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Abstract 

This paper contends Charles Parham, though flawed, should be given great credit for the 

modern Pentecostal Movement. He is presented as the theological father of the doctrines of the 

movement and as a tireless promoter of the movement from Stone’s Folly to Azusa and to the 

end of his life in 1929. His doctrine and influence had a tremendous impact on all Pentecostal 

denominations formed in the first half of the twentieth century. Three great negative attacks on 

his life and ministry are analyzed in order to suggest the reason he has been intentionally 

forgotten by Pentecostal scholars. It is argued that these should not be sufficient cause to ignore 

his significant contributions to the Pentecostal and Charismatic movements that have changed 

the world. 

Introduction 

This paper proposes it was the indefatigable1 Charles Fox Parham, the applecart pusher,2 

who changed the world through the Pentecostal movement. The intent of this paper is to 

demonstrate that no other person has made a greater impact on the growth of Pentecostalism 

around the world than Charles Parham. Finally, this paper advances the idea that Parham as a 

figure in Pentecostal history, who though flawed, provides an inspiration for Pentecostal 

believers today. 

The first section will investigate who was Charles Parham. The second section will 

consider the swirling environment in which he lived and the thoughts and theology that he 
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developed as a result. The third section will summarize the origins of the Pentecostal Movement, 

particularly surrounding the outpouring at Topeka, Kansas in January 1901 and its expansion to 

Texas and then to Azusa Street Mission in 1906 and beyond. The fourth section will delve into 

his year of thorns when he faced three devasting assaults on his ministry. The fifth section will 

look at living with the thorns and how his life and ministry was affected by the year of thorns 

that he carried the rest of his life. The sixth section will focus on his lasting influence, proposing 

that Pentecostal denominations founded in the years immediately following 1901 can trace its 

roots to Charles Parham and concludes with his death.  

1. Who is Charles Fox Parham? 

Who is Charles Fox Parham? Is he the father of the modern Pentecostal Movement? Is he 

the theologian who introduced speaking in tongues as the Bible evidence of the baptism in the 

Holy Spirit to the Christian world? Or is he a racist? Is he sexually deviant? Is he a man fixated 

with authority, power, fame, and building a name and kingdom for himself? This paper seeks to 

answer critics concerning the three major accusations centering around the years 1906-1907 

concerning sexual accusations, racism, and authority.  

The fastest growing phenomenon in world religious history 

The Pentecostal Movement, with its offspring involving the Charismatic and Third Wave 

Movements,3 has been called, the “fastest growing phenomenon in world religious history.”4 The 

movement that God used Charles Parham to ignite has grown to half a billion adherents in 115 

years, while it took the Catholic church 1900 years to reach the same number.5 Islam, often 

quoted as the fastest growing religion,6 is growing at a rate of 3,350 adherents per year since its 

inception, while the Pentecostal/Charismatic Movement has grown at the rate of 15,469 

adherents per year since its inception.7 It is therefore reasonable to conclude that the 

Pentecostal/Charismatic Movement is the fastest growing phenomenon in world religious 

history.  
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Greatest impact on the Pentecostal Movement 

But can we also conclude that this has a direct connection to Parham? Can we conclude 

that no other person has made a greater impact on the growth of Pentecostalism around the world 

than Charles Parham? While it has been argued that there have been spiritual gifts manifested 

throughout the centuries including speaking in tongues,8 after the first Christian century until the 

outpouring of January 1, 1901, these were largely local geographic events with limited duration.  

Two elements were absent in these events that were present in the movement God ignited 

through Parham. First, there was not a theological understanding that speaking in tongues was 

the Bible evidence of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, as identified and taught by Parham.9 And 

second, there was not a world-wide outpouring of the Holy Spirit that affected every continent as 

happened following Parham’s identification and tireless teaching on the subject. 

Candle light services are popular with youth groups and churches. They demonstrate how 

that from one candle, all of the other candles in the room receive their flames. Like a candle light 

service, outpourings during the second to nineteenth centuries had ignited a group in local 

geographic areas who had candles lit, but after a generation or so, all lights were out. Parham 

saw the spark ignited at Topeka as a sacred trust, and he worked with both the delicate 

worshipful heart of Mary and the strong work ethic of Martha to ensure that every person he 

could reach had their candle lit before his time on earth was finished. The candles God lit at 

Stone’s Folly in January 1901 began igniting others from Topeka to Baxter Springs, KS, to 

Houston, TX to Zion, IL, to New York, NY, to Los Angeles, CA, to many other countries 

(including but limited to South Africa, China, Japan, Korea, and Australia)10 even before Azusa 

Street (1906-1909). Then “so many missionaries went out from Azusa (some 38 left in October 

1906) that within two years, the movement had spread to over 50 nations, including Britain, 

Scandinavia, Germany, Holland (the Netherlands), Egypt, Syria, Palestine, South Africa, Hong 

Kong, China, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), and India. Christian leaders visited from all over the 

world.”11 The light of the first candle lit in January 1901 was carried by hand and printed page 

and lit hundreds of thousands of candles in at least 50 countries around the world within a 

decade.  
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The spread of Pentecostalism 

Most often the Pentecostal theology and experience traveled through people who were in 

meetings where they received this baptism, but sometimes through written media, people read 

the testimonies of others and sought that God might also give them everything he has. J. Roswell 

Flower states, “From there (Azusa) it spread to all parts of the earth, for … every Pentecostal 

unit in existence today can be traced back to that obscure beginning in the State of Kansas.”12 

Everywhere to which the Pentecostal message spread around the world and every denomination 

that calls itself Pentecostal today can be traced back to Parham. Even those local groups that 

experienced speaking in tongues just prior to 1901, which were still operating in the gifts of the 

Spirit, began choosing to attach themselves to the Pentecostal Movement because of their 

agreement with the spirit and teaching of the movement. The Scandinavians of North Dakota and 

Minnesota13 and the Church of God in Christ, Memphis, TN, serve as examples of these 

mergers14.  

Pentecostal denominations 

The Pentecostal denominations that emerged in the first 20 years after the outpouring at 

Topeka all had direct lines back to Parham: Apostolic Faith (1906), Church of God in Christ, 

founded by C. H. Mason (1897), and the Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee) established by 

A. J. Tomlinson (1906).15 The first eight Executive Presbyters selected at the first General 

Council of the Assemblies of God in Hot Springs, AR in 1914 had a direct line back to Parham. 

Four of them directly and the other four through Azusa Street.16  

Parham had the greatest impact 

Since every Pentecostal group in existence today can trace its roots back to Parham, it can 

be stated that no other person has made a greater impact on the growth of Pentecostalism around 

the world than Charles Parham. Parham held the candle ignited at the first Holy Spirit fire fall 

and he carried it to thousands, who then carried it to thousands more, until today, one quarter of 

all Christians and nearly ten percent of all people on Earth are holding lit candles of the Spirit.17  

Parham considered himself an applecart pusher.  
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“The Lord used the Apostolic Faith Movement as an applecart to push the truth of 
Pentecost along in, until it became a world-wide blessing. It had fulfilled its mission, and 
now fades in the light of recognition of a general world-wide fellowship in extending the 
hand of love to all Full Gospel Movements and Churches. The heritage of this truth is the 
divine right of all the children of God, and the result cannot be harvested by one man or 
one movement.”18  

Though uniquely used by God for this purpose, he remained humble and left it all in God’s 

hands. So who was this man that God so greatly used?  

2. Swirling Environment 

How did this all begin? Parham lived in a swirling environment at the end of the 19th 

century. Theologies were swirling in the American religious and cultural pot that effected all 

those living therein. He was born on June 4, 1873, in Muscatine, Iowa.19 He, with his family, 

traveled West by Prairie Schooner and grew up in Eastern Kansas, rarely attending church or 

Sunday school.20 He was a sickly (often invalid) child, who took a keen interest in spiritual 

things and wrestled with God over his own healing and later that of his son.21 He trained at 

Southwestern Kansas, a Methodist college22 and pastored two Methodist churches 

simultaneously as a young man.23 He soon rejected church hierarchy,24 but he had a great love 

for God, his people, and desired others to spend eternity with him.25  

He married Sarah Thistlethwaite on December 31, 189626 and they had six children (one 

died in infancy).27 His wife and children were loving and loyal family members who believed in 

him and the message he taught. The preacher in the pulpit was the man they knew at home.  

Restorationist 

He grew to believe in a restorationist theology that those things he read about in the New 

Testament could and should happen in his time.28 He had a deep sense of the soon-approaching 

return of Christ and was compelled to preach the gospel so Christ would have many join him at 

his return.29 Through conversations with his future grandfather-in-law, David Baker, he 

discussed the end-times, annihilationism, and pacificism.30 Through discussions with Bishop J. 

H. Allen, he learned of Anglo-Israelism and embraced it.31 The Anglo- or British-Israelism 

movement, which believed that Anglo peoples were among the lost 10 tribes of Israel, had two-

million adherents by 1901.32 In 1900 he set off on a 3,500 mile-tour, visiting restorationists, 



International Journal of Pentecostal Missiology 7:1 (2020) 

 44 

missionary mobilizers, and faith healers. He visited Dowie in Chicago, IL; Malone in Cleveland, 

OH; Simpson in Nyack, NY; and Sanford in Shiloah, ME seeking to learn from them how to see 

the church restored to its New Testament reality.33  

Parham’s guiding theological center was that he wanted to see people come to Jesus, live 

holy lives, experience all that the apostolic (New Testament) church experienced and live forever 

with Christ in Heaven. He preached Jesus as the same yesterday, today, and forever;34 what Jesus 

and the Apostles did, we can do today;35 in the last days God will pour out his Spirit on all 

people;36 and this is the time for a world harvest like never seen before.37 Even those theologies 

many struggle with today seem to fit his guiding theological center. In annihilationism he 

believed that God would welcome repentant sinners into Heaven to be with him but lovingly 

destroy the souls that rejected him so that they would not suffer eternal punishment. In pacifism 

he believed that believers can suffer as Christ did when opposition came to him. In British-

Israelism he believed that the Anglo peoples were the lost 10 tribes of Israel and they had a 

responsibility to preach Christ to all peoples.  

It is important that one does not judge historical figures by present theological 

understanding. Presentism is the “uncritical adherence to present-day attitudes, especially the 

tendency to interpret past events in terms of modern values and concepts.”38 Scholars accept 

Luther’s theology of justification by faith, but reject his theology on the Jews,39 and still honor 

him for his contribution for changing the world through the Protestant Reformation. Howard 

suggests that Luther “should be honored (for his theology of justification by faith) but not 

celebrated (for his theology of the Jews).”40 In a similar way could Charles Parham be given 

honor for his theology of Bible evidence while not celebrated for his theology of British-

Israelism or other areas, as he was caught up in the swirling environment of his day?  

As a young man growing up in the Assemblies of God, I was told that while other 

churches had a human founder such as Luther or Wesley, the Pentecostal Movement had no 

human origin, but it was simply a move of the Spirit. It was explained as a latter rain41 that God 

spontaneously poured out beginning at the turn of the 20th century. While in some ways this is 

true, the fact that God used one man, Charles Parham, to discover the doctrine of Bible evidence 

and then work indefatigably until his death to spread it was never taught – at least to me. I heard 

his name and read the stories of Stone’s Folly and Topeka. I heard about the great outpouring of 

Azusa Street. But it was often noted that no man began the movement.  
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The hesitancy to properly credit Parham may be due to a few reasons. First, because of 

his accusations and therefore questionable moral life, some may have chosen to sideline his place 

in the history of the Pentecostal Movement. Second, because of his dislike of church hierarchy 

and his aversion to forming his own organization, he left little organized work to his credit. 

Finally, because he viewed himself simply as an applecart pusher to spread this great outpouring 

to the world, Parham never felt the need to promote himself to his followers. For whatever 

reason, Pentecostal history has largely disregarded this tireless leader who changed the world.  

3. Origins of the Pentecostal Movement 

In October 1900 he opened Bethel Bible School in a building known as Stone’s Folly in 

Topeka, KS.42 The only textbook was the Bible and all students had to live by faith.43 In late 

December he gave the 40 enrolled students44 an assignment. “I set the students at work studying 

out diligently what was the Bible evidence of the baptism of the Holy Ghost, that we might go 

before the world with something that was indisputable because it tallied absolutely with the 

Word.”45 He returned three days later, and on December 31, 1900, he called the students together 

for a report and a watch night service. The students reported their findings, “the indisputable 

proof on each occasion was, that they spake (sic) with other tongues.”46 During the prayer 

meeting with about 115 individuals47 that followed, lasting “two nights and three days,” the Holy 

Spirit fell first on Agnes Ozman, later on 12 ministers of different denominations, and on 

Parham.48 This was the spark that ignited the “fastest growing phenomenon in world religious 

history.”49 And Charles F. Parham was the match God used to ignite this spark.  

From the next 29 years and 29 days (he passed away on January 29, 1929),50 Charles 

Parham worked tirelessly to see this latter rain of the Holy Spirit spread across the whole earth. 

He strongly believed,  

“If that great commission is carried out, if the evangelization of the world is to be 
accomplished, it must be through this movement, I believe. Beginning both in Judea and 
Jerusalem, and in Samaria and unto the uttermost parts of the earth, it must be preached, 
and this movement is the agency that, in the providence of God, is to fully accomplish the 
world-wide work.”51 

His statement in 1906 was echoed later. The Assemblies of God was formed in 1914 and 

the Second General Council, held in Chicago in November 1914, resolved to achieve “the 
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greatest evangelism that the world has ever seen.”52 The vision of Parham was alive in churches 

that were lit from his candle.  

Living by faith 

Parham lived by faith and expected those who came to his Bible schools and healing 

homes to do the same. The students were not charged tuition, room, or board,53 but everyone, 

including Parham and his family, were expected to live by faith for God to provide. He had been 

repulsed by ministers who spent more time asking for money than school teachers when 

preachers only worked about one-sixth of the time a teacher does.54 Parham never took 

offerings55 in his meetings. He lived by faith throughout his entire ministry.  

Indefatigable ministry 

Many times he would preach two or three times a day for weeks at a time in a town, a 

village, or a city. When he was in Zion City and had to meet in homes rather than a hall, he 

would travel to five homes in a night, preaching typically from 7:00 pm until Midnight.56 Many 

years Charles Parham traveled between 5,000 and 8,000 miles by horse and buggy, then train, 

and then automobile holding campaigns across the U.S. He likely traveled between 100,000 and 

200,000 miles in his 35 years of ministry. Additionally he started Bible schools,57 healing 

homes,58 orphan and widow ministries,59 and took teams of workers to the streets and missions.60 

He kept up this evangelistic ministry for about 35 years, and he never seemed to tire of reaching 

people for Jesus. When he was only about 32 years old, The Houston Chronicle reported in 1906, 

“He remarked on the doctrine of healing held by the adherents of his faith. ‘Over 100,000 people 

in the United States today are trusting God for healing.’”61 Near the end of his life in 1928, 

Connelly wrote in A Standard History of Kansas and Kansans, “A New York statistician has 

given Mr. Parham credit for the conversion of fully 2,000,000 persons.”62 If these numbers are 

indicative of the growth of the Pentecostal movement during his lifetime, it is not surprising that 

today, there are over 650 million Pentecostal/Charismatic believers around the world.63 Jesus 

said, “But the seed falling on good soil refers to someone who hears the [W]ord and understands 

it. This is the one who produces a crop, yielding a 100, 60 or 30 times what was sown” (John 

13:23 NIV). The seed that fell in Parham’s heart in January 1901 has produced a crop yielding 
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hundreds of millions of what was sown. The persecution he received as a result of his theology, 

he counted worth for the cause of Christ. 

Parham wrote near his last year of life,  

Twenty-eight years ago, baptized in the Holy Ghost and scarcely a day since that, I have 
not spoken in tongues. My dear friends of many years will know that I have served 
faithfully [through] days of indefatigable toil and nights of blackness and storm. No days 
were so cold and terrible or nights so frightful but what it was joy to run His errand; ever 
on the wing on errands of mercy and missions of love. The mighty deserts or rugged 
mountains, or distances long, but what it was joy to me to rush to help, feed[,] or comfort 
my loved ones in the Lord.64 

And also,  

Brethren[,] let us rise to the emergency of the hour, to the privilege that God has given us, 
and to spread the [g]ospel of [f]ull salvation and preparation for our coming redemption 
to the end of the earth. Remembering that selfish motive in our work for God is un 
Christ-like and that He left an example, that without considering ourselves, our own 
comforts or convenience or our own pleasure in the matter that we should pour our lives 
out in unselfish sacrificial service to our fellow men. Anything less than this would be 
unworthy of the high and holy calling to which God has ordained us.65  

Through Parham’s indefatigable life he sought to fulfill his call to preach the gospel to as many 

as God would allow him to preach. Could this not inspire Pentecostal believers today? 

Not starting a church or denomination  

Parham considered himself simply an applecart pusher.66 The apples were the Pentecostal 

truths. The applecart was the band of Apostolic Faith workers who fervently traveled from place 

to place across the country and around the world distributing the apples, the truths, and the 

experience of the Spirit. While he believed in the potential of the Pentecostal Movement and 

understood that God expected him to distribute Pentecost to all he could, it was not his 

movement, but God’s. He never wanted to start a church but hoped this restoration of the gifts of 

the Spirit and evangelism would permeate within every church. He never sought to start a 

denomination, but he simply worked with his students and adherents to travel and preach the 

truths that God had revealed to them, at the outpouring in Topeka. Some have accused him of 

wanting power or a name,67 but this seems inconsistent with what he constantly proclaimed.  
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4. The Year of Thorns 

The greatest attacks in Parham’s life and ministry were hatched in 296 days between 

October 1, 1906 to July 24, 1907. After five years of growth and advancement of the infantile 

Pentecostal Movement (now numbering perhaps 100,000),68 suddenly all hell broke loose. Three 

distinct events arose, which would be thorns in his flesh the rest of his days. These three events 

are related to Zion City, IL and Wilbur Glenn Voliva; Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles, CA, 

and William J. Seymour; and San Antonio, TX, with an allegation Parham declared to be 

connected to Voliva as well. Any of these events might have stopped lesser men from continuing 

to carry on public ministry, but the indefatigable Charles Parham was all the more determined to 

carry on the call God had placed on his life.  

The first thorn: Voliva declared a “hot war” against Parham 

In mid to late September 1906, Parham went to Zion City, IL.69 He felt the call of God to 

go to Zion City during the annual camp meeting of the Apostolic Faith in September 1906 in 

Baxter Springs, KS.70 He had also been asked by Seymour to come to Los Angeles71 and help 

him with fanaticism problems arising at the revival at Azusa Street. ”However it must have been 

the plan of God to let the wheat and the tares grow together (speaking of the problems at Azusa), 

as Mr. Parham was definitely led to go to Zion City first.”72 Some will later argue that it was 

Parham’s desire to take advantage of the leadership vacuum in Zion73 that led him to go there, 

before responding to Seymour’s appeal for help with fanaticism, hypnotism, and spiritists. It is 

difficult to determine one’s motives and know to whom God is speaking what. But if one accepts 

Parham at his own word, then one accepts that he felt God leading him to Zion, before he went to 

Los Angeles. Both places, and San Antonio to follow, were to become hornet nests for him.  

John Alexander Dowie, a divine healing evangelist with a tremendous following from the 

United Kingdom to Australia and then to the United States, had founded a Christian utopia at 

Zion City, IL, in 1900.74 Parham had visited Dowie in Chicago sometime between March and 

October 1900, on his trip to visit faith healers and restorationist ministers.75 Zion City had but 

one church, the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church, alongside banks, businesses, and all the 

elements of a modern city. At this city though, no hospital aid or doctors were allowed, as 

everyone was to receive their divine healing. All businesses were owned by the church and 
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everyone worked for the common good. Dowie insisted on racial equality in Zion; well ahead of 

his time.76 

Dowie’s physical health declined in 1905 after suffering a stroke,77 Parham arrived in 

October 1906,78 and Dowie continued to decline in health and subsequently died in 1907. During 

his decline he called on an associate, Wilbur Glenn Voliva, to lead the church and city on his 

behalf. Dowie signed over temporary leadership to Voliva to serve as “power of attorney.” He 

abused the trust placed in him by Dowie and quickly removed Dowie from all authority. Voliva 

accused Dowie of misappropriating church funds and polygamy. When Dowie returned to 

reassert his authority, Voliva successfully blocked it legally and had asserted himself as leader.79 

Voliva was to become Parham’s “thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet him” (2 Cor. 

12:7). 

Voliva ruled the church and city with an iron fist. He thrived on posting signs around the 

city such as, “Tobacco – You have no more right to pollute with tobacco smoke, the atmosphere 

which clean people have to breathe, than you have to spit in the water which they have to drink. 

W. G. Voliva.”80 Another sign at the entrance of the city read, “Zion City; no tobacco, no 

whisky, no beer, no theaters, no doctors, no drugs, no pork, no oysters. A clean city for a clean 

people.”81 Voliva accused Dowie of fraud, yet before he died, it is reported that he tearfully 

confessed to misappropriating church funds as well.82  

Parham approached ministry in Zion with trepidation. He felt God calling him there. He 

felt the people were like sheep without a shepherd.  

Dr. Dowie had been discredited and displaced and the people were in a terrible state of 
confusion and unrest. Hatred and malice, envy and strife reigned in this place which had 
been planned for a city of righteousness and peace. From a natural standpoint, it looked 
like a very unfavorable time to go to Zion City with any hopes of having a meeting, but 
“all things are possible with God” and He can make a way, where seemingly there is no 
way.83  

Parham at this time in Zion, as everywhere else he went. had no intention of starting a church or 

denomination. “Now, we do not come to establish another church. We are not a new sect. We 

haven't anything for you to join. We proclaim a revolution. A revolution against sin, sin in the 

church and out of the church, sin in high places and low places.”84 He acknowledged that it was 

an unfavorable time to go, but obeyed God’s leading, went to Zion, and experienced the first stab 

of the thorn that would be with him the rest of his life. 
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Parham began meetings in Elijah Hospice85 but was quickly removed, and they had to 

instead meet in large homes of those who wanted his ministry.86 “He then began cottage 

meetings and many of the best homes in the city were opened for meetings. Fred F. Bosworth’s 

home was literally converted into a meeting house.”87 These home meetings produced fruit of 

unity, faith, and love. Hundreds of people identified with Parham and gravitated toward his 

ministry,88 which was similar to what Dowie taught in restoring healing and other miraculous 

elements to the church.  

“Even though bitterly persecuted, as a result of these meetings and others that followed, 

hundreds were reclaimed from a backslidden state, marvelous healings took place[,] and 

Pentecost fell profusely. Hundreds of ministers, evangelists[,] and workers went out from Zion 

City after these meetings, with deeper truth and a fuller gospel than they had previously known[,] 

and some of them are still among the leading preachers of the world today.”89 The ministry in 

Zion was fruitful. “With Zion in disarray, Parham reached for the harvest in Dowie’s demise. 

And harvest he did. Hundreds of Dowie’s followers, including much of Zion’s leadership, joined 

forces with Parham; many would later rise to prominence in the Pentecostal [M]ovement.”90 

Goff reports, “By the end of September [1906,] Parham had garnered well over [300] followers 

in Zion City. Newspapers reported that ‘thousands’ were attending his collection of home-style 

Bible meetings throughout the city … Even more impressive that the numbers were the valuable 

converts … George A. Rogers, manager of the Elijah Hospice and a deacon in Voliva’s church 

… A. F. Lee, secretary of the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church … [and] W. H. Peckham, 

former manager of the Zion City bank.”91 The New York Times headline on 27 September 1906 

read, “New Leader in Zion City: Says a Voice He Heard in a Vision Inspired Him—Voliva 

Alarmed.”92 Voliva, a man who sought to squelch every rising leader, reacted strongly to this 

nationally-recognized threat to his rule.  

Voliva declared a “hot war”93 against Parham and all those who were hearing his 

teaching. Rather than embracing Parham for the unity, faith, and love he was bringing to the city, 

he felt threatened and sought to drive him and all of his followers out. He posted signs at the 

entrance of the city as follows:  

You know that this city is the private headquarters of the Christian Catholic Apostolic 
Church and a place of residence for its officers and members. Those who break in here 
and attempt to hold meetings of any kind[,] especially to run a disgraceful monkey-
house[,] are nothing but thieves and thugs. Old Parham from Sodom made fools and 
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monkeys out of you. Either repent of your idiotic performances, and line up for God and 
Zion, or pack up your stuff and get out of there and establish a zoo somewhere else. W. 
B. Voliva.94  

Another sign read,  

A perfectly plain notice. This city was established by Zion people and for Zion people 
only. It is the exclusive headquarters of the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion 
and the private home of its officers and members. No gentleman, not to mention a 
Christian, would break into a church settlement and attempt to hold meetings or to 
establish a counter-organization. Those who do are nothing more nor less than religious 
bums, tramps, and vagabonds, with less honor than a gang of highway robbers and thugs. 
Get out of this community if you have a drop of honest blood and go and establish a 
settlement of your own! Persons coming in here to hold meetings at the invitation of 
traitors, porch-climbers, election thieves, and tally-sheet mutilators need not expect any 
courtesy from Zion. An ecclesiastical “goat-house” or “garbage-dump” has no right 
within this settlement. The war is on red hot and will be waged day and night until every 
traitor goes to his own place! – Wilbur Glenn Voliva 95  

The hatred was evident in the heart of this man who had forced Dowie from the city he founded 

and now sought to drive out Parham, who was bringing reconciliation to its hurting and 

disillusioned members.  

Parham however saw this persecution as part of the task of following Christ and 

continued about his work. His concern was for those who had come to know Christ and 

Pentecost. Years later on his 40th birthday, he stated: “For my enemies I have only an abiding 

sympathy; no words of condemnation, but only sorrow for the souls, who, through their fight on 

me, have been wrecked and ruined. I think the greatest sorrow of my life is the thought that my 

enemies, in seeking my destruction, have ruined and destroyed so many precious souls.”96 

Parham would return to Zion City again in December 1906 (2 months), April 1907, 

December 1908, and August 1914, winter of 1916, to continue to minister among those who had 

received the teachings of Pentecost. At one time in 1907, there were 2,000 people in attendance97 

at a Parham meeting in Zion (a city that had only about 6,000 residents in 1902).98 He was not 

intimidated by the messenger of Satan. He returned to Zion as Paul returned to Ephesus, Philippi, 

and Thessalonica, after receiving persecution and threats.  
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The second thorn: the break with Seymour 

“It was about the last of October 1906 that Mr. Parham felt free to leave the work in Zion 

City in the care of others and hurried to Los Angeles, Cal. to answer the call from W. J. 

Seymour.”99 Seymour had requested help in his letters because “Satan is working.”100 There was 

fanaticism happening (hypnotists, spiritists, and others) in the Azusa Street Revival that 

concerned Seymour and he requested the “God’s leader in the Apostolic Faith Movement”101 to 

come help him straighten out.  

William J. Seymour had been a student in the Bethel Bible School in Houston in January 

to the spring of 1906.102 Seymour was an African-American man who had a great interest in 

spiritual things and became acquainted with Parham through Lucy Farrar (also spelled Farrow), a 

mulatto pastor.103 Parham defied the culture of the South in Texas by inviting Seymour into his 

classroom.104 While Parham was progressive in his desegregation ideas and inclusiveness of 

African-Americans,105 a falsehood emerged in 1914 that Seymour was forced to sit outside the 

classroom and it has brought charges of racism ever since. Charles Shumway in his dissertation 

wrote, “According to the custom of the section, colored people were allowed to visit meetings of 

white people under some circumstances, but they must remain in the rear and keep silent.”106 

Although this falsehood has been debunked by numerous associates of Parham,107 the falsehood 

that Seymour was not allowed in the classroom continues to be told.108 Charles and Sarah 

Parham had Lucy Farrar travel with them and live in their home. They rejoiced when African-

Americans came to the Lord, were healed, or filled with the Holy Spirit. “O, the happy faces was 

a sight to gladden any Christian’s heart! Then for a final climax, Auntie—the colored cook— 

came rushing down the dining hall stairs saying, ‘I just can’t stand it any longer — Praise the 

Lord,’ [w]hile she grasped his hand in a hearty hand-shake.”109 The joy expressed by the 

Parhams at this African-American’s testimony does not appear to be the heart of a racist.  

Parham paid the fare for Seymour to go to Los Angeles.110 Parham wanted everyone from 

every nation to be saved.111 There is not sufficient space in this paper to deal with all of the 

accusations against Parham related to racism, but this man, who defied culture to have an 

African-American man study in the classroom and had an African-American woman (Lucy 

Farrar) preach in their meetings, should be given a fair trial concerning these accusations.112 

Gohr treats the racial issue in light of the culture of his times, stating,  
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Although Parham no doubt has his shortcomings, he played a significant role in the lives 
of these two individuals [Seymour and Lucy Farrow] as well as in many others in the 
emerging Pentecostal movement which grew out of Topeka, Houston, Azusa, and other 
focal points, and now, over a century later, has spread the flames of revival to all parts of 
the globe. Rather than contributing to racism, it would be better to look at Charles 
Parham as one who contributed to the inter-racial character of early Pentecostalism, 
because of his mentorship of Seymour, Farrow, and many others.113 

Parham had earlier written that “it must have been the plan of God to let the wheat and 

the tares grow together.”114 His words may have been prophetic. Both Parham and Seymour 

perhaps acted out of their God-given personalities, just as Paul and Barnabas might have in their 

conflict.115 When Parham arrived at the revival, he saw the fanaticism. He knew the reproach that 

could be brought to the movement, with people speaking gibberish and ladies laying on the laps 

of men supposedly in the Spirit.116 He spoke up forcefully attempting to help his disciple, 

Seymour, to bring order to the meetings. Seymour however had seen a mighty move of God even 

in spite of the fanaticism. Bartleman observed that when the abuses had been addressed in the 

Azusa Street meetings, the Spirit had been quenched as well.117 Though Seymour wanted the 

fanaticism stopped, he was unwilling to quench the Spirit to reassert order. If the tares must grow 

among the wheat, so be it. The revival should go forward. If the choice is order without revival 

or revival with some fanaticism, Seymour chose the latter while Parham chose the former. 

Parham’s own words became a reality, although he would have preferred to pulled the tares out 

himself.  

Seymour’s leaders did not allow Parham back into the Azusa Street mission. ”After 

preaching two or three times, I was informed by two of the elders, one who was a hypnotist (I 

had seen him lay his hands on many who came through chattering, jabbering, and sputtering, 

speaking in no language at all) that I was not wanted in that place.118 Parham opened a meeting 

in Los Angeles and ministered there having a several hundred people in attendance.119 The break 

with Seymour was a painful one causing reflection. 

Parham had considered himself and his disciples the pushers of the applecart. Seymour 

gave credit to Parham as “God’s leader in the Apostolic Faith Movement,” in his first Apostolic 

Faith (Azusa) paper in September 1906, but after their split, he took away this title and said that 

“we honor Jesus as the great Shepherd of the sheep” in the December issue in 1906.120 Some 

other people had used other titles like “pope,” and he had even called himself “projector” of the 

movement.121 But after leaving Los Angeles, Parham renounced all titles and simply chose to 
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continue pushing the applecart without a name or title. The second painful thorn, the loss of a 

friend, disciple, and leader had been inflicted.  

The third thorn: accusation of “unnatural offense” 

The third thorn came during 5 days in July 1907. With a team of workers from Kansas 

and Texas (Houston and Orchard), Parham was conducting meetings in San Antonio. On July 19, 

1907, he was accused of “unnatural offense” in the San Antonio Light.122 Goff states that Parham 

immediately made the statement that he believed these charges were made by Voliva.123 This 

may bear weight in that Parham only began to receive sexual accusations and be followed by 

detectives after his first meetings in Zion.124 Parham was accused in San Antonio while he was 

preaching at San Antonio Mission which was pastored by Lemuel C. Hall, a former disciple of 

Dowie.125 Five days later (July 24, 1907) the charges were dropped by the prosecutor because 

there was insufficient evidence.126  

But the religious press closest to Voliva took the story and evidently fabricated it with 

tales of a person looking through a keyhole,127 a written confession from Parham128, and the 

witness of a disgruntled landlady.129 Voliva had a history of accusing those he opposed of sexual 

misconduct including, “‘Bingley, a self-confessed dirty old kisser;’ ‘Fockler, a self-confessed 

adulterer;’ and ‘Brudder Tom, … an immoral man  … caught … hugging and kissing Sister Hall’ 

… ‘the accusation of sodomy against one of Dowie’s overseers.’”130 While it is unlikely after a 

century that concrete evidence will ever be unearthed to prove Voliva’s connection to the 

rumors, the accusation of July 1907, or to the newspaper reports that circulated in the Zion 

Herald, the Burning Bush of Waukesha, and the Waukegan Daily Sun, one might consider taking 

Parham at his word, otherwise known for his truthfulness, and that Voliva (often known for his 

lies) concocted and fanned the entire immoral accusation, inflicting the third thorn in his flesh in 

less than one year.  

Parham committed to serve Christ, in spite of a ruined reputation. ”He now saw that if 

Christ, the Son of God, could accomplish His Father’s will without reputation and honor from 

men, he too, must continue in the work of God, walk even as He walked, not backed up by men 

but by the power of God. Christ said, I receive not honor from men. John 5:41.”131 He worked to 

never speak evil of others.132 Even his own children were unaware of the accusation, which 

demonstrates his desire to not infect his children with hatred toward others.133 Is it not interesting 
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that Parham never had any accusations or rumors concerning his moral integrity before Voliva 

declared a “hot war” with him? All embellished news articles originated near Voliva. All the 

posters posted in any location where Parham preached mirrored the postings of Voliva around 

Zion City.  

These posters, printing Parham’s alleged confession, were widely distributed by the 

followers of Wilbur Glenn Voliva in Zion City, Illinois. The poster reads in part, “I hereby 

confess my guilt in the commission of the crime of Sodomy with one J. J. Jourdan in San 

Antonio, Texas on the 18th day of July, 1907. Witness my hand at San Antonio, Texas this 18th 

day of July 1907. Signed, Chas. F. Parham.” The confession, however, cannot be confirmed by 

San Antonio court records.134 

Parham had those advising him to respond to Voliva and other critics. His response was:  

When asked why we do not answer criticism, false and unfriendly attacks made upon the 
work or workers in the paper, we want to say: This is entirely unnecessary and it would 
be out of place to use the columns of a Christian paper—one devoted to the sacred work 
of the restoration of the apostolic faith—for is it not to bear the stamp of forgiveness and 
long suffering; not entering Satan’s arena with low, scurrilous criticisms and strife but to 
lift up Jesus, and when He is lifted up[,] He will draw all men unto Him.135  

In it all he chose to allow God to fight for him and he resisted the temptation to attack back. 

5. Living with Thorns 

The year of thorns had come to an end, but the thorns in his flesh would follow him to his 

grave. It is possible that Parham prayed for God to take these thorns from him as Paul had 

prayed. But evidently God gave him the same answer: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my 

power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). He accepted the thorn that Voliva had 

inflicted him with and he continued to serve God with all his energy. From 1907 onward, the 

“hot war” was waged solely by Voliva. He posted signs in the towns where Parham preached. 

Yet Parham zealously plodded on pushing the applecart given to him by God, and thousands 

were still converted and baptized in the Holy Spirit.  

Along with so many other false statements about Parham that continue to live on is the 

idea that Parham largely gave up his ministry after the year of thorns. This Internet report is 

typical of the misinformation, “In the last two decades of his life, Parham retired to his home in 

Baxter Springs, Kansas, where several thousand of his followers attended his annual camp 
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meetings until his death on January 29, 1929. He is buried in Baxter Springs.”136 No one might 

have faulted Parham if he had retired to his home the last two decades of his life, but that is not 

what he did.  

Parham continued to travel thousands of miles each year. He continued to preach two, 

three, and sometimes five times a day in cities and towns across America. Candles continued to 

be lit that took the gospel to every state in the Union that then reached toward every country on 

the globe. From his base in Kansas he continued to travel137 to minister to his followers, many of 

whom were suffering from similar persecution to his own. His meetings drew thousands of 

people, both at home and away.138 It cannot be truthfully said, “In the last two decades of his life, 

Parham retired to his home in Baxter Springs, Kansas.”139 

6. Lasting Influence and Death 

About one year before his death, Parham was able to fulfill a life-long dream to visit the 

Holy Land.140 On his return trip he had a vision of the presence of God like never before in his 

life.  

I saw no vision of His personality, but knew He was there. I was in the aura of His 
Presence; all was peace, perfect peace. There was life and that life more abundantly. All 
darkness vanished; all thought of sin and disease, real or unreal, disappeared. “In His 
Presence”—then I knew the power of that virtue that went out from Him destroying 
disease, and I knew there was no sin, no disease in the light of His Presence.141 

This man, who was suffering from a stroke142 was able to experience God’s presence in the midst 

of his pain.  

He returned from this trip and continued his ministry. On a trip to Texas in 1929, he 

became unconscious caused by a bad heart condition.143 His wife and family rushed to his side 

and brought him home to Baxter Springs, TX. While he was there, the indefatigable Charles 

Parham longed to go back and fulfill the ministry obligations he had left behind.  

He died on January 29, 1929,144 and when his funeral was held in the middle of a Kansas 

snowstorm, “Inside and out of the building, the crowd was estimated at 2,500[,] despite the fact 

that snow fell for some time before the hour of the services and during the time they were being 

held.”145 Charles F. Parham had a loving family and loyal following to the end. While he 

suffered persecution and false accusations, those who had accepted his ministry gathered to show 

their love one last time to the projector, leader and founder of the Latter Rain Apostolic Faith 
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Movement, and the one who discovered and promoted the Pentecostal theology; the applecart 

pusher. “The Lord used the Apostolic Faith Movement as an applecart to push the truth of 

Pentecost along in, until it became a world-wide blessing. It had fulfilled its mission, and now it 

fades in the light of recognition of a general worldwide fellowship[,] in extending the hand of 

love to all Full Gospel Movements and Churches. The heritage of this truth is the divine right of 

all the children of God, and the result cannot be harvested by one man or one movement.”146  

Few people have had such a vast impact on the world. “So the salvation of the Lord flows 

like a stream and who-so-ever will may come. Few men have lived to see the fruitation [sic] of 

their life’s work as has Mr. Parham, all Apostolic missions, Pentecostal missions[,] and 

Assemblies of God, have their beginning, [directly or indirectly] from Parham’s Bible School at 

Topeka, Kansas. 1900–1901.”147 In this day of Presentism and the cancel culture, could the 

Pentecostal community consider giving honor to whom honor is due?  

Could the man who God used to light the candle of this world-wide Pentecostal 

Movement be remembered for the good that he did; how he changed the world? Could the false 

accusations be minimized rather than magnified? Could the theologies we do not accept be 

forgiven, while the theological advances he brought be remembered? Could it be that the 

Pentecostal Movement does have a theological human father in Charles F. Parham? And could 

we not feel comfortable honoring him for that, even if we do not celebrate all that he believed?  

Charles Parham was a man who dared to believe that the Bible evidence for the baptism 

in the Holy Spirit is speaking in tongues. He believed that this rediscovered truth should belong 

to every believer in every church, no matter the person’s preferred denomination. He believed 

that this great latter-day rain would be the impetus to the gospel being preached to the whole 

world, before the Second Coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. He preached tirelessly numerous 

times a day for over three decades in small towns and cities across this nation, reportedly 

personally leading over two million people into relationship with Jesus Christ, as well as many of 

them being healed and experiencing the baptism in the Holy Spirit. He continued to preach even 

through the persecution and thorns in his flesh inflicted by the enemy. His wife and children 

believed his message and continued the ministry after his death. His followers flocked to his 

funeral through a Kansas snow storm by the thousands.  

As this generation of ministers study the life of Charles F. Parham, may these individuals 

not be distracted by the flaws in his character, the differences in his doctrine, or by the current 
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values mistakenly superimposed from an earlier point in history. But may this and future 

generations of ministers be inspired by the good and godly elements of his life. May this 

generation of ministers seek, like Parham, to simply be an applecart pusher to advance the truth 

of Pentecost along, until it becomes a world-wide blessing. May this generation of ministers be 

indefatigable, preaching day and night, until millions of people come into a relationship with 

God through Jesus Christ.  
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