
Foundations In Functional Holiness | Bowman 

 

1 

 

Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 14- The Holiness Movement 

 

As the New World became an opportunity for many, people brought their religion in 

varying types and intensity. Many of the new colonies became settled by one denomination 

over the others. 

What historians call “the first Great Awakening” can best be described as a revitalization 

of religious piety that swept through the American colonies between the 1730s and the 

1770s. That revival was part of a much broader movement, an evangelical upsurge 

taking place simultaneously on the other side of the Atlantic, most notably in England, 

Scotland, and Germany. In all these Protestant cultures during the middle decades of 

the eighteenth century, a new Age of Faith rose to counter the currents of the Age of 

Enlightenment, to reaffirm the view that being truly religious meant trusting the heart 

rather than the head, prizing feeling more than thinking, and relying on biblical 

revelation rather than human reason. 

The earliest manifestations of the American phase of this phenomenon—the beginnings 

of the First Great Awakening—appeared among Presbyterians in Pennsylvania and New 

Jersey. Led by the Tennent family—Reverend William Tennent, a Scots-Irish immigrant, 

and his four sons, all clergymen—the Presbyterians not only initiated religious revivals in 

those colonies during the 1730s but also established a seminary to train clergymen 

whose fervid, heartfelt preaching would bring sinners to experience evangelical 
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conversion. Originally known as “the Log College,” it is better known today as Princeton 

University (Heyrman) 

…the early Methodists arriving in America in the 1760s appear to have been Methodist 

in name only. Most of them were more consumed with issues of basic survival than with 

commitment to holy living. A group of Methodists in New York City were engaged in 

playing cards when one of the group, Barbara Heck, confronted them with their worldly 

ways. She consigned the cards and their moral behavior to fires both earthly and 

eternal. Her passion for holy living prompted the creation of the first organized class 

meeting in 1766, with the clear intent of restoring Methodism to its mission of 

spreading scriptural holiness throughout the land. (Bence) 

However, deep spirituality was not easy to propagate in eighteenth-century America. 

Liberal Enlightenment thinking had already reduced belief in Christianity’s supernatural aspects, 

including the deity of Christ, to a trickle. Basic societal morality had replaced the fire of 

righteous living under the tutelage of the Holy Spirit. The more significant part of the populace 

was focused, looking for a way out from under English rule. All eyes were on their temporal 

future in America, not their eternal future with a holy God. 

The First Great Awakening also gained impetus from the wideranging American travels 

of an English preacher, George Whitefield. Although Whitefield had been ordained as a 

minister in the Church of England, he later allied with other Anglican clergymen who 

shared his evangelical bent, most notably John and Charles Wesley. Together they led a 

movement to reform the Church of England (much as the Puritans had attempted 

earlier to reform that church) which resulted in the founding of the Methodist Church 
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late in the eighteenth century. During his several trips across the Atlantic after 1739, 

Whitefield preached everywhere in the American colonies, often drawing audiences so 

large that he was obliged to preach outdoors. What Whitefield preached was nothing 

more than what other Calvinists had been proclaiming for centuries—that sinful men 

and women were totally dependent for salvation on the mercy of a pure, all-powerful 

God. But Whitefield—and many American preachers who eagerly imitated his style—

presented that message in novel ways. Gesturing dramatically, sometimes weeping 

openly or thundering out threats of hellfire-and-brimstone, they turned the sermon into 

a gripping theatrical performance. 

But not all looked on with approval. Throughout the colonies, conservative and 

moderate clergymen questioned the emotionalism of evangelicals and charged that 

disorder and discord attended the revivals. They took great exception to “itinerants,” 

ministers who, like Whitefield, traveled from one community to another, preaching and 

all too often criticizing the local clergy. And they took still greater exception when some 

white women and African Americans shed their subordinate social status long enough to 

exhort religious gatherings. Evangelical preachers and converts rejoined by lambasting 

their opponents as cold, uninspiring, and lacking in piety and grace. Battles raged within 

congregations and whole denominations over this challenge to clerical authority as well 

as the evangelical approach to conversion from “the heart” rather than “the head.” 

(Heyrman) 

One of the reactions to theological liberalism and lack of religious zeal is what is known 

as The Second Great Wakening. Camp meetings were an integral part of The Second Great 
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Awakening and growth in holiness denominations, doctrine, and practice. The first camp 

meeting was in 1801 in Cane Ridge, Kentucky. Several clergymen went to provide baptism and 

communion to frontier people living without the benefit of ordained clergy. As word spread, 

the crowds grew, and many decided to stay for extended fellowship and the spiritual 

awakening they were experiencing. Erected temporary dwellings and common facilities gave 

the location the look of an army camp. So the camp meeting was born and continues in some 

holiness groups to this day. 

The Revival of 1800 in Logan County, Kentucky, began as a traditional Presbyterian 

sacramental occasion. The first informal camp meeting began in June, when people 

began camping on the grounds of the Red River Meeting House. Subsequent meetings 

followed at the nearby Gasper River and Muddy River congregations. All three of these 

congregations were under the ministry of James McGready. A year later, in August 1801, 

an even larger sacrament occasion that is generally considered to be America’s first 

camp meeting was held at Cane Ridge in Bourbon County, Kentucky, under Barton W. 

Stone (1772–1844) with numerous Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist ministers 

participating in the services. The six-day gathering attracting perhaps as many as 20,000 

people, although the exact number of attendees was not formally recorded. Due to the 

efforts of such leaders as Stone and Alexander Campbell (1788–1866), the camp 

meeting revival spread religious enthusiasm and became a major mode of church 

expansion, especially for the Methodists and Baptists. Presbyterians and Methodists 

initially worked together to host the early camp meetings, but the Presbyterians 
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eventually became less involved because of the noise and often raucous activities that 

occurred during the protracted sessions. (Second Great Awakening)  

“The Holiness Movement,” birthed in the Wesleyan ideals of Christian perfection and 

holy living, began in America in the 1850s and 60s, amid this second awakening. 

From the outset, the motto of colonial American Methodism was “to spread Christian 

holiness over these lands.” But, in practice, the doctrines of holiness and perfectionism 

were largely ignored by American Methodists during the early decades of the 19th 

century. In 1843 about two dozen ministers withdrew from the Methodist Episcopal 

Church [the first American Methodist Church, founded 1784] to found the Wesleyan 

Methodist Church of America, establishing a pattern of defections or looser ties. Sizable 

numbers of Protestants from the rural areas of the Midwest and South were joining the 

Holiness movement. These people had a penchant for strict codes of dress and 

behaviour. Most of them had little sympathy for the “superficial, false, and fashionable” 

Christians allegedly preoccupied with wealth, social prestige, and religious formalism. 

(Holiness Movement: American history) 

During this time, a new form of revivalism emerged with the preaching of Charles G. 

Finney. Finney’s style of revival meetings differed from the formalism of many. He emphasized 

the public profession of a would-be convert by their participation at the church’s front alter, 

spending time with God to settle the issue of their salvation.  

Another element of Finney’s popular theology would deeply affect those Methodists 

who had endeavored to sustain Wesley’s appeal for a sanctified life. Finney was not 

content with any easy believism that was simply a born-again experience without a 
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subsequent change of life and conduct. To be a Christian was not only to trust in God’s 

pardoning grace; it also was to obey his call to radical discipleship. For Finney, one was 

not simply saved from the guilt and penalty of sin; one must be converted to a 

transformed life. (Bence) 

Another innovation of Finney came from his conviction that God and man could and 

should work together for revival. The scheduling of regular revival meetings, a standard 

procedure today, came out of Finney’s ministry. 

Holiness churches claim to stand in the direct succession of John Wesley and “original” 

Methodism. But the movement is perhaps best viewed as a synthesis of Methodism 

with the revivalism of Charles G. Finney, as it found expression in pre- Civil War America 

in a reaffirmation of the doctrine of “Christian perfection. In this period at least three 

major strands of the movement developed. Early Oberlin College, with Finney as 

professor of theology, but especially under the influence of President Asa Mahan, 

moved toward perfectionism in the 1830s. Two groups -- the abolitionist Wesleyan 

Methodists (1843) and the ethically “rigorist” Free Methodists (1860) -- split from 

Methodism and adopted “perfectionist” planks. Finally, and perhaps most important for 

later developments, there were the circles that clustered around lay evangelist Phoebe 

Palmer in New York City. 

It was the Revival of 1857-58 that in many ways propelled perfectionist ideas into 

broader acceptance in Baptist, Presbyterian, Quaker and other circles through varieties 

of “higher Christian life” movements. The extension of these currents into England 

produced the Salvation Army and the Keswick movement of the 1870s, both of which 
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were brought to America before the turn of the century. In this country the major 

agency of propagation was the National Campmeeting Association for the Promotion of 

Christian Holiness, founded in 1867. Out of this movement grew innumerable Holiness 

papers, local camp meetings and associations, missions and colleges; by the turn of the 

century these began to coalesce into new denominations -- the Church of God 

(Anderson, Indiana) and related groups, the Church of the Nazarene, the Pilgrim 

Holiness Church, and so forth. In the late 19th century certain Quaker and Mennonite 

bodies were swept into the movement (Dayton) 

Almost all of these Holiness bodies arose in order to facilitate the proclamation of a 

second-blessing experience of sanctification with its concomitants, a life of separation 

from worldly values and adherence to practical holiness—views, according to the 

Holiness churches, that were no longer endorsed by the larger denominations. The 

Church of the Nazarene, whose members constitute nearly a third of the total 

membership of the Holiness movement, is generally recognized as being its most 

influential representative. (Second Great Awakening) 

We must now briefly turn our attention to the relationship between Pentecostal 

churches and Holiness churches. Although, at times, precarious and hostile, the connection 

between them is historically sound. In distinguishing the families, Donald Dayson writes, 

No single article can easily discern the dynamic and project the future of this 

constellation of churches. Holiness churches, largely a product of the Methodist 

tradition, follow those who in the ethos of the 19th century camp meeting preserved a 

variation of the Wesleyan doctrine of “Christian perfection,” emphasizing a 
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postconversion experience of “entire sanctification.” Distinctly “Holiness” churches do 

not speak in tongues; they are among the sharpest critics of the practice. Pentecostal 

churches teach that Pentecost is a repeatable experience available to Christians in all 

ages and usually that its appropriation is “evidenced” by speaking in tongues. Something 

of the difference may be seen in the caricature that Holiness churches emphasize the 

“graces” or “fruits” of the Spirit while Pentecostal churches place greater weight on the 

“gifts” of the Spirit, especially “divine healing” and glossolalia. 

Yet there is an appropriateness in treating the two traditions together. Historians 

increasingly agree that Pentecostalism emerged at the turn of the century largely from a 

radical wing of the Holiness movement emphasizing “divine healing” and the imminent 

return of Christ. At that time Holiness leaders were attempting to interpret Pentecost as 

an experience of “entire sanctification” until the emergence of tongues-speaking 

Pentecostalism prompted them to purge features that might cause confusion. The lines 

are also blurred by large segments of Pentecostalism (especially in the south and among 

blacks) that are also “Holiness” in that they teach “three works of grace” -- conversion, 

entire sanctification and a “baptism in the Spirit” with speaking in tongues. And Holiness 

and Pentecostal churches share much in ethos, hymnody and social/cultural experience. 

(Dayton) 

With this background, in the next lesson, we will look at current denominational 

statements from churches within both the Holiness and Pentecostal camps to compare their 

definition and doctrinal stands on holiness. 
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