practice—dating back to the fourth century—it is evident that a form of reading called lectio divina (divine or spiritual reading) was essential to any deliberate spiritual life. This kind of reading is quite different from that of scanning a text for useful facts and bits of information, or advancing along an exciting plot line to a climax in the action. It is, rather, a meditative approach by which the reader seeks to savor and taste the beauty and truth of every phrase and passage. This process of contemplative reading has the effect of enkindling in the reader compunction for past behavior that has been less than beautiful and true. At the same time, it increases the desire to seek a realm where all that is lovely and unspoiled may be found. There are four steps in lectio divina: first to read, next to meditate, then to rest in the sense of God’s nearness, and, ultimately, to resolve to govern one’s actions in the light of new understanding. This kind of reading is itself an act of prayer. And, indeed, it is in prayer that God manifests His Presence to us.


PREFACE TO THE
VINTAGE SPIRITUAL
CLASSICS EDITION

By William Sloane Coffin, Jr.
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There is a nice Jewish story told of a devout young man named Schwartz who, beset by endless misfortunes of various kinds, finally lifts up his eyes to heaven and complains, “Why me, Lord? Does anyone anywhere try harder to fulfill every one of the 613 laws in the Torah?* Why me?”

There is a pause. Then from a cloud comes a gentle voice, “Because, Schwartzie, you’re a ‘noodge.’ ”†

Certain it is that scrupulous anxiety about following rules is tedious, especially in the service of God. So it is not hard to imagine that the very title of William Law’s 1728 classic—A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life—could arouse suspicions in the minds of prospective readers that their joie de vivre is about to be suffocated by someone more afraid of doing wrong than eager to do what is right, someone more intent on quenching the bonfires of sin than on fanning the embers of creativity.

Fortunately that is not Law’s idea of a holy life. Like St. Paul he is well aware that the letter kills and only the Spirit gives life, a Spirit that is known in the giving of life to others.

Whence comes the Spirit that breathes life into so many, though possibly not all, of the ethical observances listed in the Torah? It springs from the recognition of an infinitely good and wise Creator, everywhere present, who in return for his devotion asks each of us in the words of the prophet Micah, “to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God.”

To a religious believer so persuaded there are obviously myriad ways to make even little things occasions of great piety. Thus it is that in the nineteenth chapter of Leviticus we read: “When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field to its very border, neither shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest. And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner.”

And later in the same chapter: “When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. The stranger who sojourns with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”

Nor were animals overlooked, especially those that do your bidding: “You shall not muzzle the ox when he treads out the grain.” (Deut. 25:4)

We see this same generous Spirit again at work in William Law. With St. Paul he believes that “whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all for the glory of God.” In other words, Christianity doesn’t so much have an ethic as it is an ethic. As a Christian, Law is particularly, almost uniquely, inspired by the life, words, deeds, and destiny of Jesus Christ. To him, Christ is the key to understanding ourselves and the world, the main source of our knowledge of God and of our fellow human beings, of good and evil. Christ is the companion of our conscience, the sure deliverer from evil, God’s love “in person” on earth.

As to the ancient Israelites, so to Law devotion means “to make the spirit and temper of our prayers the common spirit and temper of our lives.” The holy life is one lived wholly. Listen to his own words: “Bended knees, whilst you are clothed with pride; heavenly petitions, whilst you are hoarding up treasure upon earth; holy devotions, whilst you live in the follies of the world; prayers of meekness and charity, whilst your heart is the seat of pride and resentment; hours of prayer, whilst you give up days and years to idle diversions, impertinent visits, and foolish pleasures, are as absurd, unacceptable services to God as forms of thanksgiving from a person that lives in repinings and discontent.”

Although his style and language are eloquent—even elegant—what makes A Serious Call so contemporary is the similarity that immediately strikes the reader between the practices of Law’s day and of ours. Because they are even more relevant today, I still remember words heard in 1946 when America alone stood at the peak of power, a startling statement by Eugene O’Neill,* arguably then America’s leading playwright: “The United States, instead of being the most successful country in the world, is its greatest failure.… Its main idea is that everlasting game of trying to possess your own soul by possession of something outside of it.” This was really said much better in the Bible: “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and lose his own soul?” (Matt. 16:26)

Law is likewise haunted by this question of Jesus. With a high sense of vocational morality, he wants every tradesman to be a saint in his shop, to consider not what will sooner make him richer but what “can make worldly business most acceptable to God, and make a life of trade a life of holiness, devotion, and piety.”

Readers may be tempted to call him naive, but what appears to be wild-eyed idealism stems from clear-eyed revulsion at a Mammon-fawning world so like our own, almost three hundred years later.

What makes A Serious Call significant is that it calls into question our own values. Readers willing to engage in self-searching can ask themselves, Do I want to make money or to make a difference? Do I look to be “successful” or valuable?

Since to his way of thinking every worldly employment demands a heavenly mind, Law takes practically every profession to task: educators fail to train their students to offer their knowledge to those who need their service; clerics are far too prone to pretentions and materialism; and while indulging in rich food and finery of dress are not crimes, they “betray a foolish and unreasonable state of heart.”

While reading the early chapters of A Serious Call, pages for the most part devoted to righteousness and obedience, I confess to moments when I resisted “getting with the program.” At times I thought Law was indeed more about eradicating sin than releasing creativity. To my mind few things so open heaven or carry your heart nearer to it than do music and art, yet Law ignores both. His virtuous life appears not only austere but monochromatic, lacking the color brought to it by people who are ornery, turbulent, or nonconformist; and I myself like kids who, when their teachers leave the classroom, are high-spirited enough to start throwing erasers!

But as I read further I came to admire Law’s critique of Christians who “pray as Christians but live as heathen,” and his recognition of the temptation to do so. By accepting and often professing Christianity, the temporal world “by its favors has destroyed more Christians than ever it did by the most violent persecution.… There is nothing that a good Christian ought to be more suspicious of, or more constantly guard against, than the authority of the Christian world.”

So much for citizens who long for a “Christian nation” or, for that matter, an Orthodox Jewish or Muslim one! Law, I think, correctly grasps the core corruption of religion as the fusion of religious faith properly wary of power, with power itself.

Reading on, I saw that Law’s clear aim is not to condemn so much as to convert our lives, to direct them to more worthy pursuits, toward greater personal happiness. He feels “our miseries, vexations, and complaints” are too often of our own making, the results largely of our ruthless pursuit of advantage and pleasure.

Law hopes we will see that “if religion commands us to live wholly unto God, and to do all to his glory,” it is because every other way is wholly against ourselves. And far from dull and melancholy, the more virtuous our lives, the more peaceful and happy they become. He wants us not poor, just frugal, aware that “if you don’t spend money doing good to others you do it to hurt yourself.”

Law writes eloquently about gratitude: “For there is no state of mind so holy, so excellent, and so truly perfect as that of thankfulness to God.…” “Receive every day as a resurrection from death, as a new enjoyment of life; meet every rising sun with such sentiments of God’s goodness as if you had seen it, and all things, newly created upon your account; and under the sense of so great a blessing, let your joyful heart praise and magnify so good and glorious a Creator.”

And why not? Gratitude is, after all, the primary Christian emotion. Duty calls only when gratitude fails to prompt; and the joy elicited by thankfulness is the most infallible sign of the presence of God. From my way of thinking, Law at the very beginning of A Serious Call could have emphasized all that a Christian has to be grateful for rather than underscoring the many duties involved in Christian service.

Law is equally lyrical in his praise of fervent love for all humankind. I greatly appreciated “You cannot heal all the sick, relieve all the poor; you cannot comfort all in distress, nor be father to all the fatherless; you cannot, it may be, deliver many from their misfortunes … but if there is love and tenderness in your heart that delights in these good works and excites you to do all you can … you will be received by God as a benefactor to those who have had nothing from you but your goodwill and tender affections.”

In biblical fashion he urges us “to love our neighbor as ourselves, to forgive and pray for all our enemies without any reserve.” Readers may again suspect him of naïveté, but I’m similarly impressed with St. Augustine: “Imagine the vanity of thinking that your enemy can do you more harm than your enmity.”

Missing altogether in A Serious Call is the spiritual benefit of anger. Love of God is not only compatible with anger but is a motive for it, as we see in the righteous indignation of biblical prophets and in the life of Jesus Himself, who did not hesitate to overturn the tables of the money changers in the Temple in Jerusalem. Obviously, however deep, our anger must always and only measure our love.

By contrast, and not surprisingly, Law speaks extensively of prayer as the “nearest approach to God and the highest enjoyment of Him.” As Jesus taught His disciples to pray, so Law teaches us, and in very practical ways. I especially liked his insight on what praying for others can do for ourselves.

Lastly, as might be expected, Law’s confidence in immortality is unshakable. He writes with feeling about the hopes and expectations of life after death, but never, I was happy to note, in such a way as to make one feel that he is trying to overcome present selfishness by appealing to selfish hopes for tomorrow’s heavenly treasure. Actually, I think Law would agree that heaven and hell are experienced now, here on earth. Heaven is God’s presence, hell His absence.

A few final thoughts. A small gem in the New Testament is John’s First Letter. Like A Serious Call, its early chapters are concerned with righteousness and obedience, while the theme of love dominates the central part. Like Law, John seems to assume that reason and wisdom are implanted in all of us, while sin is transmitted through the twisted and vicious customs of culture. Therefore both John and Law pit Christ against culture, calling for an “either—or” decision. Each is intensely concerned with individual, not collective, life, offering moving answers to the question asked of Jesus by the lawyer, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”

I would question the notion that culture is the sole carrier of evil. To quote St. Augustine again: “Never fight evil as if it were something that arose totally outside of yourself.” This is a reflection of St. Paul’s contention that “all have sinned and fallen short.” (Rom. 3:23) And a question altogether as important today as that of the lawyer is surely “What must we all do to save God’s imperiled planet?”

For good or for ill, our ability to affect destiny is now a hundred times greater than it was in Law’s time. Technologically speaking, we could offer every man, woman, and child on earth a modicum of prosperity, while we also have the means to extinguish all life on the planet.

Many people of various faiths are impressed by these possibilities. Many who are Christians recognize with Law the distinction between Caesar and Christ, the corruption of institutions—self-centered, hungry for power. And we agree that the world has only altered its methods, not lessened its power to destroy religion. But we keep coming back to Christ’s statement that “God so loved the world,” and therefore feel we should, too. Our struggle is to combine peace with justice, individual freedom with general welfare, power with accountability, truth with beauty, holiness with life. To us, social morality is as significant as personal morality. Our challenge is to recognize that our moral passions can be as willful and imperious as self-seeking ones.

The repeated struggles of Christians to lead a Christian life have yielded no single answer, only many. Some of them are dreadful, many followers being more persecutors of Christ; they speak in the name of authority rather than with the voice of compassion. But other answers are wonderful, and mutually enriching. As one preoccupied with social morality, I nonetheless am deeply indebted to First John, to early Christians, to A Serious Call, to the Amish, the Mennonites, to George Fox and his Society of Friends, and to followers of Leo Tolstoy, all of whom basically drew apart from the world. But in withdrawing from the world, they contributed values that the world increasingly esteems. By living apart they taught us how to live together, as somehow we all must today. All of them, for example, believed that Christ “in disarming Peter unbelted every soldier.” Who today is not at least a nuclear pacifist?

William Law was a great Anglican priest. By choice he lived in simple, austere circumstances. But his life was rich in thought and feelings, which he communicated movingly. Indifferent to what is allowable, he was passionately concerned with what is commendable and praiseworthy. I can hear him, eminently a teacher, asking each one of us for our own views in exchange for his.

I began this Preface with a reference to the Torah. Let me conclude with one from the Talmud,* which says that some people still alive are already dead, and some long dead are still alive. William Law is among the latter—very much alive.


* The first five books of the Bible.

† Yiddish for “bore.”

* Cited in Louis Shaeffer, Eugene O’Neill—Son and Artist, Boston: Little, Brown, 1973, p. 442.

* Collections of ancient teachings on Jewish law, life, and biblical texts.
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1686 William Law was born in King’s Cliffe, Northamptonshire, son of a grocer and gentleman. He was the fourth of eight children, four of whom died in childhood. He received a strict Christian upbringing within the context of a warm and happy family life.

Law’s spiritual life was formed and guided by rigorist Anglican principles by which he held himself to the strictest interpretation of biblical morality. He reacted vigorously against the increasing moral chaos of his times, particularly the extravagant gambling and excessive alcohol consumption that were becoming national pastimes.

Two devotional books that greatly influenced Law’s sense of religious duty were the popular The Whole Duty of Man (anonymous) and Thomas à Kempis’s Imitation of Christ. Law was defensive and fundamentalist in his approach to the Bible. He sought always to safeguard the biblical text from the rationalistic inquiries of his day that disputed not only its historical authenticity and, consequently, its spiritual authority, but even the general value of any religious experience.

1705 Entered Emmanuel College of Cambridge University.

1708 Took his B.A. degree.

1711 Elected Fellow of his college. He received holy orders.

1712 Received his M.A. He had learned Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, and he had studied the Bible, patristics, Christian history and doctrine, logic and philosophy. The scientific rationalism of Thomas Hobbes, Pierre Bayle, John Locke, and Isaac Newton was by now beginning to erode traditional piety. However, Law’s formal education was complete before the spirit of rationalism and the application of the scientific method of inquiry transformed the ethos of the university and dissipated the pietism Law experienced there.

Law read the works of Nicolas de Malebranche (1638–1715) at this time. Malebranche was an Oratorian Catholic priest, a philosopher of the Cartesian school, who sought to harmonize both St. Augustine and René Descartes in a synthesis of mystical idealism. He greatly influenced Law’s understanding of how to live a virtuous life.

1714 Queen Anne was succeeded on her death by George Louis of Hanover as King George I.

1716 Resigned his fellowship rather than break his oath of loyalty to the House of Stuart. As a nonjuror, Law’s opportunities for either a Church career or an appointment with the state were ended. Law’s belief in the divine right of kings was of a piece with his belief in the Bible as the source of revealed religion. This line of thinking put him in conflict with those who would supplant the Bible and tradition with the new scientific method of reasoning inherited from the humanistic thinkers of the Renaissance.

1717 Between 1717 and 1719, Law published his Three Letters to the Bishop of Bangor. Bishop Benjamin Hoadly (1676–1761) had made a point of ridiculing Church authority and of emphasizing the power of private judgment as more reliable than either tradition or dogma. Against Hoadly’s attacks, Law upheld High Church doctrine on the sacraments, tradition, dogma, and apostolic succession.

1723 Entered the household of Edward Gibbon, father of the English historian, as his tutor.

Law published Remarks upon a Book, Entitled The Fable of the Bees which might be termed a Christian anthropology written in protest against Bernard de Mandeville’s The Fable of the Bees. Mandeville (1670–1733), writing about religion, politics, ethics, and economics, expressed a profound skepticism about religion because it appealed to faith and mystery. He preferred reason, utilitarianism, and custom to the truths of religion. The human being described by Mandeville is moved fundamentally by passions reflective of self-love and devoid of moral or ethical inclinations except those that offer a measure of satisfying feeling. Mandeville’s anthropology is totally secular, rejecting religious faith as incompatible with reason. Law refuted Mandeville with skillful arguments based on natural law and revealed religion. His anthropology of man considers the unity of human reason with a physical body that should act in concord together. This is based on an ideal rectitude of body and mind that, according to Law’s theology, had been radically disturbed by Adam’s sin and therefore must be regenerated by the saving grace of Christ.

1726 Published A Practical Treatise upon Christian Perfection. In this work Law expressed his concern to be practical about the spiritual life, while giving primary importance to growth in holiness. It was his belief that the intentions of the heart are expressed in action, therefore it is supremely important that the heart be made perfect through right devotion to God. An awareness of our corrupt condition, along with continual vigilance against the evils concomitant with our fallen state, are essential to a genuine life in Christ. It is because we live in the ugliness of sin that the beauty of God does not make us happy. A morally corrupt person could not, therefore, be happy in heaven. This work had a great influence on John and Charles Wesley, George Whitefield, and John Byrom. It was in its fourth edition by 1737.

1727 George I died and was succeeded by his son, George II.

Law founded a girls’ school at King’s Cliffe, using a 1,000-pound note he had been given as a gift by an admirer. The school was set up to train girls in reading, knitting, needlework, good manners, and religion. They were supplied with suitable clothing if they had need of it. Law deemed the education of women to be of utmost importance because of their influence on their husbands, families, and children. He did not think women were inferior to men but, rather, that they often possessed a clearer rationality and certainly gentler dispositions.

Concurrently Law established an almshouse for needy women who were widows, unmarried or, for any reason, helpless and destitute. He contributed to these works from the ordinary income he earned as a tutor and from royalties on the sale of his books.

1728 A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life, Adapted to the State and Condition of all Orders of Christians was published. It enjoyed an immediate success. Law defines the good life as “a life given or devoted to God,” keeping in mind the Four Last Things, i.e., death, judgment, heaven, and hell. He set forth the virtue of humility as “the life and soul of piety, the foundation and support of every virtue and good work, the best guard and security of all holy affections.” Law’s book was a plea for as well as a guide to the reform of Christian life, which was undergoing a crisis of decay and decline in eighteenth-century English society. Law wrote to put his contemporaries on guard against self-righteousness, complacency, superficiality, and formalism in the spiritual life by recalling them to the undiluted principles of the Gospel.

Law took seriously the admonition to “Enter at the strait gate” and believed that the counsels of perfection described in the Sermon on the Mount were meant to be taken literally. He allowed for no compromise with the world, by which he meant “sensual lust, enticement for the eyes, and a pretentious life.” (I John 2:16) Instead he exhorts his reader: “If we are to be in Christ new creatures, we must show that we are so by having new ways of living in the world. If we are to follow Christ, it must be in our common way of spending every day.” (See Chap. I.) One cannot serve God and Mammon.

In finding inspiration to write A Serious Call, Law was indebted to such spiritual masters as St. Thomas à Kempis (1379–1471), author of The Imitation of Christ; St. Francis de Sales (1567–1622), author of Introduction to the Devout Life; and Jeremy Taylor (1613–67), who wrote Holy Living and Holy Dying.

The influential power of A Serious Call may be measured by the fact that by 1816 it was in its twentieth edition. It had a great effect on John Wesley, Evangelicals such as Henry Venn, Thomas Scott, and George Whitefield, and the Quakers. Charles Wesley told his friends that Law had taught him all that he knew about religion. In the next century, John Henry Newman was indebted to it as well. As a master of Christian seriousness, Law has been compared to Søren Kierkegaard and his Training in Christianity.

1731 In his habitual defense of Anglican orthodoxy, Law entered the controversy among the nonjurors over certain disputed points of worship. He advocated that the Church of England should conform to the Ancient Church as well as abide by the established rulings of High Church Anglicanism.

This year saw the publication of Law’s The Case of Reason, which he wrote to refute Matthew Tindal (1657–1733), an English Deist who argued that the Gospel added nothing to reason and the great eternal law of nature. G. R. Cragg, in his 1960 work, The Church and the Age of Reason, describes the difference between Tindal and Law this way: “Law was a believer who felt deeply the majesty of God and the mystery of life. Tindal was a scholar whose understanding of religion was abstract and academic.”

1734 Edward Gibbon matriculated at Cambridge, and William Law’s formal employment with the Gibbons ended. However, he remained in their household until 1739, even after the elder Mr. Gibbon died in 1737.

1736 Edward Gibbon married Judith Porten in June, with Law officiating at their wedding. Their son Edward, the future historian, was born the next year.

1737 William Law produced his book A Demonstration of the Errors of a Plain Account in order to refute Benjamin Hoadly’s work on the Lord’s Supper. Hoadly explained the sacrament in terms of a purely human, rationalistic understanding of John 6, describing the sacrament as only a memorial, not as a sacrifice or as embodying the Real Presence. Law earnestly defended traditional Christian teaching on the Eucharist against Hoadly.

1739 The Grounds and Reasons of Christian Regeneration, or, The New Birth, Offered to the Consideration of Christians and Deists was published. Law’s theme here is that Christianity is based upon two fundamental principles: “The Greatness of our Fall and the Greatness of our Redemption.” The work of regeneration requires acts of faith and works of charity that are made possible by the grace of God in the soul. This work clearly shows the great influence of Jakob Boehme on William Law.

Jakob Boehme (1575–1624) was a German mystic, in business as a shoemaker and endowed with only an elementary education. A speculative thinker, Boehme sought to find resolution to the problem of the relation of a perfect God to a creation flawed by obvious disunities. Law was attracted to Boehme because he believed him to be divinely inspired, i.e., taught directly by God through his own intuitions. Boehme’s somewhat bizarre theories alienated John Wesley, though his ideas did perdure to influence such later thinkers as Friedrich Schelling, Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Henri-Louis Bergson.

1740 William Law left London and moved to King’s Cliffe to take up residence in the house that had belonged to his father. Called King John’s House, it was near the church and parsonage and in close proximity to his brother, George, a bailiff for the Earl of Westmorland. Law set up a household based on the principles of A Serious Call. The house was adapted to accommodate two women who joined Law in his quasi-monastic life: Hester Gibbon, the historian’s aunt, who consecrated herself to virginity, and Mrs. Hutcheson, a well-off, pious widow who wanted to live a retired life under Law’s spiritual direction. They had frugal habits and dedicated the rest of their resources to charitable works, particularly the education of the poor as well as food and clothing for the indigent. The order of their day included a schedule of devotional exercises and attendance whenever a church service was performed. Law delighted in playing with his brother’s children and was warm and hospitable to the many visitors who sought him out.

Dr. Joseph Trapp, born in 1679 and Oxford-educated, was an ordained High Churchman. He both wrote and preached against the Methodists, accusing them of excessive religious enthusiasms. He wrote The Nature, Folly, Sin, and Danger of Being Righteous Overmuch (1740), arguing that a too rigorous conception of Christian perfection would lead to scrupulosity and lead the malicious to say against Christianity that it is neither a practical nor a rational way to live.

William Law responded with An Earnest and Serious Answer to Dr. Trapp’s Discourse of the Folly, etc. Law maintained that because of the Fall of Adam, the heart and soul of man must be purified and that the measure of charity must be that of undiluted New Testament teaching. Law did not condemn trade, secular pursuits, or riches, but advised their wise and prudent use, thus directing Christians to a holy life lived in the world of normal, secular activities.

In 1740 Law also wrote An Appeal to All That Doubt, or Disbelieve the Truths of the Gospel, Whether They Be Deists, Arians, Socinians, or Nominal Christians.

1745 Mrs. Hutcheson established a school for boys and provided the salary for a teacher to give lessons in reading, writing, and arithmetic. Clothing and food were provided to the students. Several years later the school was rebuilt to accommodate more students, and a house was bought for the schoolmaster. Every boy was directed to a trade by which he could provide for himself. During this period, four tenements were built for poor widows of King’s Cliffe. A weekly allowance was provided for each woman.

1749 William Law ended a nine-year public silence when the first volume of The Spirit of Prayer was published. He contended here that most people have no conscious awareness of their ordination to eternal life in the presence of God. This is a consequence of Adam’s sin, by which he fell into the power of his body because he had lusted after the knowledge of this world. Without a new birth of regeneration into celestial life, we live poised on the brink of hell, which will claim us when we depart our bodies at the moment of death. For Law, regeneration, by which the life of God takes root in the soul, is the whole of religion. This book ends with the phrase: “There is but one Salvation for all Mankind, and that is the Life of God in the soul.”

1750 The second part of The Spirit of Prayer appeared, stressing again that we are not saved by faith or works, but only by a new birth, which is sustained and brought to fruition by a life of prayer. Law specified three levels of prayer. First, there is penitence, confession, and humility. Then the soul is led to the fervor of thanksgiving for God’s mercy. This fervor moderates earthly passions and inclines the soul to delight in God rather than the spirit of the world. The final stage is called the State of the Spirit of Prayer in which the soul lives in union with God.

That year an earthquake shook Britain, and there was great fear that if it happened again all of London would be reduced to rubble. The religious-minded populace interpreted the event as an instance of God’s wrath. William Law, Charles Wesley, and many others used the occasion to preach the need for repentance.

1752 William Law founded the King’s Cliffe Library with this inscription above the lintel: “Books of Piety are here lent to any Persons of this or ye Neighbouring Towns.”

The Way to Divine Knowledge, a continuation of The Spirit of Prayer, was published. In this work Law insisted that the proper proof of Christianity was in its spiritual life, not in historical research or rational assertions. The evidence of faith is a certainty, superior to reason and not subject to its uncertainties. Law insisted that reason is illuminated by faith and is pitched in darkness without it.

1754 Publication of The Spirit of Love, structured in the then-popular form of “A Letter to a Friend,” who worried because he did not experience God as love but rather as wrath. Law explains that there is no wrath in God, only perfect goodness. God is the sole source of goodness and happiness, and only when the soul of man dwells in God’s love will he come to know His peace. Wrath is the evil that remains in us as long as we are separated from God by our dispositions of covetousness, envy, pride, lust, avariciousness, and malice. Our self-torment is occasioned when our base desires are contradicted, and then we experience our separation from God as His wrath. God, however, has redeemed us in Christ and draws our repentant selves to Himself, giving us all manner of assistance to turn from the corruption of sin to the holiness of union with Him. We have the Law, prophets, Scriptures and ordinances, as well as the grace of the ongoing inspiration of the Holy Spirit to assist us. Our new birth is marked by our willing resignation to God in patience, meekness, and humility.

1756 In January John Wesley’s Open Letter to William Law appeared. In it, Wesley criticized Law’s theology of divine inspiration as it had been expressed in The Spirit of Prayer, The Way to Divine Knowledge, and The Spirit of Love. Law faulted the Letter for being weakly argued, and he refused to respond to it. Even John’s brother, Charles, said he could not defend it. John had objected strenuously to Law’s theology that denied the idea of divine wrath in God. John claimed that if there is no wrath in God then there is no justice in God either, that the two are synonymous. He also took issue with Law’s definition of faith as a desire to come to God through union with Christ. John would not accept that faith might be equated with desire, but professed instead to agree with St. Paul that faith is the evidence of things not seen but which are revealed in the Word of God. For Law, it is the hunger, the desire of the soul for God, that is the condition of the new birth that saves. Faith and good works are the fruits of regeneration. This was too mystical an idea for John Wesley, who could not countenance Law’s seeming to slight the doctrine of Atonement. Wesley believed that if the sinner is to be reconciled with God, he must make satisfaction for his sin to placate God, whose justice is outraged by transgression. In addition, Wesley faulted Law for not relying exclusively on the Bible for his theological beliefs. Like the Church Fathers Origen and St. Thomas Aquinas, Law had developed his views out of natural theology as well as Scripture.

Evidence of William Law’s pastoral efficacy is manifested in the exchange of letters between him and a troubled soul, Thomas Yeates. Though Yeates could detail his attraction to religion from the time when he was quite young, as a man he had lately plummeted into despair over his inability to conquer the sins of fornication and drink. He had reached the brink of suicide when he happened to come across Law’s idea that God is all love, not wrath. He exclaimed in his letter to Law that his angry soul had “melted into love,” and his despair had lifted. Law responded to Yeates with the advice to have complete faith and trust in God’s love, to avoid temptation whenever possible, and to offer God his sins “to be consumed in that blessed furnace of love, which made God become a suffering, dying Redeemer.”

1757 William Law entered into a dispute with William Warburton (1698–1779), bishop of Gloucester, who produced a work contesting that Moses had no doctrine of the afterlife, which, he contended, appeared only in the New Testament. Warburton’s book was titled: The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated on the Principles of a Religious Deist. His father was an attorney, and Warburton had maintained an interest in legal concepts. He believed that if religion becomes weak and decays, order in the state will follow. In order for religion to remain strong, it must include a belief in the afterlife, which guarantees God’s moral government. If there is no afterlife in the belief of the people, as Warburton held was the case with Moses and his Jewish followers, then for Moses to have established an organized people who followed a religious law must have been the result of a special act of Divine Providence.

William Law responded with A Short but Sufficient Confutation of the Reverend Dr. Warburton’s Projected Defense (as He Calls It) of Christianity, in which he argued that the Old Testament does indeed contain figures and types which point to immortality, but that it is only in Christ that the fullness of revelation is given to man. Christ is the fulfillment of the promise of eternal life. The idea and hope for eternal life was present from the first covenant God established with man after the Fall of Adam. If it had not been, no one would have wanted or accepted the covenant. The promise of eternal life is ultimately fulfilled in Christ who is, Himself, the process of its realization.

1760 Twenty-five of William Law’s letters, most of them composed in the 1750s, were gathered and published under the title A Collection of Letters. Later in the year he published a tract entitled Of Justification by Faith and Works. It is set up as a dialogue between “Churchman” and “Methodist.” Law’s opinions are embodied in Churchman and include his belief that faith and works cannot be separated any more than love of God and love of neighbor. The Sermon on the Mount teaches that good works will be rewarded. Law held that Paul was referring to the Judaic Law when he opposed faith to works.

Now age 74, Law began to experience chronic rheumatic pain, though he kept an even temper and a good disposition.

1761 In the last year of his life, William Law wrote An Humble, Earnest, and Affectionate Address to the Clergy. His purpose was to underscore the fact that the clergy have a wide influence, for good or bad, on many people and therefore must remember that their preaching of the Gospel is a ministration of the Spirit. He sought to emphasize that religion must be built on the idea that God is all good, and that goodness in man is God working in him. The preaching of the Gospel reaches its goal only when the teaching of Jesus becomes the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in the human soul. Religion is not the enemy of reason, but reason must not become an idol. Fundamental to religion is the converted heart. Law concluded his book with the words of Matthew (28:20) printed in capital letters: “LO, I AM WITH YOU ALWAYS, EVEN UNTO THE END OF THE WORLD.”

Having caught cold at Easter time, William Law died on April 9, shortly after he finished Address to the Clergy. Though he was in much pain at the end from an inflammation of the kidneys, he gave up his spirit praising the divine love that overflowed in his heart.
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