Charismatic America – How Did We Get Here and Where Are We Going

By Christopher Morton, PhD

According to George Barna and his research group (http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdateNarrow&BarnaUpdateID=287)
America is becoming increasingly more charismatic in its religious faith.  They indicate that today 36% of all Americans are now charismatic.  What does this mean?  How does it change and impact Christianity, especially now that 23% of all churches are now charismatic congregations?
A Little History – How We Got to Charismatic America
Most people upon reading the book of Acts would accept that the early church was indeed charismatic.  The presence of the Holy Spirit, healings, speaking in tongues and the importance on the experience of the  Holy Spirit clearly marked the earliest Christians.  And yet for most of the history of Christianity the charismatic element has been missing.  In some cases it was actively opposed and repressed.  The Reformers particularly were troubled by people who emphasized experience and spoke to openly about mystical experiences of God.  True, in the period between the beginning of the Reformation and the turn of the 20th century there were a number of groups that came close to the charismatic model.  The Quakers are the most famous, but you also had the Shakers, the Pietists and the Moravians.  The Wesleyan movement also had many charismatic features.

(Definition: Pietism: A Bible-oriented, experiential approach to Christian life that emphasizes personal appropriation of faith and a lifestyle of holiness as more important than the formal structures of theology (doctrine) and church order – from the Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms).

In the 19th century, especially in American revivalism and the holiness movement (the holiness movement was a move towards more holy living and becoming like Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit) set the stage for the charismatic revival that was to come.  Much of the revival work of the 19th century was focused on emotion, on experience, and on a closeness with Christ.  

Much of went on in American Christianity was alas too focused on the issue of experience, and it was at this time that the stream of anti-intellectualism began to take root in American Christianity.  It is not surprising that this also saw the rise of liberal Christianity, both because of the backlash against this anti-intellectual movement and because of the new biblical criticism movement that began in Europe in the 19th century.  However, it is a gross overstatement to say that the revivalism of American Christianity was uniformly anti-intellectual. In fact, in some of its streams it was too academic, and too dry.  Just as the pietism of the 17th and 18th centuries led many to investigate new religious movements in Europe, so too did the dry theology of the 19th century leave many desiring more from the Christian faith.  It is not surprising then that it was the holiness movement, the descendants of the pietist movement, was the spawning ground for the Pentecostal/Charismatic movement in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
The Holy Spirit Rediscovered?

In 1901 at Topeka Bible College the first recorded “baptism” of the Holy Spirit occurred.  It was little noticed until the big event occurred, at the Azusa Street Mission in Los Angeles in 1906.  The Azusa Street revival changed the course of American and worldwide Christianity for good.  The events of that period (the revival spread out for years and moved across the country) brought what began to be called “1st Century Christianity” into the news and into the pews across the country.  It was still viewed very skeptically by many of the leading religious figures of the time, but its impact could not be ignored.  Out of that first decade came the Assembly of God denomination and various other denominations and movements, especially among African-Americans.  One of the leaders of the Azusa Street revival was William J. Seymour, a son of former slaves, who began in the holiness movement and later became one of the heroes of equality in the church.
Not only did Seymour not believe in ethnic separation in church (remember this is still only 41 years since slavery was outlawed), but he also believed in equipping women for ministry, since the Holy Spirit was no respecter of gender.  Needless to say, his view on women, his breaking of the racial barrier, and the general distrust among many church leaders and academics of the Pentecostal experience made Seymour an outcast among some. But others, mostly from holiness denominations, came and visited and took back what was happening to their churches.  Thus the worldwide Pentecostal/Charismatic revival began across the globe. 

What makes this so remarkable is that this was happening right at the height of the modern rational movement in society.  By 1906 so many things were becoming suspect, in religion, in farming, in society at large.  Old beliefs were being challenged and rationalism was on the ascendancy.  Although it comes from a slightly later period, the character of Ulysses Everett McGill (played by George Clooney) in O Brother Where Art Thou personifies the turn towards rationalism and the denial of superstition.  And yet in the middle of the period of increasing rationalism comes the single most important non-rational movement perhaps in world history.  
While it is probably doubtful that the Holy Spirit and the Pentecostal gifts of the Spirit were completely unknown and unpracticed in the nearly 1600 years from the time of the making official of the church in Rome until 1906, clearly what happened in Topeka and at Azusa Street, if not the “refinding” of the Holy Spirit, was a re-emergence of the Holy Spirit into the life of the church worldwide.  

Charismatic or Pentecostal

Pentecostalism is now a world-wide movement, most prominently in the Assembly of God denomination,  a denomination with over 280,000 churches in 200 countries and well over 57 million adherents. But in many countries independent Pentecostal churches make up the largest part of the movement.  These churches often vary on their positions on women (many ordain them, so do not), on ecclesiology (some are elder run, others use the office of bishop), on sacraments, on eschatology (some of premillenial, some postmillennial, many have no preferred view), and on theological issues such as Calvinism (God is sovereign in his determination of who is saved and who is not) and freewill (that human beings are central in deciding in deciding who is saved and who is not).  All agree in the central importance of the speaking in tongues (called glossolalia) and the manifestation of the Spirit in worship and in life.  
There are two additional major distinctions within the Pentecostal movement.  The first is Trinitarian groups (those that confess that God exists in perpetual three person union and yet there is one God) while others are “Jesus Only” or Oneness churches (believing that the traditional doctrine of the Trinity is in error, though still affirming Jesus full divinity – they are what is called in theological terms Sabellians, named after a 3rd century heretic Sabellius who taught that that the one God revealed himself successively in salvation history first as Father (Creator and Lawgiver), then as Son (Redeemer) and finally as Spirit (Sustainer, Giver of Grace).
 

The other major distinction is between those who practice the faith and prosperity Gospel and those who do not.  This movement, not constrained to Pentecostalism but most prominent in it, believe that if one has enough faith that wealth, health, and general prosperity is God’s intended design.  This is often a point of attack against Pentecostals by traditional Christians.
Charismatics on the other hand, while agreeing with the basic tenants of the spirit-filled life and even the baptism of the Holy Spirit, do not place speaking in tongues at the centre of the Christian life.  While in Pentecostal circles the lack of the speaking in tongues is seen as proof that one has not been baptized with the Holy Spirit, within Charismatic circles (and again, the lines are not always clear between the two), the lack of speaking in tongues is not necessarily seen as a lack of the Spirit, and in fact, in many Charismatic communities, the gift of knowledge (where the Holy Spirit reveals information about someone or about the future), the gift of healing, and the gift of faith are seen as more vital to the functioning of the community.  
Charismatics are also not necessarily denominational in their outlook.  Many of the Charismatic churches are independent, some large and “megachurch,” other small and built around individual leaders.  But Charismatic churches are now found across the denominational spectrum.  While many might consider the terms “Charismatic Catholic” or “Charismatic Anglican/Episcopal” to be oxymoronic, the fact is that the Charismatic movement has made inroads into most of the American denominations, and even where the local congregation itself has not become charismatic, many of the most popular programs have strong charismatic elements.  

George Barna’s report may have been intended to be surprising, but in fact as many American church watchers know, the charismatic movement, barely a century old, is in many ways the predominant moving force in America since the revolutionary days of the 1960s.

Charismatics AND Evangelical

One question that some struggle with is whether or not one can be both Charismatic and Evangelical.  Related to this, “Are Pentecostals Evangelicals?”  Of course labels are only as helpful as the definitions being  used, and in this case, the labels are sometimes used to try and separate rather than gain understanding.  The definitions for Charismatic and Pentecostal are above, but Evangelical, loaded as it sometimes with political terminology, is sometimes confused by Fundamentalism, which has in the modern era had a stronger overtone of separation.  A useful definition of Evangelical comes again from the Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms, “evangelicalism has been used to refer to the transdenominational and international movement that emphasizes the need to experience personal conversion through belief in Christ and his work on the cross, and a commitment to the authority of Scripture as the infallible guide for Christian faith and practice. 
 

All three movements – Pentecostal, Charismatic, and Evangelical – have a strong commitment to the advancing of the Gospel, the need for personal and corporate evangelism.  On this it must be clear that all three share the same central calling of mission.  However, it is on the questions of the proof of conversion and the sources of authority where the three movements see separation. 
As we have already discussed above, the issue of the baptism of the Holy Spirit is central to Pentecostal theology.  If one claims to be a Christian but does not have the proof of the baptism (i.e., speaking in tongues), is the individual, “saved.”  The question of the baptism as a “second blessing” or as proof/guarantor of one being a child of God has created a great deal of difficulty in Pentecostal/Evangelical cooperation.  All would agree that, since we are promised the Holy Spirit as the down payment of our new creation in Christ, that there can be no person in Christ without the Holy Spirit, and there cannot be therefore any movement towards holiness and Christlikeness without that power.  But is speaking in tongues the only proof of such indwelling?  For most Pentecostals, this continues to be a point of contention, seeing Evangelicals as believing the right things about Christ but lacking the proof of God’s life within them.  

For Evangelicals this emphasis on spirit-baptism seems like either a second work of God, separated from the work of Christ on the cross or an emphasis on what St. Paul himself says he “desires” (Greek thelo, meaning to wish, to desire for all) that all would speak in tongues but more so that all would prophesy, seemingly stating that speaking in tongues is not going to be present in all believers and that there is at least one higher gift of the Spirit.  Sadly this argument over tongues can in some cases both in the U.S. and around the world, separate two groups that are both committed to seeing the Gospel of Jesus and His Kingdom be advanced into ever life, into every city and into every nation.
The issue of tongues is obviously a less contentious issue between Charismatics and Evangelicals.  There the issue of authority becomes a barrier to unity.  It must be remembered that the Pentecostal/Charismatic movements were born out of strong holiness tradition.  Within the holiness tradition, especially in that which has developed out of Wesleyan and Methodist strains, experience has always played a prominent role in the question of authority.   
Albert Outler, the 20th century Methodist scholar coined the term “The Wesleyan Quadrilateral” to describe what he saw in the John Wesley’s own theology and writing.  The four pillars of authority were thus the Bible, Tradition, Reason, and Experience.  Different parts of the Wesleyan movement have given primacy to different pillars, but the clear expectation of the Wesley was that the Bible would be the first among equals.  

Evangelicals, at least practically, place the Bible as the sole source of authority.  Evangelicals, with their history of splitting off of different denominations, have always been troubled by the role of tradition (Evangelicals continue to struggle with their own connection to Catholics who share a passion for Jesus and the Gospel and yet are guided by the Magisterium, the collected tradition of the Roman Catholic Church).  The saw in the early 20th century how reason, in the hands of mainline churches and liberal theological movements was placed over Scripture, “demythologizing” the entire biblical testimony.  But experience has always been trickier for Evangelicals.  The Evangelical focus upon testimony of the individual to their person encounter with Christ remains central Evangelical piety.  But the Bible has always played the more prominent role – focusing more on belief than feeling, with an expectation that even if an individual does not “feel close to God” that if they have made Christ their Saviour that the reality of God’s promises in the Bible trump any personal feeling or lack thereof. 

Charismatics on other hand see a prominent role of experience in the Christian life.  Where the Evangelical tradition is greatly informed by the Reformed emphasis on knowing by way of the Bible, the Charismatic notion of knowing by experiencing was enhanced by the seismic shifts that have impacted all of Western culture since at least the 1950s.  It is not surprising therefore that the growth of Charismatic movement in American began in the 1960s, first among the mainline churches, then among the Roman Catholic church (1967), and finally among the Greek Orthodox (in about 1971).  Likewise we see the foundations of the prominent Charismatic denominations, like Vineyard Churches, coming out of the 1960s and into the early 1970s. 
This is not meant as a critique (for clarity, the author of this article is a self-described Charismatic Catholic Presbyterian), but merely to show that at the time when external forms of authority that did not cohere to actual experience began to be question by society at large, the Charismatic was a Christian response to the need of Christians to know the truths of the Gospel outside of the “external” source of the Bible.  

The fundamentalist response is, “God said it, I believe it, that settles it.”  The Evangelical response, always set against the twin response to fundamentalism and Modernity, was “God said it, we believe that the Bible is the authority over us, it is not anti-rational to believe this, so we do.”  The Charismatic response might be summed up as, “God said it.  I have experienced it, And I have found it to be true.”  

Evangelicals have struggled with the larger world to which the Bible does not directly speak, and how to interpret and live out a biblical worldview in that light.  Charismatics largely led by the Spirit, have allowed the experienced of the Spirit’s leading and empowering to be help decipher much of the challenge of the Christian life. While both Evangelical and Charismatics would never imply that the Holy Spirit would contradict the Bible, it is the practical living out of the faith where differences of interpretation becomes differences in authority. 
In reality, there is very little problem for most Evangelicals to be Charismatics, and vice-versa.  The problem arises usually in one of two camps on the Evangelical side, the Reformed for whom the authority of the Bible has always played a much larger role, and the Dispensationalist camp where the belief in the cessation of the Charisma with the early church makes the entire Charismatic movement suspect theologically. Likewise those Charismatic groups that veer into abuses of the Spiritual gifts and to authority of the Spirit over all else cause friction with Evangelical leaders.  On the main, being Evangelical and being Charismatic are not inherently incompatible.

The Charismatic renewal has in fact played a great role in the resurgence of Evangelicals since 1970, with their gift of music, expanded worship, and a reminder of the great Reformation idea of the priesthood of all believers.  The focus on the gifting by God of all believers has unleashed a wellspring of “lay” activity in Evangelical churches which was necessary given the cultural move towards more self-direction in aspects of life from education, to finance, to home-repair.

Implications of Charismatic America for Spiritual Formation

Many church leaders see the real challenge for the Church in America not merely being re-evangelizing the country, but in raising the maturity and depth of the American Church.  In a moderately post-Christian America, where the plurality of religious faiths and of no faith now allow for the average American to pick and choose without fear of condemnation from a universe of religious options, there is a growing awareness that the lack of discipleship, of conformity to Christ that is present in most American Christians, is going to be major impediment to such re-evangelizing.  
On the surface a renewed emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of the Christian found in the Charismatic and Pentecostal movements should bode well for the future of discipleship in America.  The realities are however much more difficult, owing both to the Holiness history inside of these two movements and to theological struggles in both regarding the role of suffering and sin.

The concept of Sanctification (literally to make holy, traditionally meaning growing into Christlikeness) in most Charismatic and Pentecostal groups focuses on what happens in the receipt of the Holy Spirit.  Within the Holiness movements there has been much ongoing debate the past two centuries about whether a crisis event occurs, after salvation, where the believers turns himself over to the Holy Spirit and where original sin is removed, thus making the individual able to lead a life of “perfect love” (note that no major Christian movement ever believes that believer will never sin again, but that any remaining sins arise from unknown shortcoming arising from the reality of living in a human body in a fallen world.). 
Much of Pentecostalism agrees with this, though the Assembly of God denomination focuses on the continual process of sanctification rather than a crisis point that ends this process.  In the Charismatic movement this view is less prominent, but in both camps there is a clear sense that the gift of the Holy Spirit is what is essential in making one holy. 

The question then becomes what the human response in the process of sanctification is for each group.  Let us be clear, sanctification has largely been ignored in almost every major stream of Christian faith. Evangelicals, with their focus on conversion, have sometimes treated the idea of sanctification, as something optional and that only those hard-core saints attempt its treacherous task.  Some of this in the Evangelical movement has been rooted in the ongoing Reformation battle of Grace Vs. Works.  Some Evangelical movements that have emphasized sanctification,
 but this has often been a focused more on human activities and on the evangelism.  

The great struggle for both Charismatics and Evangelicals is determining what the Spirit brings, what we are called to do, and what progress we should expect.  Does the Spirit bring instantaneous purification from sin, the absolute ability to not just not sin but to do what is good and right and holy?   In the practical piety of many Charismatics, this is exactly what happens.  The question then of the human part is obedience and faith.  If one sin it is because he or she didn’t obey the Spirit and did not believe that the power not to sin was within them.  The entire focus then becomes on growing in faith.  Largely the spiritual disciplines, so prominent in earlier holiness movements, are ignored, and instead the emphasis is on simply believing in God.
This leads in many Charismatic settings to a more directed approach in worship and personal life to the act of faith to believe. Little if any attention is paid to the reality of fallen humanity in which the new creation still dwells.  The Reformed idea of the mortification of sin in the body is not prevalent. 
Many Evangelicals likewise are focused on what Dallas Willard as called “sin management,” the act of simply trying to avoid falling into sin. What disciplines that are used are largely directed as keeping one away from sin and temptation.  Given the ongoing problems with both scandals and morally lax lifestyles in both movements, it is clear that neither of these movements have been effective at bringing about the sanctification that is promised.

This paper has focused on the great reality of what Charismatic have done to American Christianity, and so I will focus on the challenges ahead for Charismatics as they attempt to create congregations and individuals who live out the life of the Spirit.  The fact that all the power to live a holy life is given in the baptism of the Holy Spirit must be integrated into the realities of a fallen humanity living in a fallen and often hostile world.

Charismatic theology has a strongly optimistic tone to it (while largely still holding to the generally pessimistic eschatological viewpoint of pre-millennialism).  How does Charismatic theology deal with sin and suffering?  When one sins is it merely a sign of a lack of faith, or are there issues within the human persons past and current circumstances that have not been addressed?  If it is a lack of faith, how does one grow in faith in a world of mixed messages?  How does one interpret the small voice of the Spirit in a world of loud messages of sin and a fallen humanity that imitates the Holy Spirit’s voice so as to lead astray?  
What about suffering?  Is it the result of sin, or is it part of the calling and process whereby God conforms us to his likeness?  Are life’s difficulties proof of a lack of faith and thus to be addressed by going after more faith, or are they proof of our faith and our calling to walk faithfully and Christlike in the midst of them?  How do Charismatic Christian learn to process their own thorns in the flesh after God has told them, like Paul, that they will not be removed?

Finally, what ways to the human person act so to allow the Spirit’s great power to come into their life?  What is the role of community in this?  How might the disciplines of the Christian life work together to unleash the power of the Spirit?  And should we expect that there is a way not only to not sin, but to live a life, “Holy and pleasing to God”?

America is not a Charismatic Christian land.  This should be viewed as good news, for both Charismatic and non-Charismatics alike.  For all of us, learning to live in the Power of the Spirit will be essential if the 21st Century is to avoid being the Non Christian Century. 
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� Within Christian circles the terms sanctification, discipleship, and spiritual formation are often used as synonyms.  This has created confusion, and has added to the sense that it is both unnecessary for the Christian and the field of play for only a few zealots.  Sanctification is the biblical concept of being made holy, and is closely related to becoming Christlike.  It is most closely related to spiritual formation, being formed by God’s Spirit into our true identity.  Discipleship is the act of following Jesus, which is indeed the call of all believers.  Dallas Willard has summarized the difference by saying that Sanctification and Spiritual formation help form us into the type of people who will follow Jesus, thus making them not synonyms but related tasks.
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