John Wesley is sometimes said to have considered four things – scripture, reason, tradition, experience – in coming to any conclusions about his thinking.  What conclusions might this approach lead us to today in the area of human sexuality?
Anyone who has any theological education in Methodism, as a minister, local preacher or in any other capacity, will be familiar with the ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’.  The phrase was coined by Prof Albert Outler, an American Methodist theologian in the mid to late twentieth century.  It was his attempt to explain John Wesley’s views on epistemology (the theory of how we know what is true).  John Wesley described himself as a ‘man of one book’.  That book was of course the Bible – though he did read many other books, and encouraged his preachers to do likewise.  
In the ‘Quadrilateral’ Outler was trying to set how Wesley came to his interpretation of Scripture – i.e., doing so in the light of tradition and experience using rigorous logical processes of reason.  It is said my many, including the late Dr Billy Abraham (who knew Outler personally) that Outler came to regret coining the ‘Quadrilateral’ – because of the ways in which it has been misinterpreted.  
How so?  Two images may help us.  The term quadrilateral is used most often in geometry to describe a flat shape with 4 straight sides.  The sides need not be of equal length of course, but the image that comes to mind first is probably a square.  This may give to some the impression that Wesley regarded the 4 ‘sides’ (Scripture, tradition, reason and experience) of roughly equal significance.  This is not what Wesley would have said, and is probably why Outler came to lament the misuse / misunderstanding of the ‘Quadrilateral’.
The second image is that of a mobile that would hang above a baby’s cot.  Three images rotate under the fourth central and stable one.  This picture was popularized by the Rev Donald English (twice President of the British Methodist Church.)  This image suggests that Scripture is our firm foundation and that tradition, reason and experience are subordinate tools that are useful in coming to a better understanding and application of the truth found in the Bible.
This is clearly a more helpful image and one that is closer to what John Wesley would have believed.  
How do we apply this to the current debates about human sexuality?  One minister during a recent sabbatical was said to have applied the Wesleyan Quadrilateral to the issue of homosexuality and found that the ‘traditional view’ would now lose the debate 3 to 1.  (The minority of one being Scripture)  Leaving aside the question as to how ‘tradition’ could have cast its vote in favour of the ‘progressive view’, given the consistent position of the church in all its branches right up until the later part of the last century, there is a more important point to make.  
John Wesley could never have come to such a conclusion.  If on some theological issue, tradition and experience seemed to point in one direction and the Scripture seemed to point in the opposite direction, it is irrational (i.e., beyond reason) to suppose that Wesley would have taken the position that was contrary to his understanding of Scripture.  
There is much value in tradition, reason and experience, but in coming to a knowledge of the Truth these three, and everything else, must submit to the authority of the Divine Revelation given to us in Holy Scripture.  

