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1
THE FATHER OF MODERN 

PENTECOSTALISM

Charles Fox Parham is indisputably the founder of the modern 
Pentecostal and charismatic movements. I begin with this bold asser-
tion because his role has come into question in the last few decades. It 
is important to examine the actual records to uncover the truth about 
Parham, honestly acknowledging both his contributions and his shortcom-
ings. However awkward the facts may be, discovering and embracing the 
historical narrative can give us a deeper appreciation for God’s will, His 
ways, and His works. This may be especially true when He chooses and 
uses broken vessels.

Parham was the unlikely father of the spiritual wave that has swept the 
world over the past one hundred and twenty years. He was a very flawed, 
even disgraced, minister. He espoused radical and unorthodox doctrines. 
He had a particularly peculiar personality. He was antiestablishment and 
had an intemperate distaste for organization. Before white privilege was a 
popular talking point, Parham codified it in his tenets of faith and prac-
ticed it in his daily life. If all this were not enough to disqualify him as 
a spiritual father, Parham was repeatedly accused of the worst of moral 
transgressions in a movement that placed a hyper-emphasis on sanctifica-
tion and personal holiness.
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In the earliest days of the movement, Pentecostal adherents were fre-
quently called “Parhamites.” Yet the half-million-plus people who claim 
the Pentecostal experience today certainly do not consider themselves fol-
lowers of Parham. Millions wouldn’t even know his name, let alone his con-
tribution to the movement. There are no Parhamites among contemporary 
Pentecostals.

Nonetheless, it is undeniable that Parham founded the movement. 
There is no unbiased, intelligent argument against it. The importance of 
his role may be questioned. But, after the questioning, there is only one 
answer: Charles F. Parham started the Pentecostal revival.

This unlikely founder of Pentecostalism was not the first person to 
preach a baptism in the Holy Spirit in modern times. As the nineteenth 
century closed, there was a climate for Pentecost. The prayer revival of 
1858–59 had produced a number of firebrands who called the world to a 
closer walk with God. Terms like “baptism in the Holy Spirit,” “baptism in 
fire,” and “deeper life” were common.

Driven by an eschatology that predicted the second coming of Christ 
at the end of the century, biblically conservative believers fervently sought 
a fresh awakening. Conferences, conventions, and camps were popular 
places to seek a deeper experience with God.

Many of the more conservative Holiness congregations, alienated by 
the trend toward a social gospel,1 split from the Methodist Church. New 
denominations like the Pentecostal Church of the Nazarene, Pentecostal 
Holiness, Free Methodists, and Fire Baptized Holiness Church sought a 
crisis experience beyond conversion.

When D. L. Moody passed in 1899, his protégé R. A. Torrey cred-
ited Moody’s great success as an evangelist to a baptism in the Holy Spirit. 
Moody believed he had experienced an enduement of power separate from 
his salvation experience.

1. “Social gospel,” as defined by this author, refers to the church moving away from preaching 
strictly biblical themes, such as salvation, sanctification, and so forth, and replacing this 
emphasis with a primary focus on remedying social ills, such as poverty, labor issues, and 
social and economic inequality, which became more prevalent in American urban life after 
the Civil War.
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Benjamin Irwin, Frank Sanford, and many others were promoting a 
distinct experience in the baptism in the Holy Ghost. Irwin went so far as 
to claim multiple baptisms, including baptisms in “fire,” “dynamite,” and 
“lucite.”

Many people before Parham had taught, preached, and even experi-
enced a baptism in the Holy Spirit. But Parham’s teaching was unique: 
from a study of Acts, he concluded that a biblical baptism was always evi-
denced by speaking in an unknown language. This revelation was so radi-
cal that it birthed a spiritual revolution.

Parham was also not the first person to advocate speaking in tongues, 
and he was certainly not the first person to speak in tongues in this period 
of church history. In fact, several of Parham’s adherents in Topeka, Kansas, 
spoke in tongues before he did. Thus, the unlikely founder of Pentecostalism 
wasn’t even the first to demonstrate the theology he defined.

Throughout church history, there have been sporadic episodes 
involving manifestations of spiritual gifts like those recorded in the New 
Testament. One of the better-known outpourings of the Holy Spirit was 
led by Edward Irving, a Scottish minister. In the early nineteenth century, 
he established the Catholic Apostolic Church, a charismatic group that 
exhibited many of the spiritual gifts, including speaking in other tongues.

As the 1800s drew to a close, the appearance—or perhaps documen-
tation—of these manifestations became more frequent in meetings across 
the United States and even around the world. For example, a Holiness 
group near Graham, Texas, experienced tongues speaking. There were 
examples in the meetings of healing evangelist Maria Woodworth-Etter. 
The founding of the Church of God in 1896 was accompanied by tongues 
speaking. In Russia, the family of Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship 
International  founder Demos Shakarian had spoken in tongues. There are 
certainly many, many more examples.

Writing for the Bridegroom’s Messenger, J. T. Reed compiled a list of 
more than forty examples of tongues speaking before Parham. Relying on 
several sources, he traced the phenomenon from late in the first century 
through the twentieth century. Although Reed’s claim that notables like 
Charles Finney and D. L. Moody spoke with tongues may be questionable, 
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the article provides multiple examples with verifiable documentation.2 It 
seems clear that many of these people had a Pentecostal experience, but 
their experience was not the Pentecostal movement.

Although undoubtedly genuine, none of these outpourings was uni-
versal, and none was continuing. The experience was often confined to a 
small geographical area and a relatively small group of people. The man-
ifestations were also short-lived. At times, they lasted no longer than a 
single revival meeting. In other cases, like the revival led by Edward Irving, 
the experiences died with the gifted leader.

More important, none of these people tied the manifestation of speak-
ing with other languages to the biblical experience of a Holy Spirit bap-
tism. To these believers, glossolalia was just another manifestation of the 
Spirit akin to shaking, trembling, or falling. Many such phenomena were 
present in the emotionally charged atmosphere of revival.

However, as I mentioned previously, Parham found biblical grounds in 
the book of Acts to unite Holy Spirit baptism with speaking in tongues. 
He was the first to claim a biblical reason to marry the two spiritual expe-
riences. As Parham saw it, everyone in the early church received the Spirit 
baptism, and all who did spoke in tongues; thus, tongues speaking was the 
biblical evidence of Spirit baptism.

The connection sets Parham’s movement apart from all previous 
awakenings. This theological difference is what makes the Topeka expe-
rience, which we will discuss in chapter 3, more than just one of several 
stepping-stones in the origins of the movement. This was the genesis of the 
movement. And this is what makes Parham the father of Pentecostalism.

Parham may not have been the first person to connect the dots, but he 
was certainly the first person to establish the connection as a church doctrine 
and the cornerstone of a movement. Unlike the previous tongues-speaking 
episodes, the movement defined, designed, and launched by Parham has 
been both universal and continuing. For more than a century, on every 
continent of the globe, hundreds of millions of believers have received the 

2. J. T. Reed, comp., “History of Tongues, Part 1,” The Bridegroom’s Messenger, January 1968, 
3–4 (hereafter cited as TBM); “History of Tongues, Part 2,” TBM, February 1968, 3–4; 
“History of Tongues, Part 3,” TBM, March 1968, 3–4, ifphc.org.
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baptism in the Holy Spirit in the same manner that Parham first presented 
it to the world in Topeka, Kansas.

Parham regularly referred to himself as the “Founder of the Apostolic 
Faith.”3 The subtitle of Sarah Parham’s biography of her husband is 
“Founder of the Apostolic Faith Movement.” There is no doubt that 
Parham and his wife identified him as the father of Pentecostalism. Some 
would dismiss this claim as egotism on their part. However, the Parhams 
were there from the beginning and could trace the birth and expansion of 
the fledgling movement. Moreover, they were far from alone in their assess-
ment of Charles Parham’s role. Respected historians and many of Parham’s 
contemporaries confirmed the same.

In the first and best study to date of the life and influence of Parham, 
James R. Goff Jr. concluded, “It was Parham who first formulated the theo-
logical definition of Pentecostalism by linking tongues with the Holy Spirit 
baptism.… As the initial evidence, glossolalia becomes the sine qua non of 
the experience and its importance is hard to overestimate.”4

Pentecostal historian John Thomas Nichol also gave credit to Parham’s 
founding and leadership:

It was he who coined the distinctive name that was widely used by 
early Pentecostals—the Apostolic Faith. It was he who published 
the first Pentecostal periodical, The Apostolic Faith; it was he who 
organized the first large gatherings of Pentecostal believers on an 
interstate level; and it was he who first issued ministerial creden-
tials to those who allied themselves with him.5

3. The Apostolic Faith (Alvin, TX), September 1907, 2. Note: Apostolic Faith editions 
followed either by locations in parentheses or extended abbreviations (such as TAFGC) 
were published by groups other than Charles Parham’s organization. Please refer to the 
source abbreviation guide found directly before chapter 1 of this book. TAF, by itself, always 
refers to the Apostolic Faith periodical published by Parham. The paper was first published 
in Topeka, Kansas, but Parham published the paper from various cities where he lived, 
including Melrose, Kansas, and Houston, Texas. After May 1906, the paper was published 
in Baxter Springs, Kansas. In 1953, the name of the periodical was changed to The Apostolic 
Faith Report.
4. James R. Goff Jr., Fields White Unto Harvest: Charles F. Parham and the Missionary Origins 
of Pentecostalism (Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Press, 1988), 11.
5. John Thomas Nichol, The Pentecostals (Plainfield, NJ: Logos International, 1966), 81.
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It could be added that the first Pentecostal church building in the 
world was constructed in Keelville, Kansas, after Parham’s meetings there. 
Parham wrote the first Pentecostal book, Kol Kare Bomidbar: A Voice 
Crying in the Wilderness. He led the first Pentecostal Bible school and for-
mulated the first Pentecostal curriculum. He held the first Pentecostal 
meetings.

Nevertheless, many people remain ambivalent or even antagonistic 
about his unparalleled role in the formation of modern Pentecostalism. 
Some simply don’t like Parham. It is easier to ignore him than to explain 
him. To many, he is an embarrassment. As the movement has grown and 
gained credibility in Christendom, it is inconvenient to acknowledge a 
flawed founder.

To borrow a word from today’s culture, the father of Pentecostalism 
is often “canceled.” As early as 1914, in his thesis on the history of the 
gift of tongues, Charles W. Shumway noted the pretermission of Parham. 
Shumway observed that “Parham’s work receives but scant recognition,” 
but, based on his studies, he concluded that “the movement would not have 
been possible without his labors.”6

Many Pentecostals prefer a romantic, almost mystical, view of the 
founding of Pentecostalism. The movement, they argue, had no founder 
but the Holy Spirit. Grant Wacker dealt with this fanciful view in his book 
Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture:

When saints looked at their own beginnings they were pleased to 
discover that they had no founders—no Martin Luther, no John 
Wesley, and certainly no Joseph Smith. Just like the Bible itself, the 
pentecostal revival had come directly from the divine hand, in all 
essential points already fully formed. One Azusa pioneer made the 
point with memorable simplicity: “The source is from the skies.”7

6. Charles W. Shumway, “A Critical Study of ‘The Gift of Tongues’” (A. B. thesis, 
University of Southern California, 1914), 164. Shumway was a Methodist minister and 
educator. He held five academic degrees, culminating with the PhD. He also taught in at 
least five institutes of higher education, including Evansville College, Boston University, 
and Oklahoma City University. He was the author of several books, including a book on 
Pentecostalism and a textbook on American history. Shumway was personally acquainted 
with Parham and “almost all of the persons and places concerned.”
7. Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), 142.
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It isn’t true, but it feels good to think that way. Pentecostalism is an 
emotional, feel-good faith. Pentecostals, even Pentecostal historians, have 
been known to compromise inconvenient facts for comfortable feelings.

Some historians were apparently embarrassed by Parham’s obvious 
flaws and missteps. When Assemblies of God editor Stanley H. Frodsham 
published a history of the Pentecostal movement in 1946, he totally 
ignored Parham’s influence. In the second chapter of his book, Frodsham 
tells the story of the Bethel Bible College, the Topeka outpouring, and 
Agnes Ozman’s Spirit baptism without mentioning Parham.

In an inexcusable omission, Frodsham quotes Ozman in this way:

On watchnight we had a blessed service, praying that God’s bless-
ing might rest upon us as the new year came in. During the first 
day of 1901 the presence of the Lord was with us in a marked way, 
stilling our hearts to wait upon Him for greater things. A spirit of 
prayer was upon us in the evening. It was nearly eleven o’clock on 
this first of January that it came into my heart to ask that hands be 
laid upon me that I might receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. As 
hands were laid upon my head the Holy Spirit fell upon me, and I 
began to speak in tongues, glorifying God.8

The original testimony reads:

On watch night we had a blessed service, praying that God’s bless-
ing might rest upon us as the New Year came in. During the first 
day of 1901 the presence of the Lord was with us in a marked way, 
stilling our hearts to wait upon Him for greater things. The spirit 
of prayer was upon us in the evening. It was nearly seven o’clock on 
the first of January that it came into my heart to ask Bro. Parham 
to lay his hands upon me that I might receive the Holy Spirit. It 
was as his hands were laid upon my head the Holy Spirit fell upon 
me, and I began to speak in tongues, glorifying God.9

8. Stanley H. Frodsham, With Signs Following (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, 
1946), 20.
9. Sarah E. Parham, The Life of Charles F. Parham: Founder of the Apostolic Faith Movement 
(Birmingham, AL: Commercial Printing Company, 1930), 66.
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Other people have a definite bias against acknowledging Parham’s role. 
While condemning Parham for his racist views, they end up dismissing 
him because of his race. In the past fifty years, it has become popular to 
favor William J. Seymour as the founder of Pentecostalism. It is much 
more palatable for Black Pentecostals to identify Seymour, a Black man, 
the son of slaves, as the originator of the Pentecostal movement than a 
white supremacist. This is easy to understand. Even Pentecostals who 
know it isn’t true wish that it was. Some pretend it is true.

The notion is prevalent enough that in From Aldersgate to Azusa Street, 
Pentecostal seminarian Steven J. Land called Seymour “the father of the 
Holiness-Pentecostal Movement” without further explanation.10 It is as if 
no other interpretation is possible and no evidence is necessary. History has 
been rewritten. The unpopular truth is falling prey to the newly adopted 
myth. This is especially oxymoronic since, in the previous essay in the very 
same book, Leslie Callahan presented clear and convincing evidence that 
Parham preceded Seymour as the movement’s founder.

Rufus G. W. Sanders, a Black Seymour biographer, titled his book 
William Joseph Seymour: Black Father of the Twentieth Century Pentecostal/
Charismatic Movement. Yet, on the very first page, Sanders acknowl-
edges that Seymour was “initiated in the doctrines of Pentecostalism in 
Houston, Texas, by Charles Fox Parham.” Sanders says, “Parham planted 
the seed, but Seymour gave birth…to the experience of Pentecostalism.” 
The statement is demonstratively erroneous. Sanders’s entire work rests on 
the faulty premise that “American racism disallowed the honor of ‘Father’ 
of the Pentecostal movement to be bestowed on William J. Seymour.”

Sanders is so adamant that Seymour should be the father of the 
movement that he seemingly allows his feelings to blind him to historical 
facts. He recounts the incidents at Topeka, Kansas, that clearly started 
the worldwide Pentecostal revival but then denies their significance, saying 
that “Parham may have been one of the first twentieth century religious 
leaders to experiment [emphasis added] with tongues.” Experiment? 
Parham developed the doctrine, published it, and advanced it throughout 
much of America.

10. Steven J. Land, “William J. Seymour: The Father of the Holiness-Pentecostal 
Movement,” in From Aldersgate to Azusa: Wesleyan, Holiness, and Pentecostal Visions of the 
New Creation, ed. Henry H. Knight III (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2010), 218.
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Sanders irresponsibly misidentifies Seymour’s father as a Louisiana 
judge murdered by white men. That never happened. Sanders also fiction-
alized other parts of Seymour’s early life, creating sympathy for the man 
of God.11 No rewriting of history or panegyrizing of Seymour can change 
the facts. Charles Parham was the founder of the Pentecostal movement.

Similarly, a popular African-American journalist, Simeon Booker, 
stated that Pentecostalism was “founded by a Black man.” Building on this 
invalid statement, he went further, claiming that “Pentecostalism flour-
ished so quickly in the South that White leaders, in order to appeal to their 
massive White audiences, laundered the birth of the faith and the presence 
of its Black founder.”12 Telling the truth about the origins of the movement 
is not “laundering.”

Is there racism in America? Yes. Does it find its way into church 
history? Yes. Does that change the fact that Parham was the founder of 
Pentecostalism? No.

Anyone could see why Black Pentecostals would rather celebrate 
Seymour. He is a hero, a respected figure in a culture that needs role models 
deserving of such celebration. It is also no wonder that the Black commu-
nity would fail to acknowledge Parham as a spiritual father. At best, he 
was patronizing of Blacks. At worst, he was bigoted and hateful. Seymour 
himself recognized this reality when he and Parham parted ways.

It is even easy to understand why white Pentecostals would prefer to 
celebrate Seymour. If the facts of history allowed it, and if given the choice, 
a vast majority would pick Seymour over Parham. Seymour was the kind 
of man Parham was not: Seymour was humble and morally pure. In every 
way known to us, it seems he was a better man.

This author is a great fan of Seymour. He is my foremost hero of the 
faith. Twenty years ago, I wrote and published the first fully documented 
Seymour biography. I discovered things about his life and family that had 
not previously been known. I hold William Joseph Seymour in the highest 
regard. He was a great preacher, a great Christian, and a great man.

11. Rufus G. W. Sanders, William Joseph Seymour: Black Father of the Twentieth Century 
Pentecostal/Charismatic Movement (Sandusky, OH: Alexandria Publications, 2001), 1, 5–7, 
35.
12. Simeon Booker, “Untold Story of Black Founder of Pentecostal Church Body Rocked by 
Sex Scandal of Whites,” Jet, May 18, 1987, 12.
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Seymour became a notable leader against the greatest of odds. His 
parents were slaves on a plantation, and he was born in the slave quarters 
where they lived. When Seymour was a youth, his father died from an 
illness he contracted while serving in the Union Army during the Civil 
War. Seymour was reared in abject poverty. A government affidavit once 
estimated the family’s entire net worth as less than one dollar. He was a 
Black man in the South during Reconstruction. He was hated for his race. 
His young life was immersed in cruelty and fear. Smallpox left him scarred 
and blind in one eye for life. Few men overcame so much to accomplish as 
much. William Seymour was a remarkable person. He was a more likely 
candidate for the father of Pentecostalism.

It feels better to call Seymour the father of the movement. From the 
beginning, some Pentecostals have earned a reputation for preferring feel-
ings to facts. In a faith where emotion is a welcome part of worship, there is 
always a tension between the heart and the head. Seymour is a wonderful 
heart choice, yet Parham is the only honest head choice. Unfortunately, 
even seminarians and historians are not exempt from the temptation to 
lean toward the heart. None of that, however, can change the facts of his-
tory, which demonstrate that Parham founded modern Pentecostalism.

As I stated previously, early Pentecostals were often called “Parhamites” 
or the “sect of Parhamites.” This was the case both before and after Seymour 
led the revival at Azusa Street. The term “Parhamites” can be found in 
hundreds of newspapers in at least forty states. Parham was universally 
accepted as the founder and leader of the movement. Searching the histor-
ical records has not produced even one instance in which Pentecostals were 
called “Seymourites.” They never were.

As important as Seymour was to the spread of Pentecostalism from 
Los Angeles in 1906 and a few years following, he did not start the move-
ment, and he never led it. The fact is, Seymour didn’t even start the Azusa 
Street mission. After arriving in Los Angeles, he joined himself with a 
small congregation already meeting on Bonnie Brae Street at the Richard 
and Ruth Asberry residence. The Holy Spirit fell on that group on April 
9, 1906, and the next week, they moved to the abandoned church building 
on Azusa Street.
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Seymour himself never claimed to be the founder of Pentecostalism. 
He recognized Parham as the legitimate father of the movement. The 
Azusa Street pastor discovered no doctrine on glossolalia and Spirit bap-
tism. He neither defined nor developed Pentecostal theology. His teaching 
was what he learned from Parham. He attended Parham’s Bible school in 
Houston. Seymour was the student; Parham was the teacher. Seymour 
and Parham preached together in Houston, but Parham opened the doors 
for Seymour. Seymour was a disciple of Parham. Parham commissioned 
Seymour and gave him ministerial credentials. It was Parham who con-
tributed finances toward buying Seymour’s ticket to California.

Bishop Seymour recognized that his mission in Los Angeles was not 
a movement but was part of a movement. He acknowledged Parham as his 
spiritual father. He borrowed the name “Apostolic Faith” from Parham. The 
earliest official letterhead from the Azusa Street Apostolic Faith Mission 
lists Seymour as pastor and Parham as “Projector” of the movement. Parham 
claimed the title for himself. He was the self-proclaimed “Projector” of the 
Apostolic Faith. Seymour agreed. Trying to explain Parham’s choice of 
this title, Callahan refers to the Oxford English Dictionary. The dictionary 
defines this meaning of projector as “one who forms a project, who plans 
or designs some undertaking; a founder.”13 Charles Parham saw himself as 
the founder of the Apostolic Faith movement. Seymour gave his assent and 
legitimized it in his publication.

Seymour also spoke affectionately of Parham as his father. The con-
gregants at Azusa Street waited with excitement and anticipation for 
Parham’s first visit to Los Angeles. They wanted to meet the Black man’s 
white “father.” Parham’s visit was a disaster; after this, Seymour and his 
adherents no longer submitted to Parham’s leadership. Yet the breach 
between them does not change the fact that Parham was Seymour’s spiri-
tual father.

How could Seymour be the father of the Pentecostal movement if he 
recognized Parham as his spiritual father? For those who hold to a lit-
eral interpretation of Holy Scripture, all humans trace their genealogy to 
Noah. All other people were destroyed in the great flood. All the members 

13. Leslie D. Callahan, “Charles Parham: Progenitor of Pentecostalism,” in From Aldersgate 
to Azusa: Wesleyan, Holiness and Pentecostal Visions of the New Creation, ed. Henry H. 
Knight III (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2010), 213.
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of humankind are the sons and daughters of Noah. So, is Noah the father 
of the human race? Absolutely not. Noah had a father, and his father had a 
father. Among Bible believers, Adam is universally accepted as the father of 
humanity. A man with a father cannot be the founder of a race. Similarly, 
a man with a spiritual father who established the doctrines and practice of 
a movement cannot be the founder of that same movement.

On the first page of the first edition of Azusa Street’s Apostolic Faith, 
Parham is called “God’s leader in the Apostolic Faith Movement.” The 
same issue of the newspaper gives a brief history of the movement that 
clearly identifies Parham as the founder and head of the Apostolic Faith:

This work began about five years ago last January, when a 
company of people under the leadership of Chas. Parham, who 
were studying God’s word, tarried for Pentecost in Topeka, Kan. 
After searching through the country everywhere, they had been 
unable to find any Christians that had the true Pentecostal power. 
So they laid aside all commentaries and notes and waited on the 
Lord, studying His word, and what they did not understand they 
got down before the bench and asked God to have wrought out 
in their hearts by the Holy Ghost. They had a prayer tower from 
which prayers were ascending night and day to God. After three 
months, a sister who had been teaching sanctification for the bap-
tism with the Holy Ghost, one who had a sweet, loving experience 
and all the carnality taken out of her heart, felt the Lord lead her 
to have hands laid on her to receive the Pentecost. So when they 
prayed, the Holy Ghost came in great power, and she continued 
speaking in an unknown tongue. This made all the Bible school 
hungry, and three nights afterward, twelve students received the 
Holy Ghost, and prophesied, and cloven tongues could be seen 
upon their heads. They then had an experience that measured up 
with the second chapter of Acts, and could understand the first 
chapter of Ephesians.

Now after five years something like 13,000 people have received 
this gospel. It is spreading everywhere….”14

14. “Pentecost Has Come,” TAF (Los Angeles), September 1906, 1 (hereafter cited as 
TAFLA).
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In the second issue of the Apostolic Faith, the newspaper said Parham 
was the man “whom the Lord raised up five years ago to spread this truth.” 
The West Coast Pentecostals were anxiously awaiting Parham’s imminent 
visit to their mission.15

Seymour called his periodical the Apostolic Faith, another name bor-
rowed from Parham, whose newspaper had the same title. The paper itself 
was not published by Seymour but by workers in his mission. Other people 
transcribed Seymour’s sermons and printed them in the paper. When the 
publishers of the newspaper moved from Los Angeles to Portland, Oregon, 
the Apostolic Faith went with them. Additionally, the only book Seymour 
ever wrote was a church discipline published in 1915. Ninety-five per-
cent of the book or more was taken from existing Methodist disciplines. 
Seymour traveled east and established a handful of small churches, but his 
expansion looks nothing like a movement and cannot be compared to the 
vast number of congregations established by Parham and his lieutenants.

Seymour is often lauded for the interracial makeup of the Azusa Street 
mission, and rightly so. Frank Bartleman famously said that the blood of 
Jesus washed away the color line. However, even that result at Azusa was 
short-lived. As the heated passion of revival cooled, so did the experiment 
with total integration. Later in the life of the mission, Seymour’s church 
bylaws allowed only people of color to serve in leadership.

Again, Seymour was a great man. Perhaps he was one of the greatest 
men in the history of the church. Nevertheless, nothing he did qualifies 
him to be called the father of Pentecostalism. To argue otherwise simply 
ignores or denies the facts.

Howard N. Kenyon is typical of those who dismiss or downplay 
Parham’s role. In Ethics in the Age of the Spirit, Kenyon emphatically states, 

The birth of the Pentecostal movement is properly understood as 
happening in 1906. What occurred in Topeka was certainly a crit-
ical stage in the gestation of the movement which had begun well 
before 1901. However, Pentecostalism prior to Azusa Street was 
little more than a white-led, white-membered, and white-oriented 
regional phenomenon.16

15. “The Pentecostal Baptism Restored,” TAFLA, October 1906, 3.
16. Howard M. Kenyon, Ethics in the Age of the Spirit: Race, Women, War, and the Assemblies 
of God (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2019), 51.
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The weakness of this argument can be illustrated by similar events 
in the history of religious movements. When Joseph Smith, the founder 
of Mormonism, was killed in 1844, the Mormon membership was about 
twenty-five thousand. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was 
a “white-led, white-membered, and white-oriented regional phenomenon.” 
When Smith’s successor, Brigham Young, died three decades later, the cult 
had more than quadrupled in size, expanded its geography, and extended 
its influence. Yet what serious historian would credit Young and not Smith 
with founding the LDS? The answer is obvious—no one.

How about John Wesley? Was he the founder of the Methodist 
Church? There were certainly clergymen who preached holiness before 
Wesley. A decade after Wesley released the general rules for his “united 
societies” that became the Methodist Discipline, the fledgling organization 
was “little more than a white-led, white-membered, and white-oriented 
regional phenomenon.” Wesley sent Thomas Coke to establish the 
Methodist Church in America. Today, Methodists in the United States 
number nine million, dwarfing the mother church in England, which has 
no more than two hundred thousand active members. Following Kenyon’s 
logic, shouldn’t Coke be recognized as the founder of Methodism? Again, 
no one would or should make such a senseless argument.

Let’s consider one other example, from American history. In 1789, 
when the United States Constitution was established, America consisted 
of only thirteen states that occupied a small region of the present country. 
The country existed before 1789. The land had been settled more than a 
century earlier, and its people had declared independence thirteen years 
earlier. The country was white-led and, in regard to citizenship, largely 
white-membered and white-oriented. Yet when George Washington was 
elected the first president, he gained the title “Father of Our Country.” Does 
the fact that the country has expanded geographically and in population 
and is more racially diverse change the indisputable fact that Washington 
was the first president? Could we contend that Dwight D. Eisenhower was 
the first president because the states of Alaska and Hawaii were added 
during his administration? Of course not. To argue that Washington’s 
tenure was merely a critical stage in the gestation of a nation that had 
begun well before his election would be laughable.
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Common-sense historical comparisons like these three examples are 
almost without number. They illustrate the absurdity of diminishing or 
dismissing Parham’s role. Without further redundancy, surely this point 
has been made to anyone who is willing to examine the historical evidence 
without prejudice: Parham, and Parham alone, was the founder of the 
Pentecostal movement.

Not only did Parham start the movement, but he was also its undis-
puted leader for at least the first six years. In fact, he was the only leader. 
Under his guiding hand, the movement had tremendous success. Before 
there was an Azusa Street, the Apostolic Faith had spread through several 
states, from Kansas to Texas, and had gathered thousands of adherents. 
When the Los Angeles work was barely two weeks old, the Houston Post 
reported that Parham had “hundreds” of followers in Texas alone. He had 
“half a hundred workers,” including a number of evangelists.17

In the first decade, workers who were never influenced by the California 
revival were sent forth as Apostolic missionaries. Marie Burgess and Jessie 
Brown from Zion City, Illinois, took the revival to New York City. Cyrus 
B. Fockler took the movement to Milwaukee. Howard Goss and an asso-
ciate were sent to South Texas and told to “stop anywhere we could find 
a place to preach.” John G. Lake took the message to Africa.18 There are 
hundreds of other such examples. Gospel heralds with no connection to 
or affiliation with Azusa Street were spreading Pentecost throughout the 
nation and beyond.

Early Pentecostal leaders recognized Parham as the founder and 
leader of the movement. Goss, a Pentecostal and one of the organizers of 
the Assemblies of God, stated that in the summer of 1906, Parham “had 
been the only general leader.”19 This was at a time when Goss and others 

17. “A Farewell Sermon,” The Houston Post, April 20, 1906, 11 (hereafter cited as THP), 
newspapers.com.
18. Zelma Argue, “Chosen of God: The Story of Mrs. Robert A. Brown,” Christ’s 
Ambassadors Herald, August 1940, 6, ifphc.org; Ethel E. Goss, The Winds of God 
(Hazelwood, MO: Word Aflame, 1958), 76; Gordon P. Gardiner, Out of Zion into All the 
World (Shippensburg, PA: Companion Press, 1990), 12, 20–21.
19. H. A. Goss, “Article VIII: Reminiscences of an Eyewitness,” in “Apostolic Faith 
Restored: A History of the Present Latter Rain Outpouring of the Holy Spirit Known as 
the Apostolic or Pentecostal Movement,” ed. B. H. Lawrence, The Weekly Evangel, March 4, 
1916, 4 (hereafter cited as TWE), ifphc.org. The Weekly Evangel was subsequently renamed 
The Pentecostal Evangel.
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were chosen to serve with Parham in leading the movement. Goss made 
these observations more than a decade after the beginning of the revival 
in Los Angeles and after that revival had largely waned. There was never a 
question as to who was at the helm.

W. F. Carothers, another Parham lieutenant, wrote, “Later in the winter 
of 1906, or after nine months of unity with the original movement the work 
in Los Angeles separated from us….” Carothers used words like “original” 
and “older” to describe the work that had been started by Parham. Rather 
than suggest that Pentecostalism started in Los Angeles, he said the Azusa 
split caused “great damage” to the movement. He wrote as if the original 
work and the California faction were two streams of the same river, saying, 
“From Zion City and the older Movement on the one hand and from Azusa 
Street, Los Angeles, on the other, by the word of mouth, and by letter, by 
the Spirit and by the Word, over all lands and across the seas, the tidings 
have been carried until they have circled the globe.”20

It should be noted that although both men rightly recognized Charles 
Parham as the founder and leader of the movement, neither Carothers nor 
Goss was a great supporter of Parham. In fact, both men worked to disfel-
lowship him from the organization he had created. Parham’s many flaws 
did not change the facts of his foundational contribution to the work.

J. G. Campbell, a Pentecostal editor from Alvin, Texas, called Parham 
“the man through whom God in these last days has introduced the baptism 
of the Holy Ghost evidenced by speaking in tongues.”21 In another edition, 
Campbell said emphatically that it was Parham who introduced the bap-
tism in the Holy Ghost “to the world.” He railed against those who teach 
and believe “the Pentecostal Movement, [was] started on the Pacific-Coast, 
by a negro (Seymour).” He said those who propagate this teaching are 
“publishing…false-hoods, (in some cases ignorantly).” Since the Bible says 
the devil is a liar and the father of it, Campbell cannot help but conclude 
that “Satan is at the bottom of it.”22 Further distinguishing Parham’s work 

20. W. F. Carothers, “Article VII: Houston, Texas and W. J. Seymour,” in “Apostolic Faith 
Restored: A History of the Present Latter Rain Outpouring of the Holy Spirit Known as 
the Apostolic or Pentecostal Movement,” ed. B. H. Lawrence, TWE, February 19, 1916, 
4–5, ifphc.org.
21. J. G. Campbell, “Explanation to ‘Costumes of the Holy-Land,’” The Gospel of the 
Kingdom, April 1909, 1 (hereafter cited as TGK), ifphc.org.
22. J. G. Campbell, “Pentecostal Papers,” TGK, April 1910, 2, ifphc.org.
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from Azusa Street, Campbell wrote, “There is one true Apostolic Faith 
Movement and all other movements claiming the name are usurpers.”23 In 
1913, when Campbell seemed to have fallen out with Parham over some 
of his doctrine, he continued to insist that the movement was “founded by 
Chas. F Parham.”24

On the fiftieth anniversary of the Topeka outpouring, Assemblies of 
God General Secretary J. Roswell Flower wrote an article for the Pentecostal 
Evangel entitled “Birth of the Pentecostal Movement.” Flower told the 
story of Parham and his Bible school in Topeka and said that Parham’s 
students “had deduced from God’s Word that in apostolic times, the 
speaking in tongues was considered to be the initial physical evidence of 
a person’s having received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit.” Flower further 
stated, “It was this decision which has made the Pentecostal Movement of 
the Twentieth Century.” He concluded, “The Pentecostal Movement was 
indeed fairly launched in January, 1901.”25

Flower was just as specific when he was interviewed by Christian Life 
the following year. Here is part of that interview:

Question: Is there any precise event, Dr. Flower, which you believe 
gave birth to the Pentecostal movement?

Flower: The nearest thing we can identify as a specific event hap-
pened at a small Bible school in Topeka, Kansas. Coming from 
a Methodist background, one minister, the Reverend Charles 
F. Parham, taught his students at the Bethel Bible College the 
necessity for holiness of life and experience. Students, having 
been encouraged to study the Book of Acts, came to believe that 
when the Holy Spirit is outpoured on the believers there should 
be a physical manifestation. Therefore, they determined to seek 
the Lord until they should receive an experience similar to that 
recounted in Acts.26

23. J. G. Campbell, “The Original Apostolic Faith Movement,” TGK, August 1910, 1, ifphc.
org.
24. J. G. Campbell, “Take Notice,” TGK, March–July 1913, 1, ifphc.org.
25. J. Roswell Flower, “Birth of the Pentecostal Movement,” The Pentecostal Evangel, 
November 26, 1950, 3, 13 (hereafter cited as TPE), ifphc.org.
26. “Fifty Years of Signs and Wonders,” TPE, October 7, 1951, 5, reprinted from Christian 
Life, ifphc.org.
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A few years later, Flower addressed the World Pentecostal Conference 
in Stockholm, Sweden. He shared the established view on the beginning of 
the movement with delegates from around the world. On this occasion, he 
clarified the connection between Topeka and Los Angeles:

The outpouring of the Holy Spirit in Los Angeles, and the 
revival at the Azusa Street mission (which many mistakenly have 
thought was the birthplace of the Pentecostal Movement) was in 
fact one link in the chain and one effect of chain reaction. William 
J. Seymour, a colored Holiness preacher, came under the influence 
of the Apostolic Faith Movement (as the Pentecostal Movement 
was first known) in Houston, Texas, and although admonished 
by the brethren in Houston not to go to Los Angeles until he had 
received the Pentecostal baptism, nevertheless felt impelled to 
accept the invitation which had been given to him. The result of 
his going to Los Angeles is well known, for in Los Angeles, Calif. 
on the 9th day of April, 1906, when the first persons in that city 
received the Holy Spirit according to the pattern, another spiritual 
atom was exploded, which scattered the Pentecostal message to 
the ends of the earth.

The brilliance of that Pentecostal explosion (if we may use that 
term) was so great, that many were unaware of the links in the 
chain. It can be traced back to Houston, Texas, where a great 
Pentecostal revival was still in progress, and still farther back to 
the Bethel Bible College in Topeka, Kans., which had been closed 
soon after that initial outpouring of the Spirit. The Apostolic Faith 
Movement which was centered in Houston, Texas, was steadily 
growing in spiritual power and influence. It has been estimated 
that at that time there were approximately one thousand persons 
in the Midwest who had received the Pentecostal Baptism, and 
sixty or more recognized Pentecostal ministers.27

There are many more examples of the earliest Pentecostals affirming 
that Parham was the founder of the movement. These are men whose lives 
were contemporaneous with the beginning of Pentecostalism. They were 

27. Roswell J. Flower, “The Genesis of the Pentecostal Movement,” TPE, January 29, 1956, 
6–7, ifphc.org.
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aware of what happened before, during, and after Azusa Street, yet they 
did not for a moment see the Los Angeles revival as launching a movement 
that had already existed for more than five years.

Many of Parham’s converts were quality men and women with consid-
erable influence. Would John G. Lake, converted by Parham in Zion, have 
spread Pentecost to South Africa if there had been no Azusa Street? There 
is no satisfactory reason why he wouldn’t have. Would Gordon Lindsay, 
another Parham convert, have established Christ For The Nations if there 
had been no Azusa? Why not?

Would great Pentecostal denominations like the Assemblies of God 
have been formed if there had been no Azusa? Of course, to say either way 
is speculative, but as many of the founders of the Assemblies of God traced 
their spiritual lineage to Topeka as they did to Los Angeles.

These are the kinds of questions that many people today are unwilling 
to explore because such inquiries are inconvenient.

Parham’s work was not done in a corner and cannot be so easily dis-
missed as an unspectacular regional movement. Its expansion was expo-
nential. Thomas Atteberry, an early adherent, wrote, “Before Pentecost 
came to Los Angeles there were persons in almost every state in the Union 
who had received the baptism of the Holy Spirit, witnessed by speaking in 
tongues, while in the Southwestern states alone there were several thou-
sand who had received this Pentecostal blessing.”28

By the end of the first decade of the Apostolic Faith, the Brownwood 
News claimed the movement had two hundred thousand adherents, with 
twenty thousand in Texas alone. Parham’s meeting in Baxter Springs, 
Kansas, in late 1910 had attendees from twenty-four states.29

As important as Azusa Street was, with Parham’s successes in Texas 
and Illinois, it can easily be argued that the movement would have contin-
ued to spread around the world absent the Los Angeles revival. If William 
J. Seymour had never met Charles F. Parham in Houston, there would still 
have been a worldwide Pentecostal revival. Would it have grown as rapidly? 
Perhaps not, but it almost certainly would have continued to grow.

28. Thomas G. Atteberry, “A Bit of History,” The Pentecostal Witness, December 1908, 10.
29. “From Brownwood, Texas,” TGK, n.d., 3 (document 1 of non-dated issues), ifphc.org.
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We can therefore reasonably conclude that Charles Parham is the 
indisputable founder of the Pentecostal movement. Considering the signif-
icance of his role in the formulation and propagation of one of the world’s 
largest Christian bodies, it is important to know who he was and why he 
is despised by so many people. Why is Charles Parham such an unlikely 
founder? Only a history of the man, his shortcomings, and his times can 
answer these questions.


