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The Pilgrim Holiness Church arose as an expression of the holiness
movement in American Methodism. Deriving its original ethical earnestness
from the Wesleyan revival of biblical Christianity, the holiness emphasis
in Methodism experienced a dynamic renewal through the work of Phoebe
Palmer and others who were perceiving the importance ofthe Christia~'s
call to Christlikeness. Crossing denominational lines and historical theologies, the quest for the holy life was becoming a vital part of religious
life in America. Christians in America were being re-sh'\ped by the
"triumph of Methodism."2 In the ministry of Charles G. Finney and Asa
Mahan, Jesse Peck and Gilbert Haven, Phoebe Palmer and Frances
Willard, the power of divine righteousness was leavening society.
Much of the energy of the widespread aspiration for holiness would
be expended in the anti-slavery crusade. The temperance reforms of
~ranees Willard and the rise of women's self-conscious leadership potent:tal may be related to the holiness revival. We have discovered the importance of women's religious societies, especially those emphasizing Christian
holiness, as the source of an emerging cadre of female leaders. 3
The Holiness movement, which after the Civil War was becoming
an intentional development in the nation (the National Camp Meeting
Association for the Promotion of Holiness was launched in 1867 at
Vineland, New Jersey), defined its goals in terms of the experience of
holiness, achieved through the baptism of the Holy Ghost.
The trend in the Methodist-Episcopal Church was toward a redefinition of holiness in harmony with social gospel lines of thought. The
"new holiness'' would concern itself with social regeneration and sanctification.4 The natural conjunction of personal and social holiness which
Wesley had emphasized in his ethics was becoming divided.
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1956), 133-180, for the manner in which the doctrine was modified between 1865 and 1900.
1

207

208

Methodist History

The Holiness people were promoting specialized attention on sanctification, while the Methodists were seeking to build a church. Methodist
bishops, therefore, resisted the appeals for holiness associations, while
affirming the place of holiness in the larger body of Methodist doctrine. 5
For a communion to develop as a church, attention must be given to the
complementary character of all scripture. To remain perpetually sectarian
is to deprive one's small company of the larger family of God. 6 The
Pilgrims began their ministry on a narrow platform, holding a sectarian
view of the Lord's little flock. They closed it in 1968 as a church joining
its life with another church.
Beginnings

The Pilgrim Holiness Church began in 1897, the work of Martin Wells
Knapp and Seth Cook Rees. Inaugurated as the International Holiness
Union and Prayer League, the Union was an interdenominational fellowship, founded for holiness evangelism and world missions.
Knapp (1853-1901) was a zealous evangelist from the M.ethodist Episcopal Church from Michigan. Experiencing personal sanctification through
holiness writings and the influence of William ("California") Taylor,
Methodist missionary bishop, Knapp became a man aflame with the call
of God. He was filled with the word of God which "like pent-up fire" he
testified, "must find expression." Some of that zeal would burst forth in
the founding of God,s Revivalist, (1883) a holiness periodical, and God's
Bible School and Missionary Training Home (1900).
Seth Rees (1854-1933) was a successful evangelist before the union
began. Serving as a pastor, evangelist, and general superintendent, Rees'
special calling was evangelism. His gifted ministry would lead him to a
broad relationship with several church groups. A Quaker up-bringing
preceded his work with the Christian and Missionary Alliance Church,
the independent Emmanuel Church in Providence, the Holiness Union,
the Church of the Nazarene, the Holiness Church, and finally the Pilgrim
Holiness Church.
Deeply convinced of the power of indwelling sin in his nature, Rees
suffered intensely from his self-avowed ambitions and thirst for reputa~
tion . .At last, he experienced a "second rest," and the Spirit's confirming
witness. The fervent evangelism of Rees and Knapp gave the new fellowship
its evangelistic identity, a factor continuing to this day among those with
Pilgrim heritage.

5

Peters, Christian Perfection and American Methodism, 147-148. The bishops said that a
holiness 4'party" had arisen "with holiness as a watchword." Deploring the monopolistic claims
of this group, the bishops questioned the adequacy of ''two steps" theology and warned against
schism.
6
Some equated "small" with "pure."

...

_____________________________________________

209

Called to Be Pilgrims

The Pilgrim Holiness Church was an exercise in holiness union or
merger. It drew a variety of holiness groups into its company. The Pilgrim
Church of California, the Pentecostal Rescue Mission (New York), the
People's Mission Church (Colorado), a segment of the Holiness Christian Church (Indiana), Pentecostal Brethren in Christ (Ohio), and others,
became part of the Union.
The name of the church became International Apostolic Holiness
Union in 1900, and with the coming of the Pilgrim Church in 1922, it
became the Pilgrim Holiness Church. This would be its church name for
the next forty-six years.
The larger history of the church is set forth in The Days of Our
Pilgrimage. 7 This present essay offers an interpretive summary of the major
influences and expressions of the Pilgrim Holiness Church. As such, attention is broadly focused on the history and theology which shaped and
informed the developing communion. As a clearly identifiable variation
of Protestant evangelicalism, it would be formed by impulses similar to
those which spurred fundamentalism and evangelicalism in America. Yet,
it was more than a mirror. Its image would be impressed upon the society,
both secular and religious in important ways. An historian of revivalism,
William 0. McLoughlin, has indicated that the Holiness and the
Pentecostal churches alone successfully resisted the cultural forces which
drew most American churches into a position of accommodation to the
world. 8 The sense of cultural alienation experienced in the Pilgrim Holiness
Church is best understood through this conflict with and resistance to social
norms.
The church may also be studied through its sense of mission. Luke's
history of the early church in the Acts would become the mission paradigm
for the Pilgrim Holiness Church. The call to preach the gospel to the whole
world was evident in the Apostolic Holiness Union's credo. Seth Rees and
Martin Wells Knapp exemplified the zeal for foreign missions which would
dominate the church during those inaugural years.
If preaching was the central catalyst in effecting the mission, what
may be said concerning the interpretation of scripture? We recognize the
familiar use of allegory or spiritualizing in preaching. By this process,
places like Egypt, the Red Sea, the 1or dan River, and Canaan became
illustrations of bondage to sin, deliverance, entrance into holip.ess and the
\
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Christian life. The ministers of the Pilgrim Holiness Church would frequently turn stories of ancient kings and patriarchs into expressions of
Christian experience. When Jacob wrestled with the divine man at J abbok
(Genesis 32}, he was exemplifying the human pattern of self-reliance and
manipulation. Charles Wesley had earlier fashioned the story of salvation
from this narrative in his hymn ''Wrestling Jacob.''
The place of women in ministry was recognized from the beginning
by Knapp and Rees, whose Ideal Pentecostal Church, unequivocally
,affirmed the equality of women in ministry. That was a phenomenon vir- ·
tually new to historic Christianity. Phoebe Palmer, B. T. Roberts, who
founded .the Free M.ethodist Church (1860), and the Wesleyan Methodist
theologian, Luther Lee, had argued for the preaching privilege for women.
Lee had preached the ordination sermon in 1853 for Antoinette Brown,
,
first female ordained in American history. 9
Renewal of Pentecost

In its emerging self-consciousness the Pilgt.im Holiness Church was
shaped by the impulse of Pentecost. The ancient Hebrew festival which
in Christianity became the focus of the coming of the Spirit, was regarded
by the early Pilgrims as the.equivalent to the Wesleyan doctrine of Christian perfection. Indeed, the baptism of the Holy Ghost and fire would
become the preferred theological definjtion of holiness. Th~ church sought
Pentecostal purity and authority by a return to Pentecost. 10 With the
rediscovery of Pentecost there would follow the reprise of its original
dynamic breakout in revival and world evangelism. The theo~pgy of
Pentecost was optimistic, expecting significant spiritual progress in the
wodd. It was radical in that it reached to the roots of social division, calling for the equality of women with men in ministry, emphasizing the contradiction of war and militarism with New Testament faith, and tnore.
Although its genetic history is specifically traced to English and
American Met~odism, the church derived its Pentecostal interests largely
from the teachings of Phoebe Palmer, from the Oberlin preachers Asa
Mahan and Charles G. Finney, as well a.s the Englishman William Arthur's
Tongues of Fire.
The definition of sanctification through the event of Pentecost reached
a crescendo in the preaching of holiness people in the post--Civil War
era, prominently Martin Wells Knapp, Seth C. Rees, Charles Stalker, and
W. B. Godbey. God's Bible School founded by Knapp was the geographical

9

See Luther Lee's sermon, "Women's Right to Preach the. Gospel," in Donald W. Dayton,
editor, Holiness Tracts Defending the Ministry of Women (New York: Garland, 1984), 1-22.
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Charles J. Fowler's Back to.Pentecost ~Philadelphia: Christian Standard Co., 1900), reflects
this restoration theme. Fowler, a Methodist Episcopal preacher, was president of the National Association for the Promotion of Holiness, now C.H .A.
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center of this new focus. 11 A periodical, God's Revivalist, and a camp
meeting, The Mount of Blessings, were part of this movement in the Spirit.
The story of the camps would be chronicled annually by a book Electric
Shocks from Pentecostal Batteries. The title reflects the crisis-orientation
of the early movement. The wind and fire, or the electric energy of
Pentecost would be sought and expected. The focus on achieving the experience of holiness "shockingly" would become part of the common coin
of the church. Knapp's use of Pentecostal categories may be seen in his
Lightning Bolts from Pentecostal Skies, Pentecosta/Aggressiveness, and
even in Revival Tornadoes. Seth Rees' ldeafPentecostal Church and Fire
From Heaven paralleled the work of Knapp. Perhaps forty years later the
General Board would publish sermons of Pilgrim preachers in Flames of

Fire. 12

. .' .

In developing the meaning of Pentecost, the church stressed that the
gift of the Spirit is to be repeated in every believer's experience. Preaching
emphasized the privilege of achieving "my Pentecost." A corollary of this
teaching was the principle of dying to the sinful nature. The theology of
death to sin, when centered in the gift of divine grace, represents a sound
description of Christian experience. Removed from the doctrine of grace,
a theology of righteousness achieved by good works fosters a low selfesteem, the frustrations of unfulfilled aspirations, and a standard of legal
expectation never to be achieved.
If the Pentecostal perspective was sometimes distorted in the church
by legalism or extremes in theology, its renewal of the theology of the
Spirit was of incalculable value for the church. For centuries the role of
the Holy Spirit in the church had been muted, controlled by the fears that
spiritual dynamics may stretch the church beyond itself. God the Spirit
is equally the Spirit of order and ardor. Rather than permitting the Spirit
to blow freely through the harp strings of its life, the church tended to
build the Spirit's life into the hardened structures of its forms. 13
The holiness movement in general, and the Pilgrims partiqularly,
raised the accent on the Spirit's overflowing life to a high note. The Pilgrims
gave the American church a bequest which they themselves did not fully
understand. They struggled to separate the wind and fire from the tongues.
In certain spheres of life-style the approach employed..:was more likely to
\
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be legal prescript than appeal to the leadership of the Spirit. Conformity
to the rules would be encouraged by constraints of fear. By such processes
the wind and the fire of the Spirit were diminished and dampened. Christcentered preaching was limited. Concentration on the love of God was
attacked by some, presumably because it called to mind the liberal church's
rejection of God's wrath and its exaltation of His love. However, the result
was an insensitivity to human psychology which requires more the
awareness of love and less the reminder that it deserves judgment.
The Pilgrim Holiness Church was shaped by the interpretive counsel
of Pentecost when it affirmed the right of women to preach. Phoebe Palmer
had evoked Pentecostal authority for women to preach in 1859. Her book,
The Promise of the Father looks to Acts 2 as the premise for that ministry.
The newly Spirit-.filled Peter called to the memories of his Jewish hearers
the prophecy of Joel: "your sons and your daughters shall prophesy."
The founders of the church, Knapp and Rees, both affirmed the
wisdom of the infant Spirit-baptized church. The hermeneutic of holiness
would be shaped by a theology of the third Person of the divine Trinity.
The word of Pentecost would be regarded as the norm for ministry while
Paul's counsel of silence (I Cor. 14) would be seen as reflective of a social
cultural issue. No one concluded that Paul disagreed with Luke, and certainly Paul's own arguments must finally be contextualized.
Seth Rees' Ideal Pentecostal Church follows Acts 2 as the outline for
his book. He wrote: "Nothing but jealousy, prejudice, bigotry, and a stingy
love for bossing in men have prevented woman's public recognition by
the church." The ideal Pentecostal church "knows no sex," Rees claimed.
It is:
"without distinction as to the prominence given to the sexes. The women were equally
honored with the men when the Spirit was poured out. ... Women, as well as men
are to prophesy when this holy baptism with the Spirit shall be administered." But
just in proportion as the grace of God and the light of the Gospel are shed abroad,
in that proportion woman is elevated, until at Pentecost she stands, a second Eve,
by the side of her husband .... "No church that is acquainted with the Holy Ghost
will object to the public ministry of women. We know scores of women who can preach
the Gospel with a clearness, a power, and an efficiency seldom equaled by men." 14

Knapp affirmed that "Women may be Pentecostal preachers .... By her
divine call to this sacred ministry, by her gifts and graces and fruitage,
she has demonstrated the genuineness of her call, and is recognized among
the most effective of Pentecostal preachers (See Godbey's Woman
Preacher). " 15 The words of the founders were followed by acts. In 1900
Charles and Lettie Cowman were ordained by Knapp, Rees, Charles
Stalker, and Bryon Rees. Lettie and Charles with Ernest and Hazel
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Rees, Ideal Pentecostal Church (Cincinnati: Revivalist Press, 1897), 40-41.
Lightning Bolts From Pentecostal Skies (Cincinnati: The Revivalist, 1898), 231.
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Kilbourne founded the Oriental Missionary Society. She became president in 1928, succeeding Ernest who followed Charles (d. 1924).
Bessie Jones Mitchell (1884-1960) is a classic illustration of a woman
devoted to a ministry of evangelism and church planting. Converted in
a Methodist church at nine, she later wandered from God, to be restored
at seventeen. Soon thereafter she was sanctified and began preaching in
her eighteenth year. She was ordained to the gospel ministry on July 26,
1910. General Superintendent George B. Kulp, Charles Cowman, Oswald
Chambers, Cora Downes, her co-laborer, G. L. Helsby, T. F. Tabler who
started the holiness work in Delmarva at Landing Neck, MD in 1899, and
others laid hands on this fragile woman who was so mighty in faith. Her
ministry was curtailed by physical suffering which lasted for forty years,
but she and her husband launched a fellowship in Dover, DE which has
continued to the present as a vital part of the church.
Married to Willard in 1907, the Mitchells became the parents of three
children. Etta, Roland and Russell all entered the ministry of the church,
each giving decades of service. Willard was a member of the Caroline
County, MD Holiness Association, and president of the Denton Holiness
Camp which the Association launched in 1898. Together, Willard and
Bessie were pastors of the Holiness Church in Hillsboro, MD, and Harrington and Dover, DE, simultaneously. 16
- In the twelfth century Joachim of Fiore (1132-1202), a Benedictine
monk, presented a Trinitarian conception of history which included the
ages of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. In line with his larger
historical scheme, we may recognize during the last stages of the nineteenth century the rise of spiritual (Spirit-centered) consciousness. The
Pilgrims participated in that resurgence in important ways.
Pentecostalism would emerge to become one of the mighty waves of
the present century. The Pilgrims insisted that tongues speaking
(glossolalia) must be interpreted as languages and, along with the
Nazarenes and others, would follow a different track than the Pentecostal
churches. Nevertheless, both movements would give maximum attention
to the doctrine of the Spirit, resulting at times in a diminished accent on
the work of God as Creator and Jesus as Savior and Teacher.
Pilgrim preaching centered on the sanctifying Spirit. Pentecost was
judged to be the equivalent of entire sanctification and Pentecost was the
Spirit's "day." Historically the Christian church had centered its ,flpproach
to faith upon 1esus' life, death, and resurrection. This biblical accent

16

Bessie Mitchell, My Testimony, ed. Etta Clough, privately printed, about 1960, 20. Despite
this affirmation of women in ministry, the male-dominant role existed alongside this recognition of women. The Apostolic Holiness Mission of Denton, MD was incorporated in 1902
as a center of Pentecostal ministry but voting privileges and trusteeship were strictly for
men. In June, 1986, the church was still incorporated as Apostolic Holiness Mission, but
the article affirming male control was long forgotten.
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highlighted the historical objectivity of the faith, the observable character
of Jesus' ministry for us. However, the Protestant Reformation and its
heirs had difficulty moving from the work of Christ for us to the action
of the Spirit in us. In scripture, the historic days of Calvary and the empty
tomb are complemented by the day of Pentecost. In Pentecostal preaching,
the full expression of the outreach of God in Christ would be accomplished.
It is in the ministry of the Spirit that God's work in Christ is executed.
Thus the Spirit is called "the executive of the Godhead." He effectively
completes the redemptive ministry in believers by taking them toward the
divine unity: "that they all may be one as we are one" (John 17:22). 17
The inadequacy of Reformation thought on trinitarian theology would
be redressed by the Holiness movement's Pentecostal proclamation. The
river of the Spirit, so often subterranean in its movement, would break
out in the Pentecostal renaissance of the holiness revival.
This positive contribution of the holiness churches was weakened by
their specialized concern for a theology of the Spirit. The new day of the
Spirit, viewed by Rees, Knapp, and many more, as the reprise of Pentecost,
would not be balanced by the New Testament kerygma, the focus on
Christ's death and resurrection. The church's preaching magnified the
Christian experience of the Spirit. The interior work of the Spirit was
exalted above the historical work of Christ. The infilling of the Spirit could
be desired as an advance beyond the ministry of Christ. In consequence,
religious experience which is always dominantly inner-directed, detracted
from the objective, visible and historical work of atonement. The certainty
of faith too often rested on inner consciousness more than the fixed
certainty of Christ's work.
H. Richard Niebuhr, one of the most perceptive religious thinkers
in American history, sixty years ago warned against the tendency to distort
the New Testament's balance with regard to the Trinity. When the Spirit
is worshipped virtually as "God alone," the believer "looks to the reality
found in the inner life rather than to the Being [the Father] beyond nature
or to the Redeemer in history for the fundamental principle of reality and
value. 18 In simpler language, what takes place within me achieves an ascendancy above that on which our experience is eternally grounded, that is,
Jesus' atoning and resurrective gift. Only Christ's work makes our salvation
possible, and only the Spirit's work makes it effective. Where is the balance

17

See Killian McDonnell, "The Determinative Doctrine of the Holy Spirit," Theology Today
(July, 1982), 142,..161.
18
"Theological Unitarianisms" Theology Today (July, 1983) 152. Phineas Bresee, founder
of the Church of the Nazarene, illustrates the problem . The incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus "go before and pave the way for the Pentecost. ... The Evidence, the manifest
power of the Resurrection is the baptism with the Holy Ghost." The emphasis moves to
personal experience and fails to sustain the firm ground of Christo logy. See Bresee, The
Certainties of Faith (Kansas City; Nazarene Publishing House, 1958), 37-38.
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found? The task as Melvin Dieter correctly indicates is "to formulate a
theology of Pentecost which ... keeps close to the theology of the cross." 19
The Pilgrim Holiness Church did not succeed at this any better than the
larger movement.
Another product of this accent on inner experience is the failure to
develop social holiness. While the holiness theology of the church possessed
a powerful moral dynamic, relatively little attention was placed on it. The
Wesleyan revival in the eighteenth century England and the Great Awakening in America had fostered moral reforms. The Holiness movement
should have developed the teaching toward a social gospel rooted in
Pentecost. To its credit, the church created rescue missions, homes for
pregnant unmarried women, and some programs for the poor. It took
a sturdy New Testam.e nt pacifism into World War II, and while it was
modified by the awesome militarism of Nazism, the essence of its resistance
to war remained. In so doing, the church questioned centuries of Christian
support for the "just war."
The Church in Mission

The mission of the church was precisely formulated. Rooted in the
impulse of Pentecost, Jesus' call to his nascent church to preach the gospel
to- the ends of the earth would be implemented by the Pilgrims. A missionary burden dominated the early leaders, Knapp, Rees, Charles and
Lettie Cowman, and others. Knapp's thirst for missionary service had to
be redirected because of ill health. This sublimated desire would burst forth
in the establishment of the enduring ministry of God's Revivalist, a holiness
periodical advertising "God as founder" and Knapp as editor. God's Bible
School and Missionary Training Home, founded in 1900, provided the
institutional setting for the church's missionary work until 1922. Many
of the church's leaders were educated there.
If the mission was defined as the preaching of the regeneration of
sinners and the baptism of the Spirit for believers as the privilege of all, 20
the highly-visible means for achieving the mission was the camp meeting
and the religious revival. This was especially true in America and, in a
lesser sense, the mission centers. Undoubtedly other avenues of ministry
were prominent at home and in the foreign fields. The church established
elementary and secondary schools, and Bible schools. Medic~l clinics,
homes for unwed mothers, and missions for the poor and dispossessed

19

M. E. Dieter, "The Development of Nineteenth Century Holiness Theology," Wesleyan
Theological Journal (Spring, 1985), 61-72. Dieter, a ranking scholar of the Holiness movement suggests: "After Pentecost a theologia crucis ... must be balanced by a theologia
spiritus."
20
Divine healing and the Second Coming received lesser attention, but were high on the church's
agenda.
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in the cities were developed. Nevertheless camps and revivals were the
central means for promoting the mission of the church.
At the human center of this program was the evangelist. Frequently
a highly charismatic, fervently-motivated preacher, the evangelist spoke
with supreme authority. This charismatic style, so dominant in the early
decades of the church, would be succeeded by the more constrained,
organizational type of leadership which a maturing church requires.
The camp meeting became the most spectacular means for extending
the church's mission. Never the most enduring aspect of ministry, it would
be for many the forum and symbol of evangelism and nurture. It was the
annual festival of prayer, praise, and preaching, analogous to the feast
of Pentecost. 21 The revival meeting in the local church was the fall and
spring parallel on a smaller scale.
Camp meetings were a familiar part of the geography of the holiness
people. Evangelists criss-crossed the country to bear tidings of full salvation. Powerful tides of the Spirit washed over these gatherings, providing
a pattern for the ministry of the local church. The rigors of camp meeting
life were designed for persons under orders. Pitched tents, small cabins
or cottages without running water or toilet accommodations, and with
wJnimal power sources, were standard. lee boxes kept the food from spoiling. On Sundays the grounds were packed and family groups all over the
camp relished the delicious foods which had been prepared over hot stoves
at home.
Religious services constituted the center of daily activities. Beginning
with prayer services at 6:00 or 7:00 in the morning, the worshipper could
attend three major preaching services. There were services for children
and youth, a time for praise and testimony, a "ring meeting" (persons
gathered in a circle under the trees), and night bells at about 10:00. Time
z1Etta Gibson, was from Tilghmans Island, MD. She married Jacob Hoffman, a Philadelphian
of some financial resources. Both were ordained ministers in Maryland (now Delmarva).
The steamboat from Baltimore voyaged south around Tilghman and up the Choptank River
to Denton. Although an extended trip of twelve hours, the pilgrims savored the camp experience like the ancient Hebrews relished the ascent to Jerusalem. See the Delmarva District
Historical Committee, "The Wesleyan Camp: 85 Years of Camp meetings," [Denton, MD],
August 1, 1982, for Mrs. Hoffman's letter: "To go to Denton Camp, many years ago, was
not the simple journey that it is today. Now in our automobiles, and over hard surface roads,
we can cover the distance in a few minutes what used [sic] to be hours. Those who lived
in-land drove their horse and buggy or filled a cart with straw and each with a satchel or
bundle of clothing and a lunch box, filled with fried chicken and other good things, enough
to last during their stay at camp, they started out over narrow winding roads, either dusty
or muddy, according to the weather, and after a long tedious trip finally reached their destination. Others of us who lived along the river, had to make the journey by steamboat, then
running from Baltimore to Denton. As some of us lived at the mouth of the River, we boarded
the boat at midnight, stopping at every little wharf, loading and unloading freight and finally
landed at Denton, twelve hours later. (By car the distance can now be made in less than
an hour). But who cared how long and tiresome the trip if Denton Camp was at the other end."
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would be given to the church's foreign and home missionary efforts, to
prayers for healing, and to baptism by immersion.
Preaching was generally divided between the invitation to repentance
and regeneration, and the call to the baptism of the Spirit. Sermons were
extended, often to an hour, and altar calls were lengthy, lasting as long
as a half hour. A formal ritual of invitation would follow the message,
beginning with one or more verses of an altar hymn. The psychology of
the experience was designed to break down the barriers of resistance.
The evangelistic pattern was a strategy of confrontation, creating a
crisis of decision. Frequently, the altar call became a stand-off. Who would
overcome, the evangelist or the sinner? The consequence for some was
the hardening of hearts, or emotional enervation.
This psychology and technique of revival produced both positive and
negative results. Many came to Christ and the church by this process, marking their passage from death to life at a rugged camp meeting ;;l,ltar which
had been dampened with the tears of a thousand mourners. After earnest
seeking, the penitent was often lightened by the sunshine of spiritual
assurance, and penitents would leave in exaltation. Others turned away
in turmoil created by their own resistance, which sometimes was attenuated
by the dynamics of the evangelistic situation.
The camp meeting was the spiritual and social event of the season.
Frequently located in sheltered groves, the camps were retreats and vacation centers. In the early years, little recreational activity was permitted
the youth, who were sometimes given free room and meals in return for
service in the dining room.
The revival meeting was the microcosm of the camp. Services were
conducted every night, and on Sundays as many as three times, lasting
for two weeks or more. William H. Vickers, peripatetic evangelist in
Chesapeake country wrote to the denominational paper concerning the
five weeks of extended tent meeting services held in Dover, DE. Twentyone persons were saved or filled with the Holy Spirit. 22 During these years
the revival was a special event in community life, both for religious and
irreligious.
A Unitive Fellowship

The principle of qualified ecumenism has characterized the church
since its inception in 1897. That thesis may be questioned in light of the
1
sectarian image of the Pilgrims, including the departure
the M. W.
Knapp and others from the Methodist Episcopal Church. It was not
Knapp's vision to be a come-outer or schismatic. While he asserted that
"True Christianity splits wherever it goes," he affirmed God's will to be
the avoidance of division among those who live in the Spirit. Judgmental

of

11

The JHC Paper (October 20, 1921), 6.
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toward those churches composed of "feasting, fair and festival, lodge-wed
members," he called for unity among "God's true children." Pentecostal
life was the criterion for unity. Knapp resisted sectarianism as unscriptural but doubted that the type of churches he was developing were "sectarian Churches for the promotion of holiness." He acknowledged that
some believers had "backslidden into a sectarian spirit. "23
Undoubtedly Knapp protested too much. The spirit of independency
was around. 24
The Church and Contemporary Evangelicalism
Wherever evangelicalism, fundamentalism, and related strands of contemporary orthodoxy are assessed, the holiness people are frequently
forgotten. Concerned that the Wesleyan heritage has an inadequate view
of biblical authority, or that its conception of God's sovereign lordship
is deficient, much of the evangelical world has rejected the view held by
holiness people that they are authentic evangelicals. The Pilgrims held
firmly to the Wesleyan position that God's grace always precedes any
human movement toward saving faith, a thoroughly evangelical stance.
Despite this uncertainty felt by Reformed evangelicals, the Pilgrim
Holiness Church would evince the impress of evangelicalism in significant
ways. While the reciprocal influences of the two streams have been studied
very little, some perspectives seem clear. The church was shaped by the
controversies which drove fundamentalists and liberals apart. Pilgrims
sustained their sure commitment to the theological loyalties of the fundamentalists, i.e., the virgin birth, substitutionary atonement, the Second
Coming, and more. While never as powerful as the historic Methodist influences, fundamentalist evangelicalism would evoke a warm collegiality
from the Pilgrim Holiness Church.
Many in the church accepted the prophetic interpretations which arose
from the Plymouth Brethren, to be developed in the notes in the Scofield
Reference Bible and the dispensational charts of Clarence Larkin.
Premillenialism, the belief that Christ would return before the Great
Tribulation, and subsequently appear in a revelation inaugurating the
millennium, would be held by some as equivalent to Holy Writ.
The Pilgrims held closely to a high view of scripture. Stressing the
adequacy of scripture for salvation, rather than arguing about its
truthfulness, the church would retain a view of biblical authority that is
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Pentecostal Aggressiveness, 54-55. See Pentecostal Letters, (Cincinnati: Mrs. M. W. Knapp,
1902), 128-129, 130-132 for Knapp's assertion: "I do not counsel people to leave their respective Churches and unite with a new denomination, but tell them to keep full of the Holy
Ghost ... and simply go or stay as He may lead."
'lAThe /HC Paper, (November 17, 1921), 5-6. S. M. Stikeleather wrote that "the spirit of
independency . . . was scarce'' but he was using the narrow confines of the movement, not
their relation to Methodism.

Called to Be Pilgrims

219

properly associated with evangelicalism. Its scripture position would be
derived from the Twenty-five Articles of Religion of Methodism. The doctrine of inerrancy was not in Pilgrim theology.
The church also allowed fundamentalism's educational models.
Whether intentionally, or not, the patterns set by the creation of Moody
Bible Institute and other Bible Colleges, would be the pattern for Pilgrims
with less attention on liberal arts colleges.
The Church and Contemporary Society
The world in which the Pilgrim Holiness Church was born and came
to early maturity experienced the highs and lows of a supreme optimism,
pervasive and universal warfare, the search for peace in the League of
Nations, the demoralization which is war's sequel, deep economic valleys
which resulted in the "Great Depression," and a multitude of parallel problems. In the religious life of the nation, liberalism was gaining an ascendancy over orthodox theology. In general, much of conservative Protestantism retreated in uncertainty and confusion. Relationships between liberals
and conservatives were marked by acrimony, name-calling, and loss of
respect. The liberal tradition sought ways to commend the faith to modern
man by showing faith's continuity with science and philosophy, but in the
process it experienced too much accommodation to culture. 25
• Socially the nation was experiencing the breakdown of moral stability
which follows war. The horrors of war had been impressed upon the
American mind and political isolation became a reality. Lifestyles were
changing. The familiar patterns of life were shaken while the uncertain
future loomed ahead. The sad experience of moral deterioration evidenced
in the age of the "flappers" or in the criminal explosion which occurred
during Prohibition combined with other problems to foster negative
responses to culture26 by religious bodies like the Pilgrims.
The church was self-consciously a minority reform movement, the
"Lord's despised few," an alien leaven in the world's (and the main line
church's) mass. A company of believers separated from the world, they
were often perceived (by others and themelves) more as orphans than
family in the socio-economic mix. Churches were frequently found on the
wrong side of the tracks, typically rural and small town.
Like the ancient Hebrews, with whom they felt a special spiritual identity, the Pilgrims sang the Lord's songs in a strange land. Holding n@ position of esteem among their peers in the prestige churches, they believed
in the ultimate transvaluation of relationships. Their faith gave a sense of
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Neuhaus, 216, described the God of liberalism as one who "would not embarrass anyone
by challenging the 'realities' determined by prestige opinion."
26
By "culture" I mean the entire social order with its structure of values, influences, and
distinctions.
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exaltation, a royal identity, a psychological liberation, and even an
economic impulse. They were children of the King!
As a revival movement it may have been natural for the church to
identify itself with the poor and unplaced peoples of this world. 27 The
social relationships of the peoples undergirded this sympathy for the
dispossessed, empathizing with the poor. The sense of certain kinds of
deprivation was ingrained and lasting.
A corollary of the sectarian, exclusive interpretation of the church
and alienation from the customs of society would be the experience of
persecution. Sharply contrasted with the world, the Pilgrims felt the sting
of rejection. Believing in the righteousness of the way, the little flock expected and even welcomed opposition. Pentecostal preachers are persecuted
preachers, Knapp taught. "Men who are on the battlefield will hear the
bullets whiz and are liable to get hit. Pentecostal persecutors camp there
and are never off on furlough. Persecution is one of the gauges which helps
a Pentecostal minister to measure his effectiveness. No persecution, no
Pentecostal power."28 At the Mount of Blessings (Cincinnati) camp, opposition arose because of enthusiastic expressions of joy. 29 Seth Rees suggested that "a spiritual church, from Pentecost to the present, has always
been a noisy church. " 30
In Bowens, MD, the ~ethodists charged Knapp with violations of
ecclesiastical propriety. He appealed to Wesley's precedent in preaching
at Bristol, England, against the bishop's directive for him to go home.
Criticizing ''Protestant popery," Knapp insisted that when a human rule
collides with a divine command, "the handcar must give way to the express train." 31
With the passing years, the sectarian and exclusive emphases would
be diminished. That God has many sheep in other folds would be freely
ackn<?wledged. The sense of alienation was replaced by social participation. As culture gradually penetrated its life-styles and thought world, the
Pilgrims became less inclined to the symbols which had marked their
separation. Socially and economically, the people began the upward climb.
The Depression had imposed extraordinary burdens on Pilgrims in common
27

This is the thesis of Belden C. Lane, "The Spirituality of the Evangelical Revival;'' 'Theology
Today" (July, 1986), 175.
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Knapp, Lightning Bolts from Pentecostal Skies, 214.
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See Electric Shocks from Pentecostal Batteries, No. III (Cincinnati: M.. W. Knapp, 1901),
56-61.
30
The1dea/ Pentecostal Church, 46-50, describing ''A Demonstrative Church." A Humboldt
(KS) tent meeting brought "many opposers to the true Holiness work."Three pastors from
"more popular" churches came to spy but didn't stay to get under the power." The IHC
Paper (October 20, 1921), 5. Rees wrote: "God has put something in me that demands a
conflict .... I would have war if I had to provokeit." Fire From Heaven 319-320.
31
See Knapp, Pentecostal Letters, 65-68. Rees also spoke against "religious popery." The
Ideal Pentecostal Church, 115.
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with millions of their fellow Americans. Out of that crucible many people
sought for a way of life that would offer security. Pilgrims aspired for
better things for themselves and their children. Economic realities drew
the people into more of the mainstream of society. As commerical relationships had broken down the insularity of Puritan life in colonial New
England, so a variety of social, economic, and political demands were pulling Pilgrims out of their isolation.
Seth Rees expressed the theme, so common in Christian idealism, that
economic advancement was perilous for Christians. 32 The W esleys had
preached to and won many disadvantaged persons to Christ in the
Evangelical Revival. The early Wesleyan Methodists preached the gospel
to the poor and the Pilgrim Holiness Church was drawn to the same sector. During the Depression when church attendance declined at mainline
churches, the membership of holiness and Pentecostal churches increased.
For the Pilgrims, membership doubled during the twenties cind continued
into the next decade.
The experience of deprivation and social estrangement evidently
prepared the psyche of many Pilgrims either to suspect strongly even
relative wealth or to create strong hopes for social improvement. As
changes reshaped American society, many Pilgrims moved with the society.
Familiar lifestyle standards were being modified.
The adjustments which were being made by some were interpreted
by others as compromise. A pattern of legalism emerged as a strategy for
regulating trends toward social accommodations, i.e., "worldliness."
However we may question the legitimacy of certain legal prescripts,
we must never doubt the validity of the Pilgrim's world-denying piety.
The symbols of their faith were often acquired through sacrifice. It is never
easy to reject one's own culture. The restrictions placed on church men
and women were thought to be external marks of their holy faith.
No community lives without the symbols which express its identity.
How are we to represent our distinction from this evil world in which we
journey as strangers and pilgrims? The answer is complex. To many persons the question is threatening, evoking memories of a legalistic past which
ought to be forgotten. Nevertheless, symbols possess a critical identity
value. At best they point us to a greater reality. If they are buried with
the past, what shall be the symbols which replace them? Symbols never
arise apart from some reality which gives them its life. In the Pilgrim experience, some found other ways to proclaim their faith. Some discarded
the past, abandoning the best in their flight from the worst.

32

"As the church has grown wealthy she has always lost her power to convert and convert
sinners .... It is the general rule that the more expensive the church edifice, the less spirituality
in the society; the higher the church steeple, the lower the real piety." "We make a great
mistake in catering to moneyed men." The Ideal Pentecostal Church, 27.
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In some situations in the church the symbols could be identified with
the reality. In illustration, the altar first used at Smyrna, Delaware by the
Methodists, assumed a powerful symbolism as the threshold to Christian
experience. "Going forward" became a formalized ritual in which the act
of public contrition became the near equivalent to conversion.
The gradual breakdown of the pilgrim mentality and its corollaries
of alienation and economic deprivation, led to both positive and negative
results. Better able to understand and communicate with social contemporaries, the church began a different kind of ministry. Colleges became
more academically sound, faculties better trained, and programs more adequately designed for the world in which graduates worked.
As the church moved into its second generation, culture increasingly
influenced the values of the people. Legalism could not sustain the vitality
of the communion. Spiritual tornadoes and lightning bolts must subside
to be replaced by an ordered church life. The Pilgrims were unprepared
for the transition. The preoccupation with crisis (exemplified in the
language of Knapp and Rees, e.g., electric shocks, fire from heaven, lightning bolts, tornadoes), prevented the church from emphasizing spiritual
nurture. Lacking spiritual maturity, the values of the church were being
reshaped by culture. The force of materialism often captured the interests
of the people. Far more subtle than many things considered worldly,
materialism sums up the perils of worldly idolatry. What is the relationship between inner spiritual motivation and external forms of behavior
or lifestyle? The task is to lead the church to spiritual life which flows
outward in a fruitful personal and social morality
The climate of American life in the aftermath of World War I was
decidedly isolationist and anti-militarist. Many persons, both liberals and
evangelicals, adopted a pacifist stance, justifying it on differing grounds.
Harry Emerson Fosdick, an "evangelicalliberal"33 and Reinhold Niebuhr,
a leading representative of the "new orthodoxy" 34 shared in the general
revulsion against war. The Pilgrims expressed their antipathy toward war
in idealistic language: "Military warfare and the spirit of it are contrary
to the teachings of the New Testament and the Spirit of Jesus Christ,
therefore, we are opposed to military training and strongly urge our
members to refrain from bearing arms in war ."35

33

Kenneth Cauthen, The Impact of American Religious Liberalism (New York: Harper, 1962),
61-83, so designates Fosdick. It describes a person whose dependence on Scripture was genuine, but who re-interpreted the Bible by modern insights gained from science or philosophy.
34
This name describes one who rejected the liberal idea of a God whose transcendence is
overcome by his activity in the world, the breakdown of the meaning of human sin, the
weakening of the atoning work of Jesus, and more. The new orthodoxy failed to sustain
the full inspiration and authority of the Bible.
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Manual of the Pilgrim Holiness Church) 1992, 1924, 1926, and 1930; 39-40, 51, and 45
respectively.
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This position, which Niebuhr might have considered "religious perfectionism" was maintained by the church throughout the years between the
wars. Eventually in the face of the Nazi threat, many would shift their
opinions. The Pilgrims followed that pattern with a pragmatic statement
which supplemented their New Testament pacifism with a recognition of
emergency circumstances. From 1922 to 1924 the language is unequivocal.
In 1942 the Manual position is flexible and mediating:
"Inasmuch as many of our people believe that military warfare is contrary to the
teachings of the New Testament and their conscience is therefore violated by being
compelled to take part in such; while others believe that their obligation to the State
is such as to require them to take their place in the armed forces ... in times of national emergency; We therefore agree to lend our moral support to the cause of all
who are members ... of the Pilgrim Holiness Church that their conscience be not
violated. " 36

This position of the church was judicious. It allowed for men and
women in the church to declare their pacifism or to follow what they
believed was their duty. Harold Garrison, later academic dean at Eastern
Pilgrim College, registered as a conscientious objector before the war. In
1942 he was summoned to a hearing at Lewisburg, PA. After review the
lawyer agreed that his position was legitimate, but asked if he would serve
as a non-combatant. He agreed and was called up in 1944.
Six months before Pearl Harbor, Reinhold Niebuhr, by now having
broken with pacifism, criticized the perfectionism which "shuns the realities
of politics in one moment and embraces the sorriest political relativities
in the next. . . ." 37 Expressed differently, when idealism is shattered by
the realities of terrible evil, the idealist too readily moves to a pragmatic
justification of war.
The Pilgrims were not chastened dreamers. Their doctrine of human
sinfulness was Wesleyan, acknowledging the depth of human corruption.
Like Wesley they knew the limits of human altruism, and the dark powers
which shadow the human race. Their exalted idealism was preserved even
while they recognized the boundary situations which constitute our
existence in the world. Here is a realism which 1'-Hebuhr may have surmised
"religious perfectionists" could not achieve. Some will mourn the weakening of the exclusive New Testament pacifism of the pre-war years. Theological realism may assert that in Jesus the Kingdom of God oenter~d history.
However, that event was only the invasion. The final victory is yet to be
won.
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for peace.
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Political Thought (New York: Macmillan, 1961), 64-71.
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Preaching Pilgrims

Any historical analysis of the church must account for the high view
of preaching it sustained. Nothing was more important. The value attached
to preaching was reflected in the multitude of gifted preachers the church
nurtured. The first and second generation Pilgrim preacher was "born to
preaching." If we must take exception to the frequent use of allegory, 38
the use of types which scripture does not authorize, reading holiness
teaching into texts which do not teach it, and more, we cannot miss the
zeal which impelled so many.
What did these persons preach? They preached as "Pentecostal
preachers." The hermeneutic of holiness regulated their approach to biblical
exposition. Scripture in its entirety was viewed as a source book for teaching holiness. Simply and beautifully the story of Egyptian bondage would
be contrasted with the liberty of Canaan. The Exodus through the Red
Sea would be followed by entrance through the Jordan. A second, perfect
rest awaited the believer who had been regenerated. The note of urgency
characterized the call to conversion and holiness. Rees and Knapp particularly set the tone for the church's strong emphasis on crisis in Christian experience. The crisis motif is clear in Knapp's Electric Shocks From
Pentecostal Batteries, Revival Tornadoes, Lightning Bolts From Pentecostal Skies, and Revival Kindlings. 39 Rees' Fire From Heaven, like
Knapp's writings, drew attention to crisis, to the death of sin. The goal
was to bring seekers into grace clearly, without question. One illustration
presented a man "struck by lightning."
The typological emphasis is best seen in Knapp's Out of Egypt into
Canaan. Pearls from Patmos shows the hermeneutic of holiness in its
most precise expression. Writing about the book of Revelation, Knapp
declares that holiness represents the focus of John's message. Holiness
is not only the central idea of the book, it is the single, controlling
idea. 40
Preaching in the church was based on biblical texts or topics from
which the preacher moved freely to declare the gospel. Exposition of extended verses, chapters, or books was less common. Story telling, which
has come into a place of esteem in preaching theory, was ever a part of
the sermon.
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Allegory reads the hidden sense of Scripture which rests below the surface. of the plain
,rneaning of the Bible. Historically the Catholic Church used allegory to s~t forth teaching.
Unfortunately much use of allegory rests on imagination and misuse of the Bible.
39
The advertisement for Lightning Bolts included this: "There has been much Pentecostal
light. Thetime has corne for Pentecostal lightning." One illustration presented a man "struck
by lightning.~'
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Conclusion

Nearly a century has passed since these first generation Pilgrims
planted the church in America and in lonely missions in Asia, Africa, India
and South America. For most of them the pilgrimage is over. Their words
echo and their songs ring along the corridors of our memories. The
measured cadence of the camp meeting bells summons to morning and
evening prayers. Songs of invitation mingle with words of praise. The
lightning bolts and torrents of wind have been succeeded by the latter rain
and the flowing river of the Spirit. The spiritual phenomena are less
dramatic but the Spirit is the same. The festival of Pentecost is forever
beginning.
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