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I, E – Pentecostal Historiography

Pentecostal Historiography [NIDPCM – Grant Wacker]

Current Approaches by Recent Historians
Since around 1950, there have been four basic approaches to writing Pentecostal history:

a.
The Providential Approach

· this approaches sees the movement solely as a supernatural work of God done independently and simultaneously around the world

· example include Brumback's Suddenly from Heaven and Charles Conn's Like a Might Army , a history of the Church of God

· more recently a similar approach is taken by Vinson Synan (In the Latter Days) and Paul Pomerville (The Third Force in Mission)
· the drawbacks of this approach centre upon the fact that the assertion that a given set of historical phenomena is an unusual work of God is not an historical statement as it cannot be verified by research of by any of the critical methods employed by historians

· it is in essence a theological statement, that is, a confession of one's faith

b.
The Genetic Approach
· this is the approach currently used by the majority of historians

· it stresses the continuity between Pentecostalism and a variety of 19th century religious beliefs and movements

· there have been two primary schoiols of thought in this approach:

· those trace Pentecostalism back to its Wesleyan roots (Kendrick, Synan, Dayton, Goff)

· those who appeals to the Reformed tradition through the Higher Life Movement (Keswick) as making the most important contribution (Blumhofer, Anderson

· other have woven together both of these strands as well as other influences to account for the origin of Pentecostalism (Wacker, Nichol, Menzies)

· The genetic approach fits well with the concern of historians to trace continuity and change

· the drawback to this approach is the possibility of losing sight of what is truly new and difference about Pentecostalism, what differentiates it from its background

c. The Multicultural Approach

· this approach defines Pentecostalism as multicultural rather than seeing white Pentecostalism as normative

· in the 1970 scholars began to examine the role of African-American in the emergence of Pentecostalism.

· some scholars such as Leonard Lovett, James S. Tinney, Douglas J. Nelson and Walter Holenweger have suggested that the black contribution to the origins of Pentecostalism through Seymour was central and that Pentecostalism is essentially a phenomenon arising out of black slave beliefs and practices.

· most of these scholars recognize Parham's contribution but insist Seymour is the key but not the only figure

· other key black leader was BishopCharles H. Mason of the Church of God in Christ in the south 

· they believe that Seymour preached a revolutionary message that the 20th century outpouring of the HS was God's way of creating a new egalitarian community where there were not division based upon race, class or gender

· scholars like Edith Blumhofer have challenged this thesis pointing out that many of the Azusa Street participants broke away to form numerous rival congregations none of which replicated the racial mix at Azusa Street, suggesting racial reconciliation could not have been central to Seymour's message

· Grant Wacker asks, "Would Azusa Street have happened w/o Topeka?

· this is a particularly important question in the light of Seymours strongly acknowledged debt to Parham

d. The Functional Approach
· these scholars attempt to explain the genesis and persistence of the Pentecostal movement in terms of the social and economic needs of its adherents it met

· there are two schools of thought:

· the deprivation these contends that social and economically deprived individuals embraced the  psychologically unhealthy and socially dysfunctional path of Pentecostalism to escape the harsh reality of their everyday lives

· Robert Mapes Andersons Visin of the Disinherited (1975) is the outstanding example of this approach

· historigraphical problems with Anderson's work aside, despite the immense amount of research he did, as a historian his work suffers from his ideological commitment to Marxism and his undisguised disgust for the movement he spent years studying

· given his negative attitude, his conclusions are not surprising

· Grant Wacker who represents the other side of this approach, has noted the positive functions of Pentecostalism although he still views the movement as a regressive and socially dysfunctional response to the changes modernity brought to early 20th century life in America on the part of marginalized individuals

· Wacker contents Pentecostalism offered "an island of traditionalism in a sea of modernity" and thus met the needs of ordinary people with a faith that was largely impervious to historical, rational or empirical criticism

· Edith Blumhofer's history of the Assemblies of God points out that P extended usually among people who were distanced from the cultural mainstream providing them with a sense of identity and purpose by focusing their understanding of society and world events around nostalgia for the "good old days" when America was Protestant and evangelical with pride in national mission and destiny and when home was the centre of everyday life

· She contends it also legitimated their reluctance and inability to address the overwhelming social evils of their day by offering a simple explanation for the social predicament

· It helped root immigrant peoples and well as those dislocated from their families by urbanization

· Most importantly, it was able to overwhelm human emotions, replacing despair with hope and uncertainty with assurance and inner peace

· the eschatological framework of early Pentecostalism by which adherents understood themselves to be at the cutting edge of God's urgent end-time activity provided them with a new sense of identity. purpose and importance

· the communities provided by their churches and missions functioned as "exclusive total-worlds" which redefined their values, priorities and relationships providing enclaves of acceptance and support in the midst of a hostile world

· the functionalist approach, while providing some useful insights into the outcomes of Pentecostalism belief in the lives of ordinary people, it almost inevitable carries the taint of an arrogant, secularist reductionism which views all religion and a crutch for the socially and psychologically inferior

· springing from a sociological paradigm, functionalism tends to claim far too much and end up sound determinisatic

· it fails in the case of Canadian Pentecostalism in particular to account for why the movement attracted those who were not socially disadvantaged both in its beginnings and especially with the advent of the Charismatic movement where millions of middle class, educated and sophisticated North Americans embraced forms of religions belief and practice usually considered deviate by people of their social position

