
Oxford Methodist Circuit online service, 23 May 2021 
Sermon for Pentecost and Aldersgate Sunday 
Simeon Mitchell 
 
Reading: Acts 2:1-21 
 
Pentecost, it is said, is the birthday of the Church. Like any birthday, it is an occasion to celebrate and 
reflect. Celebrate how the Holy Spirit came, inspired and activated those who followed Jesus on that first 
Pentecost and in all the centuries since, and reflect on how she is at work in our lives and our 
communities today.  
 
This year, as Pentecost coincides with Aldersgate Sunday, it provides a particular opportunity to explore 
how the Spirit has been active in the calling and character of the Methodist Church of which we are a 
part. And that means going right back to the story of the eighteenth century founders of the Methodist 
movement.  
 
I think for many Methodists, John Wesley in particular is treated like the embarrassing uncle of the 
family. The one with the outdated clothes and hairstyle, and some equally unpalatable views and over-
zealous enthusiasms. We might have a faded picture of him up on the wall of a back room, but he’s not a 
family member with whom we’re proud to be associated. 
 
But actually, I don’t think we should be embarrassed by the Wesleys at all – and I hope what I say will 
help convince you of that, too. For I believe they have an enormous amount to contribute to a 
contemporary understanding of how God calls us to engage with the world as Spirit-led followers of 
Jesus today.  
 
It is significant that Aldersgate Sunday does not commemorate a birth or a death, but a spiritual 
experience: what is often called the conversion experience of John Wesley, which took place on 24 May 
1738. It is an inspiring story, and one worth retelling.  
 
In our imaginations we need to go back 283 years, to the City of London, where we discover an anxious 
young clergyman called John Wesley, not long since returned from a two year appointment as missionary 
in the American colony of Georgia. For various reasons this had ended as a humiliating failure and caused 
John to question his vocation and indeed whether he was truly a Christian at all. He had spent much time 
brooding upon the state of his soul and trying to improve it. 
 
On the evening of that day, in his own words: “I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, 
where one was reading Luther’s epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was 
describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, 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, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” 
 
Like the disciples at Pentecost, in this moment John Wesley felt God’s presence and God’s love in a way 
he had never experienced before. And it had a similar effect, too. The event released his immense 
energies, which until that point had been mostly directed upon himself. Along with his brother Charles – 
who had had a similar experience a few days earlier – and a group of other disciplined and zealous 
friends, he devoted the rest of his life to sharing the good news that others could know that sense of 
liberation too. 
 
In our reading from Acts, when Peter quoted the prophecy of Joel, he highlighted several hallmarks of the 
Holy Spirit which we see demonstrated in the subsequent lives and ministry of the Wesleys. The central 
one is the insight that the Spirit – and God’s saving love – is for all. It was poured out on men and women, 
young and old, even on slaves.  
 
John Wesley was driven by four convictions which have become known as the ‘four alls’ of Methodism: 



1. All need to be saved. Every human soul is not how God intended creation to be. We are all lost. 
2. All can be saved. In Jesus the salvation of any and every soul is possible – and indeed desired by 

God. As Peter puts it, “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
3. All can know they are saved. This is no secret, and we can each feel that assurance and confidence 

thanks to God’s grace. 
4. All can be saved to the uttermost. We should, and can become more and more holy and Christ-

like, and strive for perfection. 
 
This might not sound such a radical insight to us. But in Wesley’s day, many Protestant theologians, 
influenced by Calvin, and many of the great preachers including his former colleague George Whitfield, 
said that all could not be saved. That some were elected by God, and the rest were doomed to 
destruction. 
 
I think that the recovery of the Pentecost idea that everyone matters to God, and can be saved, is one of 
the great contributions that Wesley made, not only to Methodism, but to the wider Church – and that it is 
as relevant today as it was in Georgian England. The idea that everyone – absolutely everyone – counts. 
That God’s inclusivity is as radical as God’s generosity and grace are abundant. 
 
The power of this principle was brought to life for me when I visited India a few years ago. At the time I 
worked for the Methodist relief and development agency All We Can, and I was taking the then President 
of Conference, the late and much missed David Gamble, to see some examples of our partners’ work in 
Dalit communities. You may know that the Dalits are the ‘untouchables’ of Indian society, outside the 
traditional caste system, and suffer from a legacy of stigma and marginalisation and poverty. This is very 
visibly apparent in the fact that they are often forced to live on the very edges of villages, in their own 
areas on the margins, with the worst land and the most tumbledown houses and the poorest facilities. 
But this project had been helping people to develop new ways of earning a living from farming, and build 
their self esteem and confidence to claim their rights and their place in society. They were clearly very 
proud of what they had achieved, including building new houses and a small but pristine chapel in the 
centre of their part of the village.  
 
In the chapel, some of the women who been showing us around asked David if he would offer a prayer. 
He agreed, and extemporised a simple prayer which included the line: “Thank you that we are all equal in 
your sight, God.” And as this was translated, he and I were taken aback when this prompted a 
spontaneous round of applause.  
 
For Dalits, so long excluded and told they didn’t count, this was new. This was good news. Everyone 
matters. We all count to God. We all count to God. For Wesley did not say: 

• Some may be saved 
• Most may be saved 
• People like us may be saved 
• Nearly everyone may be saved 

  
No: All may be saved. All can be saved. Because this debate about whether all can be saved is much more 
than a dry academic exercise in eschatology. It affects how we live our lives. 
  
If you believe that God elects some to salvation and not others, not only do you end up with a strangely 
arbitrary God, you also very easily find yourself led into harsh and unloving attitudes yourself. The belief 
in the election of some and not others has often provided a spurious theological rationale for the caste 
system, for slavery, for apartheid and for the imperialism of those nations believing themselves 
inherently superior. 
 
As the current awful events in the Middle East underline, if you dare believe that you or your nation or 
group is especially elect or called, you can so easily fall into horrendously callous and evil deeds against 
those you see as lesser. 
 
All can be saved. So all are important. 
 



And as God is concerned with all – and especially with ‘the last, the least, the lowest and the lost’, as one 
preacher memorably put it – then one immediate consequence is that his followers should be, too.  
 
John Wesley certainly believed this. For him, being saved wasn’t only a matter of what happened at the 
end of your life. Those with the ‘blessed assurance’ of salvation weren’t simply to rest on their laurels 
and keep their noses clean until they arrived in heaven. They were to seek to grow in holiness, which 
required “works of piety” – regular worship, prayer and Bible study – alongside “works of mercy” – 
serving and visiting the poor, the needy and the imprisoned. Wesley once claimed that there was “no 
holiness but social holiness”, and he practiced what he preached, giving most of his income away, 
establishing schools in London, Bristol and Newcastle, visiting prisoners, campaigning against slavery, 
even dispensing medicine and teaching good health practices.  
 
We are called to social action in the world, not as a supplement to a personal faith, but as an integral part 
of it.  
 
That particular concern for the poor and marginalised – exemplified in Wesley’s instruction to “Go not 
only to those who need you, but those who need you most” – is still evident in Methodism today. We see 
it in the way our local churches seek to serve the community, especially groups which may otherwise 
excluded from society - the elderly and carers, refugees, those in need of food or company – work that 
has continued even in the midst of a pandemic. We see it in the way the national Church raises its voice 
against injustice, poverty and climate change. And we see it in the global commitment of organisations 
like All We Can which seek to empower some of the world’s poorest people. 
 
For empowerment is surely the central message of Pentecost and indeed of Methodism. The power that 
comes from knowing the Holy Spirit coming among us. The power of knowing that we count. The power 
of working with God and each other to share that message of God’s love for all. Because as Methodists it 
is not the Wesleys – with their outdated hair and frock-coats – that we revere, but the God who loved 
them and called them and fired them up, and the God who loves us and calls us and fires us up too. 


