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DEDICATION

To those who struggle, who are concerned,

and who are too young in the faith to know what is true.

You are not alone.
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​Introduction
I Was One of Them
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I already wrote this book. At least I thought I did.

I started writing it in the fall of 1993 while attending Briercrest Bible College in Saskatchewan, still close enough to four years inside the movement to feel the heat of it. I compiled it more solidly by 1995. Then I kept editing. 

When Melody and I married she took a red pen to it — grammar, clarity, structure — and handed it back. I rewrote. She edited again. This went on for years. She will tell you my grammar was bad. She is not wrong.

We finally published it in 2013. A few copies sold. Most people who heard about it reacted before they read it. I can’t entirely blame them. I was angry, and it showed.

Here is what thirty three years of writing, editing, and living taught me that four years inside the movement could not: being right about some things does not mean you are right about everything. I left the movement convinced that tongues had ceased with the closing of the biblical canon. I held that position for years. Then I kept reading, kept thinking, kept watching — and concluded that the cessationist argument has its own problems. The gift may still be real. What passes for it in most churches today is another question entirely.

That is a harder thing to say than what I wrote in 1995. It is also more honest.

I am not writing this book to win an argument. I have a theology degree — and there is an old joke among those who went further that BA stands for Begin Again. 

I have met plenty of Masters degree or Doctorate holders who simply learned to regurgitate their professors with more sophistication. What actually teaches you is time. Experience. Observation. Being wrong and admitting it. Being right and staying humble enough to keep asking questions.

I am in my mid-sixties now. The movement I spent four years inside has not shrunk — it has exploded. Bethel Church in Redding, California. The International House of Prayer. The New Apostolic Reformation. The Asbury Revival. Names and places that mean nothing to many churchgoers, yet they are reshaping Christianity in ways that will outlast all of us. The curious evangelical sitting in a traditional church, watching friends and family get swept up in something they don’t quite understand, deserves an honest guide — not a prosecution, not a celebration, but a fair-minded look at what is actually happening and what the Bible actually says.

That is what I have tried to write this time.

I have been inside this movement. I have studied against it. I have softened some conclusions and held others firm. I have watched it up close for thirty three years. I still do not have tidy answers to every question. But I have things to say, and time is not unlimited.

So here we go. Again.

—Rich Abbott

Manitoba, Canada
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


Something Is Happening

She had been in the same Baptist church for thirty years. She knew the hymns by heart, served on the hospitality committee, and had never once questioned whether God was at work in her congregation. Then her daughter came home from a weekend retreat glowing in a way her mother had never seen before, speaking of an encounter with the Holy Spirit that left her weeping on a gymnasium floor for reasons she could not fully explain.

Her daughter was not troubled by the experience. She was transformed by it. She signed up for a ministry school six states away. She started talking about healing, about prophecy, about the presence of God moving in ways that no church bulletin could schedule. Her mother listened, said little, and quietly began to wonder whether she had missed something in thirty years of faithful Sundays.

That mother is not one person. She is thousands of people sitting in pews from Saskatchewan to South Carolina, watching someone they love get swept into something they cannot name and do not fully understand. They are not hostile. They are not dismissive. They are simply trying to figure out what is happening — and whether it is from God.

This book is for her. And for the daughter too, if she is willing to read it.

Something is happening in Christianity. Not quietly, not in corners, and not in ways that can be easily ignored. The movement centered on miraculous signs, direct encounters with God, supernatural healing, and the ongoing gifts of the Holy Spirit has become one of the most significant forces reshaping the Christian landscape in the world today. It is not new — its roots stretch back more than a century — but its current form is more visible, more culturally embedded, and more theologically influential than at any previous point in modern history.

For millions of Christians in traditional evangelical, Reformed, Baptist, Anglican, and mainline Protestant churches, this movement feels like something happening at a distance. They hear the music coming from the newer church down the highway. They notice the friend who changed churches and seems different since. They see the conference posters, the worship albums, the online streaming services with hundreds of thousands of followers. They watch the social media clips of people falling to the floor, of claimed healings announced from stages, of prophetic words delivered with extraordinary confidence. They watch and they wonder.

They wonder, quite reasonably, what exactly they are looking at.

In February 2023, something happened in a small Kentucky town that made it impossible for anyone paying attention to Christianity to ignore this movement any longer.

Asbury University is a small Christian liberal arts school in Wilmore, Kentucky — a town so small it has two traffic lights. On February 8, a routine Wednesday chapel service ended and a handful of students simply did not leave. They stayed to worship. An hour passed. Then another. Word spread across campus and students began returning. By the next morning, Hughes Auditorium was full and the singing had not stopped.

It did not stop for sixteen days.

What became known as the Asbury Revival drew visitors from more than 260 colleges and universities. On some days an estimated fifteen thousand people crowded into a town whose permanent population is a few thousand souls. Lines of cars backed up for miles. People flew in from other countries. By the time the gathering concluded, somewhere between fifty thousand and seventy thousand visitors had made the pilgrimage to Wilmore. The hashtag #asburyrevival reached sixty-three million views on TikTok. The Washington Post, the BBC, and major television networks covered it. Asbury University's enrollment rose twenty-five percent the following year — its largest incoming class in a quarter century.

What made the Asbury Revival significant was not just its size. It was its character. There were no celebrity speakers booked, no production team, no advance publicity. Students described an atmosphere of unusual quiet, deep confession of sin, and sustained worship that felt qualitatively different from anything organized or manufactured. Critics asked whether it would produce lasting fruit. Defenders said something genuine had occurred. Both sides agreed it was unusual.

Asbury is not a charismatic school. It is Wesleyan-Methodist in tradition — theologically careful, historically grounded. That made the revival harder to categorize and easier for a broader range of Christians to take seriously. Even those most skeptical of signs-and-wonders Christianity had to sit with the images coming out of Wilmore and ask an honest question: what was that?

While Asbury caught the world's attention for sixteen days, another institution has been quietly reshaping global Christianity for decades from an unlikely location.

Bethel Church sits on a hill above Redding, California — a mid-sized city in the northern Sacramento Valley more known for its heat than its spiritual significance. Founded in 1952 as a small Assemblies of God congregation, Bethel broke from its denominational roots in 2006 and has since grown into something with no precise parallel in modern Christian history.

Today Bethel is a congregation of over eleven thousand members with a sixty-million-dollar annual operating budget. Its worship music collective, Bethel Music, reaches more than two million monthly listeners and has placed albums at the top of the iTunes Christian charts above artists like Hillsong. Its online streaming platform reaches over four hundred thousand international users. Its weekly podcast draws twenty million downloads a year. Its leaders speak at conferences on every continent.

But the most remarkable element of the Bethel phenomenon is its school. The Bethel School of Supernatural Ministry — BSSM — was founded in 1998 with thirty-seven students. Today it enrolls more than two thousand students annually from sixty-four countries. The school trains what it calls revivalists: men and women equipped to heal the sick, deliver prophetic words, cast out demons, and carry what Bethel calls a revival culture into every sphere of society. Students have come from England, Nigeria, South Korea, Brazil, Australia, and dozens of other nations, spending one to three years in Redding before returning home changed — and spreading Bethel's theological DNA to churches around the world.

The school has been called, not entirely without affection, Christian Hogwarts. Students practice what Bethel calls treasure hunts — going into shopping malls and public spaces looking for strangers who match descriptions they believe God has given them, then offering prayer and prophetic words. Healing rooms operate on campus where people come seeking miraculous cures. The theological framework undergirding all of it is a conviction that the age of miracles has not ended, that heaven can literally invade earth, and that Spirit-filled believers carry the authority to demonstrate that invasion through signs and wonders.

Bethel's influence extends well beyond its campus. Its mayor, Jack Munns, is connected to the church. Bethel has donated millions to the city's police force, taken over management of the civic auditorium, helped secure an international flight route, and launched a campus expansion that will triple its capacity. Some residents celebrate this as transformation. Others — including a local watchdog group that hands out stickers reading Don't Drink the Kool-Aid — find it troubling. Either way, the reach of one church into every layer of a city's life is difficult to dismiss as a fringe phenomenon.

Bethel is not alone. It is one visible peak of a much larger mountain range.

The International House of Prayer, founded by Mike Bickle in Kansas City in 1999, operates around-the-clock worship and intercession and has trained thousands of young people in what it calls a forerunner calling — preparing the way for what IHOP believes will be the greatest spiritual awakening in human history preceding the return of Christ. IHOP has faced significant controversy in recent years, including serious allegations against its founder that led to Bickle's removal from leadership in 2023. The allegations have raised difficult questions about accountability in movements built around prophetic leadership. But IHOP's influence on an entire generation of young, passionate Christians who gave years of their lives to night-and-day worship cannot be measured simply by its founder's failures.

Then there is the New Apostolic Reformation — the NAR. Less a formal organization than a theological framework, the NAR holds that God is restoring the offices of apostle and prophet to the church in preparation for a final great harvest. Its adherents believe that Spirit-appointed apostles and prophets hold governing authority in the body of Christ and that the church is called to take dominion over what they call the seven mountains of culture: government, media, business, education, arts, family, and religion. The NAR's influence is woven through dozens of networks, conferences, and ministries across North America and the Global South. Its theology has shaped political movements, informed worship culture, and quietly become the operating system of thousands of churches whose congregations have never heard the term New Apostolic Reformation and would not recognize themselves in it.

Sean Feucht — a former Bethel worship leader and one-time congressional candidate — has held outdoor worship events across America since 2020, drawing tens of thousands to parks, city squares, and capitol buildings in what he frames as spiritual warfare over the soul of the nation. His events look like revival. They sound like revival. Whether they constitute revival in any theologically meaningful sense is a question this book will return to.

Zooming out from individual organizations, the scale of what we are discussing becomes genuinely staggering. The Pew Research Center has estimated that there are somewhere between five hundred million and six hundred million Pentecostal and charismatic Christians in the world today. That is roughly a quarter of the global Christian population, making this movement the fastest-growing expression of Christianity on earth by a considerable margin. In sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia, it is not the exception but the norm. In many parts of the Global South, to be Christian is effectively to be charismatic.

In North America the picture is more complex. Traditional denominations have been declining for decades. Meanwhile, independent charismatic and Pentecostal congregations have been among the most resilient and in many cases the most rapidly growing. The worship music that fills most evangelical churches on any given Sunday — including many that would firmly resist the charismatic label — was written and produced by Bethel, Hillsong, Elevation, and other ministries embedded in the signs-and-wonders world. The theological influence travels further than the theology. Millions of Christians sing Bethel songs every week without knowing who wrote them or what the writers believe.

I have been watching this movement for most of my adult life. Not from a distance, and not merely as a scholar. I spent four years inside a Pentecostal community in the early years of my faith — years that shaped me, confused me, and ultimately drove me back to the Scriptures with a determination to understand what I had experienced. I left. I wrote about it. I thought I had settled the question.

I had not. thirty three years of continued reading, watching, and honest reckoning have taught me that the questions this movement raises are not as simple as I once believed, and that dismissing it wholesale does a disservice both to the sincere faith of the people within it and to the genuine complexity of what Scripture actually teaches about the Holy Spirit and his gifts. That is not a charismatic conclusion. But it is a more honest one than I was capable of reaching in 1993.

The movement has also grown enormously more complex since then. The Pentecostalism I encountered in the early nineties was theologically straightforward by comparison to the layered, globally networked, culturally sophisticated landscape that exists today. Bethel did not exist in its current form. The NAR was not yet named. IHOP had not been founded. Asbury's revival was thirty years in the past. The questions ordinary Christians are asking today — about their daughter who just enrolled in a ministry school, about the worship music their church started using, about the pastor who began talking about apostles and prophets — deserve answers that are both biblically grounded and honest about the full complexity of what we are dealing with.

This
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