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 Identification with charismatic movement began while student Canterbury University and at 

Spreydon Baptist Church early 1970s. When  I training to be Baptist Minister at the Theological 

College mid 70s solid group of us, became pastor lead church into charismatic renewal, part of 

charismatic gathering at Baptist Assemblies plotting take of Baptist Church, one of participants in 

official Baptist/ Apostolic theological consultation, on Board of Christian Advance Ministries, 

coordinated visits of number of visiting overseas charismatic gurus in Wellington and combined 

rallies. organising committee first John Wimber visit and hosted one of side gatherings in Auckland. 

Burned out in ministry later 80s, as reflected increasingly cynical a lot of the stuff and identified 

increasingly as post charismatic. My PhD involved to some extent looking at this movement in NZ as 

I researched what had happened to church in NZ since 1960s. 

 

 About 4 years ago invited be speaker New Wine conference reawakened the charismatic 

dimension in me not completely gone. Invitation to attend 40
th
 anniversary of Murray Robertson’s 

ministry at Spredyon, lead me to pick up again on a project I had decided not to go ahead with 

because of my scepticism about the renewal of Murray’s ministry at Spreydon. Of course charismatic 

movement important part of that. Then on study leave in UK last year as well as having chance to 

meet and talk with number of significant speakers came to NZ in heyday of movt – Tom Smail, David 

Pawson, and Nigel Wright – found almost every academic I spoke with in some way trying to make 

sense of their involvement with it – either totally cynically like Martin Percy and Philip Richter or still 

trying to hold onto essence while being critical of much of the idiocy and damaging tendencies – such 

as Sara Savage, Ian Stackhouse and Graham Cray. So becoming increasing interest and planning at 

this stage of writing history of it NZ with some chapters on denominational stories from people such 

as Rob Yuile for Presbyterians and Rex Meehan for Apostolics – so any suggestions for Anglicans, 

Catholics and Methodists be welcome! 

 
 Modern Pentecostalism is generally regarded as having begun, as most of you probably know, 

in Azusa Street Los Angeles in 1906 and spread globally like wild fire, becoming an organised body 

in New Zealand with the visit of Smith Wigglesworth in 1922. As in most western countries, 

Pentecostalism was on the periphery of church life in New Zealand until the 1960s. Pentecostal 

churches such as the Assemblies of God and Apostolic Church were small, and in 1961claimed only 

3059 on census returns, a mere 0.12% of the population. By 1966 this had doubled and by 1991 stood 

at 51,768, representing 1.56%. This was not a uniquely New Zealand phenomenon. Ian Breward notes 

that their growth since the 1960s has been part of a world wide expansion which “can only be 

described as extraordinary” and is “obvious in both Australia and New Zealand.”
1
 Since then the rates 

of growth have slowed and show signs of plateauing in percentage terms.  

 

 About 5 decades after its birth Pentecostal style religion “spilled over” into the historic 

churches, again its ‘formal’ beginning traced to California with an Episcopal Priest Dennis Bennett, 

although this was beginning to happen prior to this even in NZ. This however signified some 

demarcation between Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement, the latter being among people 

who stayed within their existing churches instead of ‘moving out’ and it generally took a softer form 

of expression. It was also not necessarily tied to a pre millennial fundamentalist theology as 

Pentecostalism was.    
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 As the 1960s moved on this movement began to spread rapidly and Allan Davidson and Peter 

Lineham suggest that this “began to affect the mainstream churches to a degree paralleled in few other 

western countries,”
2
 a view which has some credibility. Initially it was greeted with suspicion and 

often hostility, and during the early years many of those who embraced the movement were forced to 

leave their churches and join Pentecostal churches. This was particularly so amongst the Brethren who 

specifically rejected it in 1964,
3
 and in Baptist churches. Many people from these churches became 

leaders of independent Pentecostal and charismatic churches. A Baptist report in 1969, while noting 

some beneficial effects of Neo-Pentecostalism, emphasised its harmful influences.
4
 In 1967 a 

Presbyterian report warned of the dangers of divisiveness and an unbalanced Christian life and 

doctrine
5
. The Anglican churches seemed to be more open from the beginning, perhaps reflective of 

the diversity that has long been embraced by that church, although there were tensions within some 

diocese’.
6
 From the 1970s onward the other denominations became more tolerant and increasingly 

people found they could embrace the charismatic or Pentecostal dimension without having to leave 

their churches.  

 

  By the  end of the 1970s its influence was widespread in most Protestant churches. A report to 

the Anglican General Synod in 1976 reported that by the end of 1974 it was estimated at the Auckland 

Diocesan Synod between 40% and 50% of clergy were either participants in renewal or were open to 

the possibility of a charismatic experience.
7
 In Christchurch it reports that by the same year 30% of 

Anglican clergy in the diocese were either participants in renewal or had shown considerable interest 

by regularly attending charismatic prayer meetings. “It would be true to say that in most (if not all) 

Anglican churches in Christchurch there are charismatic Christians.”
8
  

 

 The Anglican report also looked more briefly at the influence of the movement in other 

churches. “The extent of the charismatic renewal in the Presbyterian Church is widespread… nearly 

20% of Presbyterian parishes in the country are affected to some degree.”
9
 In 1973 the Presbyterians 

received a report which made a much more positive response to the movement than it had in 1967.
10

 

A 1974 report, with the title “Moving Beyond Defensiveness”, indicated the need to go further than 

“passive acceptance” of the charismatic movement  “to create a climate of sharing.”
11

 Jim Veitch 

notes that by the end of the eighties “the charismatic influence was strongly represented in many 

parishes throughout the country.”
12

 He sees it as bringing a new enthusiasm to the life and worship of 

parishes and  “strengthening the conservative strand in the Presbyterian Church.”
13

 There were also 

centres of charismatic renewal in the Methodist Church, but it had “minimal impact” on the church as 
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a whole.
14

 Commenting on Protestants in general Veitch notes that by 1990 “Charismatic 

Christianity… has a strong hold and influence on mainline churches, and exerts tremendous influence 

on the leadership and on policy development.”
15

 There is no doubt that the church influenced the most 

by the charismatic movement was the Baptist church. By the mid 1970s it was estimated that 25% of 

Baptist ministers were baptised in the Spirit and the majority of students at the Theological College 

were charismatic. By 1989 69% of Baptist churches, 138 out of 200, identified with the charismatic 

movement.
16

  

 

 What was the impact of this strong influence of the charismatic movement on churches such 

as the Baptists, Presbyterians and Anglicans? Certainly the impression is often voiced that it is those 

churches which have embraced the charismatic dimension that have grown. In the Baptist scene there 

certainly does seem to be significant truth in this. A 1984 study of the twenty fastest growing Baptist 

churches in New Zealand in the period 1973 to 1983 found that “the best combination for growth 

seemed to be… conservative evangelical and charismatic.” These findings are confirmed by Elaine 

Bolitho’s doctoral research. She found that between 1968 and 1988 54% of charismatic Baptist 

churches grew at a rate faster than the rate of growth for all churches. This was almost double that of 

non-charismatic churches. In that period of time charismatic churches added 6710 new members 

while others added 705, and planted 32 new churches out of a total of 36. Looking at other indicators 

of effectiveness they had more children and youth and attracted more people under 40 than did non-

charismatic churches.
17

  

 

 Regarding the Presbyterian Church, Veitch noted in 1990 that over the previous two decades 

“Charismatic and evangelical orientation seemed to be the stimulant in the majority of growing 

churches.”
18

 A 1985 study demonstrated that those Presbyterian churches which were growing 

“classified themselves as charismatic, conservative and evangelical.” This was confirmed in a later 

survey of the twenty fastest growing Presbyterian churches. There does not appear to be any research 

done in the Anglican church to confirm these patterns, but impressions gained through observation 

certainly seems to confirm that those churches that have embraced charismatic renewal are also more 

likely to have grown over this period.  

 

 One reason for this is likely to be its reinforcement of biblically orthodox beliefs which in 

most studies on church growth provides a significant correlation, most strongly expressed in Dean 

Kelly’s seminal work Why Conservative Churches Are Growing. My own research in NZ confirms 

these findings. A number of studies indicated a combination of evangelical beliefs with the 

charismatic dimension as being most likely to lead to growth. Support for this contention may be 

found in the experience of the Methodist Church. It was the mainline church least influenced by 

charismatic renewal. Bolitho found only 20% of Methodist congregations held a charismatic 

orientation, compared with the 69% of Baptist.
19

 It is also seen as the church most influenced by 
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liberal theology.
20

. The Methodist church, then, may have missed the strengthening influence of the 

charismatic movement on its beliefs, and consequently suffered the greatest decline.
21

  

 

 While this is important it would seem that an even more significant impact of the charismatic 

movement and Pentecostalism, is that it helped to make Christianity and church life more relevant to 

the changed social and cultural context of New Zealand life that emerged from the mid 1960s on. This 

was the other major finding of my research, that adaptation to this changing context was also a 

significant indicator of growth. A combination of both these factors, biblical orthodoxy and cultural 

adaptation, provided the greatest likelihood of growth and vitality, and the charismatic movement 

helped both. It is often suggested that the charismatic movement had more impact on mainline church 

life in New Zealand than any other western country.
22

 Certainly this is so compared with the country 

most similar to New Zealand, Australia. While there is clearly a strong Pentecostal stream of church 

life, there is nothing like the dominant influence of charismatics amongst Baptists, nor is there a very 

strong stream in the Anglican, Uniting or Presbyterian Churches. Part of this may be due to the extent 

that New Zealand church life is  readily influenced by trends from overseas. There was certainly a 

steady stream of both Pentecostal and charismatic leaders visiting New Zealand in the 1960s and 

1970s. The relatively small geographical area of New Zealand as country also helps the rapid spread 

of ideas. However the extent of its reach in New Zealand may be partially due to particular changes in 

New Zealand society over this period. 

 

In 1974 Colin Brown observed that the rapid growth of Pentecostalism in NZ coincided with 

the rise of charismatic renewal and postulated that “this suggests that both were a response to changes 

in society in general at that time.”
23

 Some twenty year later Bolitho, noting that the rapid changes of 

the 1960s and 1970s “caused a sense of discontinuity” argues that in this context the charismatic 

movement can be seen as “providing continuity of God experience.”
24

 It is clear from looking at the 

age makeup of Pentecostal and charismatic churches, compared with mainstream non-charismatic 

churches, that the appeal of this form of Christianity over this period was largely to baby boomers. 

Bolitho claims that the “keys to interpreting the complementary differences between the charismatic 

and non-charismatic Baptist groups appear in the different values held by prewar and baby boom New 

Zealanders.”
25

 In other words it appears that the Pentecostal and charismatic movement from the mid 

1960s through to the 1980s helped to adapt Christianity to forms and styles that were particularly 

relevant to the post war generation, as they emerged into young adulthood over that period. Bolitho 

suggests that for young New Zealanders the kind of life and forms that developed in charismatic 

churches “affirmed the individualistic cultural milieu to which they belonged.”
26

 It appeared to do this 

in New Zealand to an even greater degree than most other western countries. Why was this? 

Examining Pentecostalism in Australia Alan Black writes: 

 

Insofar as it opposes moral permissiveness and upholds patriarchy, Pentecostalism is at odds 

with the expressive revolution. But in many other respects it is in harmony with that 
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revolution. Indicative of this are its stress on self-validating experience; informality in dress, 

forms of worship and interpersonal relationships; spontaneity, immediacy and instant 

(religious gratification); anti-intellectualism, some degree of expressive disorder; involvement 

of the body; excitement and novelty; the use of popular rather than classical music forms; and 

in characteristics such as these, a deliberate contrast with more conventional religious 

institutions.
27

 

 

One of the four congregations I researched was Spreydon Baptist Church, which grew from a 

church of less than 100 to over 1500 under the leadership of Murray Robertson, during this period. I 

found it not only interesting as a study in itself but a helpful window into a significant sector of 

church life in New Zealand over this period. It became obvious in the research on Spreydon how 

much the forms and styles Spreydon developed, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, were congenial to 

the baby boomers who moved into the church in significant numbers. The experiences of many other 

churches was similar, albeit often in lesser ways. The more relaxed and experiential style of worship, 

use of more contemporary music, with keyboards, guitars and drums replacing the organ, rapid 

development of small groups, valuing of individual gifts and widespread participatory roles all 

affirmed the more informal and expressive culture which developed. There was considerable 

emphasis on the need to develop closer and more intimate personal relationships with the heightened 

sense of self and freedom that emerged. Especially in the charismatic movement they often developed 

less hierarchical and more informal forms of leadership, compared with the traditional models. 

Particularly in New Zealand, this emphasis on greater informality and less hierarchical relationships 

was well in touch with social trends. 

 

Other commentators on the phenomenon highlight some of the important dimensions. Perhaps 

most significant is the more expressive and experiential elements. Steve Bruce in his study of the 

charismatic movement in Britain highlights the much greater place given to these elements  as the key 

difference between it and traditional Protestantism.
28

 Brown sees this as being “especially important 

on the New Zealand scene.” 

 

There is a general tendency, especially among younger age groups towards a much freer 

expression of emotions in all sorts of situations, not merely in words but in gestures also. This 

is closely related to the tendency to prefer immediate experience to rational reflection… 

greater frankness, fewer inhibitions and increased demonstrativeness are more common than 

in the immediate past at least.
29

 

 

Brown also identifies the desire for more intimate forms of community life as being significant at the 

present time (ie. in the 1970s). He suggests that the “level of pastoral care and mutual support in 

Pentecostalist [and charismatic] circles is quite high” and that this probably adds significant appeal.
30

 

By and large charismatic and Pentecostal churches embraced the small group movement more readily 

than other churches and the sense of community and caring in these was a significant factor. 

  

 It can be seen how much these characteristics are in touch with the kind of social and cultural 

values that emerged in western countries like New Zealand, such as individualism, privatism, 

pluralism, relativism and anti-institutionalism out of the counter culture of the 60s and 70s. “The 

Charismatic movement in the churches reflected the idealism, the heightened experience, and the 

hedonism of this counter-culture.”
31

 Perhaps this dimension in itself also explains some of the appeal 

of the charismatic and Pentecostal movements. They were outside of, and therefore counter to, the 

established church culture. Pentecostalism was outside, and often in opposition to, the mainline 
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churches. Australian Pentecostal historian Mark Hutchinson argues that “The genius of 

Pentecostalism was that it was counter establishment, it was able to capitalise on the break up of 

traditional ecclesiastical and political establishments in order to project a new vision of the kingdom 

of God.”
 32

 The charismatic movement in some ways set itself up as a protest movement seeking to 

bring significant change to established forms of institutional religion. This in itself was appealing to 

young baby boomers in New Zealand in the 1960s and 1970s. A number of writers point to the 

significance of the Jesus Marches of 1972 in the main cities of New Zealand in popularising 

charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity. Support largely came from Pentecostal and charismatic 

churches, and those who joined the marches who were not involved with churches largely found their 

way back into those kind of churches. This is another indication of the way in which this form of 

Christianity enabled young New Zealanders to feel they were part of the counter culture and protest 

movement and yet stay within, or return to, the Christian faith. 

 

 So was the charismatic movement as it came to full fruition in the 1970s and earlier 80s a 

sovereign move of God, moving in power outside of any human factors to renew the church and bring 

fresh vitality and growth to a dry and withered landscape . The green shoot sprouting up from the 

withered stump, life coming back to the dry bones of Ezekiel 37,  as was described and sung. At one 

time I believed that to be so, and while I do not want to discount the activity of God in it, examining it 

through the lens of sociology and cultural studies as well as historical analysis, would explain much of 

what happened in human terms. With a strong incarnational perspective I do not have a theological 

problem with that, believing that God has chosen primarily to work within the world God has created, 

rather than as an external force acting upon it. As Paul Fiddes puts it “God never acts wholly 

immediately and directly on us and through us, because natural life is never dissolved by grace.”
33

 

Divine and human agency are often hard to distinguish either in such micro matters as the exercise of 

spiritual gifts or at a more macro level explaining historical movements.  A dualistic world view is I 

believe neither helpful or biblical. Having worked significantly in the area of social sciences I believe 

we should seek to explain phenomena as much as possible using these approaches, but being aware 

that when we have done that we have not explained everything there is about those phenomena.  

 

 This principle of the incarnation is of course most fully expressed in Jesus Christ who 

provides the model for all we do. In Jesus God took the human social, cultural and historical context 

in all its particularity seriously. Jesus was chronologically, geographically, religiously, and culturally 

a first-century Jew. He neither repudiated his humanity or his Jewishness. The early church continued 

the principle as the gospel moved out of the language and culture of Jesus and his disciples into that of 

Graeco-Roman culture. Ever since those most effective in mission have “assumed that any culture can 

be host to Jesus Christ.”
34

 So the charismatic movement can be understood as an incarnation or 

contextualisation of the gospel and church into the emerging baby boomer culture of the 60s and 70s 

and it was thus effective in enabling many of those who felt alienated by the culture and expressions 

of a previous age, which were still maintained in many churches, to maintain faith and feel at home in 

church, in this very different world.  

   

However the critical point to note in an authentic contextual or incarnational approach is that 

there are limits to how far culture can set the agenda or determine the shape. Andrew Walls reminds 

us there are two important principles. On the one hand there is the “indigenising” principle, which 

affirms that the gospel is at home in every culture and every culture is at home with the gospel. But 

then there is the “pilgrim” principle, which warns us that the gospel is never fully at home in any 

culture and will put us out of step with every society. 
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 So we need to ask, and should have asked more at the time, were there things in this emerging 

new culture of the 60s and 70s, which instead of embracing and sanctifying should have been resisted, 

instead of feeling comfortably at home should have felt alien and out of step with . Steve Bruce 

identifies another “major theme of the charismatic movement that chimes well with the secular 

climate” as “its attitude towards the individual self.”
35

 Andrew Walker, a leader in the movement in 

Britain, and more recently researcher of it, writes: “People in the renewal were in touch with 

themselves as well as God. As the Hobbesian and hedonistic individual replaced ascetic individualism 

in the larger culture so the Renewal reflected these changes.”
36

 This trend was of course part of the 

cultural shift from the mid sixties on, but to some extent was ameliorated by the idealism and desire to 

create a better community and world that went with many of those socialised in the 60s and early 70s, 

both in the wider culture and the charismatic movement. These characteristics helped to turn people 

outward rather than inward as the narcissistic  tendencies of the culture encouraged, and so many of 

those who had discovered a new sense of freedom and empowerment were motivated to become 

engaged in significant missional and community activism for the sake of others 

 

 However as the 70s turned into the 80s and a stronger form of self centred individualism 

emerged and the rampant materialism of what Tom Wolfe called the fever of the money decade took 

grip. Walker reflects that:  

 

The charismatic movement has followed the same contours of secular modernity from its 

early to its late phase; it has in fact been for the spirit of the age rather than against it. It has 

perhaps, in David Harvey’s understanding of late capitalism, capitulated to the consumer and 

experiential hedonism of late modernity and become commodified and corrupted.
37

  

 

He notes a narcissistic streak of American hedonism emerging as Christianity was repackaged 

so that increasingly there was little emphasis on asceticism – what you could do for God – towards 

self gratification – what God could do for you. He also notes Jamison Davison Hunter’s 

demonstration in the 1980s that American evangelicals in general and Charismatics in particular were 

borrowing heavily from secular therapeutic models and looking for life enhancing satisfaction. It is 

interesting that at this stage we begin to be aware of the influence of American forces in the 

charismatic movement which up to this stage in NZ had largely drawn on British sources. This was 

soon to become a major factor with the arrival John Wimber. Interestingly in the UK this same pattern 

emerged and people there talk of Wimberisation. This theme of the re-colonisation of church in NZ by 

American forces after a brief flutter with some indigenous expressions in the 1970s after having 

broken away from the colonial models inherited from Britain, is a theme I have written on 

elsewhere.
38

  

 

 Certainly Wimber, followed by Toronto (and Pensacola), became the dominant force in the 

charismatic movement in NZ (as in the UK), and this combined with the increasing influence of 

American Pentecostalism led I believe to an unhelpful captivity of the church by certain cultural 

trends which should have been more strongly resisted, or at least engaged with more selectively and 

critically. I found remarkable similarities in my own growing analysis of what went wrong with the 

renewal in NZ among those I talked to and read in the UK.  

 

Douglas McBain, who was the leader of Baptist charismatic renewal in the UK,  discusses the 

phenomena popularised as Wimber’s ministry moved on and were identified as “responses to the 

action of the Holy Spirit…  including shaking, trembling, falling over, apparent drunkenness, bodily 

writhing, laughter, sobbing and prolonged praise.” McBain suggests these manifestations may be 
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nothing more than the conditioned results of the heightened excitement in which Wimber’s ministry is 

usually conducted. He refers to the view of Martin Percy (who’s PhD was on the Toronto Blessing) 

that “in exciting religious meetings, the body releases endorphins, which produce the religious feel-

good factor, and so we feel changed.”
39

 

 

A significant culture and social trend over this period was growing consumerism and the 

development of what has come to be called a consumer culture. This was seen in one way in the 

growing materialism of the 80s. But in a culture that increasingly valued feelings and experiences, as 

the 80s moved into the 90s there was a shift from consuming goods to consuming experiences. In 

some ways material goods and money came to be valued not so much as an end in themselves as for 

the experiences and feelings they could provide. Think for example of how lotto is advertised! So on 

the one hand this lead to the rise of the prosperity gospel among many Pentecostals and charismatics. 

Murray Robertson reflecting on the how he now sees the charismatic movement says:   

 

It was very significant in the 70s and on into the 80s, but as it moved on to the 90s became 

problematic – losing its way, particularly around the loss of a mission focus…. I guess my 

whole disappointment with the Pentecostal movment has been this move toward prosperity 

teaching. Seems to be a betrayal of its roots… among the rejects of society and to come up 

with this prosperity nonsense.  

 

Then in relations to consuming experiences, sociologists Stephen Hunt, Malcom Hamilton and Tony 

Walker, write 

 

Post-modern society produces a culture of the consumer, a culture in which what matters is 

not what is true or what is meaningful, but pzazz, what catches the eye, for only that which 

catches the eye will sell. If religion is to compete in a post modern world it too must offer eye 

catching wares, which is precisely what neo-Pentecostalism does. God has to top last year’s 

eye catching interventions in this world with something even more eye catching this year.  

     The movement has increasingly appealed to members of a society who have grown up 

with the three minute culture of the television and have come to expect instant satisfaction. It 

offers spiritual excitement through what Wilson calls ‘proximate salvation’. It satisfies and 

impatient demand to consume experience ‘now’, tending towards what might be termed an 

over realized eschatology…. But the ‘now’ and the ‘new’ have no sense of continuity nor 

church history, no patience  with dogma nor ecclesial authority.
40

 

 

And McBain in 1997 reflected “the Church of the 1990s is spiritually poorer through overdosing on 

the spectacular.” All of this has led to what Ian Stackhouse, who was formerly a House Church leader 

in the UK, and is now the pastoral leader of Guildford Baptist Church, where David Pawson was 

pastor during his most influential years, has called the wearisome “faddism” of much of the 

movement, as one new thing is followed by the next.
41

 As Murray Robertson said to me at the time, he 

was just keep his head down and hoping the Toronto Blessing would pass them by, the one good thing 

is that these waves seem to be getting shorter and shorter.  

 

Tom Smail wrote a few years ago that unfortunately the “subjectivist and inward looking tendency 

have made the beneficiaries of the renewal 

 more interested in personal healing then in mission 

 their own spiritual development than in the establishment of God’s rule in society 

 exercising gifts rather than carrying crosses 

 exuberant praise than committed intercession 

                                                      
39 Douglas McBain, Fire Over the Waters: Renewal Among Baptists and Others from the 1960s to the 1990s, London: 

Darton, Longman, Todd, 1997, 104-5. 
40 Stephen Hunt, Malcolm Hamilton and Tony Walter “Tongues, Toronto and the Millenium” in Charismatic Christianity, 

16. 
41 Ian Stackhouse, The Gospel Driven Church, Milton Keyes: Paternoster, 2004, 3ff.  
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 triumphing in the Spirit rather than repenting at the cross”. 

 

I had a fascinating afternoon with Tom in the UK last year. It is interesting that he resigned as 

Director of the Fountain Trust in 1979, just before the onslaught of the 80s. One of the things he said 

was that he believed when the renewal started to go off track was when the Roman Catholics left and 

we lost all the good ecclesiology they brought. I think that is profound insight, and so instead of being 

a movement seeking to renew the church for the sake of its mission in the world, it gradually became 

more and more focussed on the health and well being and experiences of the individual. Certainly in 

some of the best example of the renewal in New Zealand in the 1970s and on into the 80s this focus 

on the church and mission was central in what developed. The emergence of the whole community 

ministries focus with Murray Robertson and Spreydon and the Kingdom focus of Brian Hathaway and 

Te Atatu Bible Chapel. As the later 80s led into the 90s though this focus in most places seemed to 

disappear. Again to quote Robertson:   

 

I felt the first time John Wimber came out, when he was Fuller, it was tremendously helpful… 

But then he became involved with the Kansas city prophets, all the prophesy stuff that didn’t 

happen, the focus on the spectacular and bizarre. It took the focus of evangelism that was there in 

the power evangelism phase.  

 

And so to reflect on my title. Was the charismatic movement a sovereign move of God or culture 

captivity of the gospel. I would perhaps want to argue that in its first decade or more it could be seen 

as a move of God working incarnationally within the culture of the time to renew the church for its 

mission in the world.  American sociologist, Donald Miller, in his excellent work researching what 

happened with Calvary Chapel, Vineyard and Hope Chapel from late 60s through to the late 80s,  

contended these ‘new paradigm’ churches responded to the ‘therapeutic, individualistic and anti-

establishment themes’ that arose in the counterculture of the 1960s and have since become the 

dominant culture.
42

 In each instance they have incorporated an element of these values while rejecting 

other implications. In regard to the  

(i) Therapeutic while embracing its openness and tolerance these churches are hostile to the 

narcissism they see in contemporary therapeutic values.  

(ii) Individualistic, they place an emphasis on individual experience and interpretation yet reject 

what Robert Bellah has labelled ‘utilitarian individualism’ as they place great emphasis on personal 

accountability and stress that the individual does not live for oneself and has a purpose beyond self-

actualisation. 

(iii) Anti-establishment, while being hostile to institutionalisation and rejecting most of the 

external symbols of organised religion and professional staff is easily accessible they place an 

extremely high value on community.  

So he concluded “New paradigm churches appropriated elements of contemporary culture 

without accommodating to its values.” In other words they lived in some degree of tension or 

paradox with the culture, in Niebuhrs framework. 

 

 There is considerable merit in Miller’s argument, and it certainly helped inform my own 

research significantly. My argument however is that in the later 80s and into the 90s as the post 

Christendom trajectory of society increased and cultural trends moved further away from its Christian 

heritage, so the gap between church and society grew wider, as consumer driven materialism and 

experientialism became overpowering, so the movement by failing to maintain a sufficiently critical 

and discerning stance became captive to a significant degree to those trends.  

 

At the end of the 90s Percy argued that”  

 

[The] charismatic renewal finds itself reacting to an increasingly postmodern society. 

Naturally following Niebuhr, its self perception is that it leads the way in asserting ‘Christ 

above culture’ but the movement would be more adequately expressed as representing the 

                                                      
42

 Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism, Berkeley: University of Los Angeles Press, 1997, 21-24. 
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‘Christ of culture’. .. The movement taps into contemporary preoccupations with 

empowerment, fulfilment, healing and meeting individual needs.
43

 

 

Still while highly critical of much of experiential revivalist religion and questioning of its ultimate 

longevity, he suggests in a sentiment with which I would concur, that the cultural challenge of the 

new millennium for the church may well be a missiological response for the “provision of an adaptive 

experiential religion that is accommodating of the new emerging world, neither rejecting it too 

strongly nor affirming it too easily”.
44

  

 

                                                      
43 Martin Percy, Power and the Church: Ecclesiology in an Age of Transition, London: Cassell, 1998, 195. 
44 Peercy, The Church and Power, 195. 


