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  DEDICATION


  JAMES:


    To Jamie—


    Shine among them like stars in the sky


    as you hold firmly to the word of life.


  RYAN:


    To my children:


    Diego, Ramón, and Cellia,


    and the next generation of Christians—


    May God release a mighty movement of his Spirit through you!






Intro

WHY REVIVAL?



Renewal is this process that God keeps taking us on that he’s written into the fabric of the cosmos, because humans must always choose to choose God again.

MARK SAYERS, “SECULAR SALVATION SCHEMA”





Come, . . . and you will see.

JESUS OF NAZARETH, JOHN 1:39







Let me (James) start this book with a confession.

I grew up spiritually in a Korean American immigrant church, located in a suburban enclave just north of Seattle. The Christian faith ran deep in my Korean family lines, and my parents brought their love of Jesus with them when they immigrated to America in the ’60s. They actually lived so faithfully that I could collect little evidence to build a case of hypocrisy against them.

And they prayerfully sought to pass their legacy of faith on to me.

So at least twice a week, my little brother and I would find ourselves at church. My parents were involved in everything from church leadership to meal preparations to youth ministry to the choir.

In this setting, the word revival was used often. It would be slapped on any event outside a Sunday worship service. Guest speaker? Revival meeting1. A weekend retreat? The whole weekend would be called a revival meeting. We sought revival, sang songs about revival, proclaimed that revival would come in this generation (how many “prophets”2 should we stone for the last one?), and it had a way of stirring up the passions and imagination of everyone who was as young as me.

So much expectation and promise seemed to be loaded into that word, as if the mere mention of it would bring a fresh wave of the Holy Spirit.

Frankly, it felt manipulative.

In reaction, my soul was set against that word, so much so that when I accepted my first-ever invitation to be a conference speaker outside of my own ministry context, I had the gall to preach against revival.

I remember being high up in the mountains above Colorado Springs. At 9,124 feet, I had to drink lots of water to stave off the headaches and nausea of altitude sickness. The air was so thin that a flight of stairs easily doubled me over. When I went up to speak, I was surrounded by a forest of Douglas fir and spruce, and they had ironically set up a huge canopy tent in a grassy clearing, like the American revival meetings of old.

On that night a couple of decades ago, I came with a mission: I’d dress down revival until it was shown to be an empty, naked promise.

Here’s a snippet from that talk:


Ask the Lord what it means to be a part of this forcefully, advancing kingdom. When he tells you what to do, be faithful. This way, you wouldn’t ask for revivals anymore. I must say that I get really bummed out when people pray for revival . . .

We don’t have to pray for revival, but we need to be faithful.



The problem is, I think that talk might still be persuasive today.

But now I think I had it all wrong. If you heard me teach that evening, I ask for your forgiveness. I now believe we should long for revival.


Can’t We Just Be Faithful?

Why can’t we just be faithful? The author of Hebrews wrote about faithful witnesses: “All these people3 were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that they were foreigners and strangers on earth.” They needed a breakthrough, but they didn’t see it in their lifetimes.

It’s true that some promises won’t be fulfilled on this side of history. Embracing our alien status is healthy at times. It’s the tension we live in. It’s mysterious. So it makes sense to be encouraged to be faithful4, like “these people” who “were still living by faith when they died.”

So we need to be faithful. Deeply faithful.

But I fear that in our modern day, being faithful can mean something else. I wonder if it means something closer to “hang in there, because things will never change.” It can feel fatalistic. Dictionaries support this idea: faithful is defined as “steadfast in affection or allegiance.” Faithfulness, as one book title tells us, is “a long obedience5 in the same direction.” We’re to remain steady and keep on keepin’ on, right?

But in our attempts to be faithful, have we lost a sense of hope?

In The Shawshank Redemption, arguably one of the best movies of the 1990s, Andy is sentenced to two life sentences for a crime he didn’t commit. He is regularly assaulted by other inmates and lives precariously under the unjust thumb of the warden. As an act of rebellion, he plays Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro over the public address system, and as a result, he’s punished with two weeks in solitary confinement.

Afterward, he tells his inmate friends over lunch that it was worth it, “the easiest time I ever did.” He explains that the music was in him, reminding him that what he saw wasn’t all that was—that the music provided hope. And it’s with that remark that Red, a fellow inmate, bristles.

“Let me tell you something, my friend,” Red says. “Hope is a dangerous6 thing. Hope can drive a man insane. It’s got no use on the inside. You’d better get used to that idea.”

Have we gotten used to that idea?

Perhaps you are single, and you really want to be married. Does being faithful mean that you automatically give up this dream? Or perhaps you love and trust Jesus but your family doesn’t, and you really want them to know the God you love. But they’re clearly hostile to your faith or any spiritual conversations. It’s been years, even decades. Wouldn’t it be wise just to guard your heart?

Maybe you wish your faith community felt more spiritually alive. Couldn’t they at least try to live out the teachings of Jesus? Perhaps you’re part of a church where your pastor had a moral failure and left the ministry, and you’re left to pick up the pieces.Should you just remain faithful while silently succumbing to the thought that nothing will ever change?

What if a racial incident flares up tensions between ethnic communities on your campus or in your community? What if you’re frustrated with the state of our country and its leadership, or just frustrated with your relatives’ justifications of their political views? You might be sick at the thought of the rich getting richer while the poor get poorer. What if you long for the day when our families, communities, cities, nations, and the world would fall in love with Jesus, and let him finally be the leader of everything he deserves to be? Isn’t that unhelpful, even irresponsible, fantasizing?

Maturity seems to say to lower your hopes. Don’t dream for something better, just in case it doesn’t happen. Why open yourself to having your heart trampled over and over again?

The Bible tells a story of a wealthy yet barren Shunammite woman who thought the same way. She was generous, showing the prophet Elisha great hospitality whenever he was in town. At any time, he could count on her to offer a meal and a furnished room for the night. To repay her kindness, he tells her that she’ll have a son within a year.

She replies, “Please, man of God7, don’t mislead your servant!”

In other words, don’t mess with me! You’re cruel if you’re playing with my emotions.

But it actually comes to pass. She gives birth to a son, and the child grows. But one day, he complains about pain in his head and eventually dies on her lap. She immediately reaches out for Elisha, and her voice seems to be trembling with a mix of anger and despair: “Did I ask you8 for a son, my lord? . . . Didn’t I tell you, ‘Don’t raise my hopes’?”

She almost seems to be saying, it’s better if you hadn’t promised anything at all. Don’t get my hopes up, and then dash them on the rocks. It’s too much to bear. Biblical wisdom literature seems to agree: “Hope deferred9 makes the heart sick.”

So we’d rather assassinate hope. It’s too dangerous.

And just be “faithful.”

But the author of Hebrews writes about faith in this way: “Faith is confidence 10in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see. This is what the ancients were commended for.”

There seems to be a deep connection between faith and hope. If we’re being faithful in a biblical way, we’re also hopeful because hope is faith applied to the future.

I wonder if we’ve settled for faith without hope. We’ve eased into a sort of fatalism. On the other hand we know it’s foolish to have hope without faith, which is mere optimism.

But what if we had faith that isn’t afraid to hope again?




A Change of Mind

Sometimes we trade hope for something else. Hope can feel too passive. It trusts and waits that something or someone else can fix our problems and find a way.

So we often try, instead, to take things into our own hands. It’s tempting to rely on a technical or strategic fix for almost everything. And sure, sometimes, that might be precisely what we need.

But we know deep down that spiritual breakthrough won’t come from the latest marketing scheme, the most effective social media strategy, the strongest preaching series, or even the best tactics of vibrant ministry.

We need something far deeper. We need revival.

Now, if hope is a dangerous word, then revival can feel outright murderous.

Revival elicits strong reactions. It’s hard to ignore. Maybe for you, it’s the longing that has filled countless nights of prayer. It grabs you in the gut, in the deepest parts of your soul. You have the kind of faith that wants revival to sweep through your life, your community, your nation, and the world. And you won’t rest until you get it.

Or perhaps, the talk of revival, like Newtonian physics, creates an equal and opposite reaction, increasing the anxiety and fear that we’ll “shake and bake” in church aisles and say God “showed up.” A historian wrote, “Aren’t revivals quirky folk rituals11 associated with rural America and nineteenth-century camp meetings? Didn’t they pass out of fashion with hula hoops and Edsels?” You might be worried that youthful or grandiose passions will be stoked, only to eventually fizzle out. Perhaps most insidiously, like the Shunammite woman, you’re afraid that hope will be ratcheted up, only to disappoint in the end.

Ryan and I have felt all of those things. I preached against this word, remember?

So when Ryan started bringing up revival with me a few years ago, I have to admit my heart was as open as a fist. I had heard it all before. But we had been in ministry together for almost two decades, serving college students throughout the country. We had witnessed a local revival together as over 4,300 students in San Diego County would give their lives over to Jesus over the span of a decade and a half, and many would mature to become world changers in his name. I just didn’t want to call it revival.

We were already good friends and trusted ministry partners, and we had seen God move powerfully. So little by little, I started to listen more to what he was saying. As we went along, we invited others to learn about and pray toward revival. We were deeply surprised to find that our movement was listening as well. I serve as a national leader for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship USA, leading strategy and innovation, and through much prayer and discussion, our national movement is now chasing this calling for the next decade: “Longing for revival, we catalyze movements12 that call every corner of every campus to follow Jesus.”

We know that we’re not going to strategize our way to revival. Instead, we need to learn how to long for revival and help steward it, if it comes.

Much of this book comes from Ryan’s research, thinking, and prayers, and I’ve come along to nuance the ideas and help broadcast these teachings far and wide. We’ve both taught this material often, and as we’ve met almost every week in the writing of this book—spending much of our time in prayer as well as discussing the book—we’ve found ourselves strongly encouraged. So we hope that this writing represents not two voices but the Spirit’s one voice through us and that it will be an encouragement to you.

This book, then, is an invitation: Will you long for revival with us?




Why Revival?

It’s important to long for revival for a few reasons: First, it has some biblical basis. The psalmist prays, “Will you not revive13 us again, that your people may rejoice in you?” It’s right there: a prayer for the revival of the Jewish people and their faith in God. We’ll make a stronger biblical case throughout the book for the concept of revival, but for now, wouldn’t that be a great prayer for the Christian church?

It is also historic. From Pentecost to the present day, revivals have dotted the timeline of Christian history. There were times when Christian spirituality seemed to recede into the background, but when revivals arrived, new movements sprouted up that brought spiritual vitality back to the church—from the Franciscans to the Moravians to the Pentecostals to the Korean Presbyterians to the East Africans.

It could be strategic. Eighteenth-century pastor Jonathan Edwards saw the strategic nature of revival. As recounted by professor Richard Lovelace, Edwards believed, “Every major advance of the kingdom14 of God on earth is signaled and brought about by a general outpouring of the Holy Spirit.”

And in the twenty-first century, Christianity hasn’t died away, although much of its center has shifted away15 from the Western world to Africa, Asia, and South America. In his book Global Awakening, Mark Shaw shows that Christianity is surging worldwide, and he believes that revival is the main delivery system for this tremendous growth: “Global revivals16 . . . are at the heart of the global resurgence of Christianity.”

Revivals are happening all around the world. And I don’t want to be someone who’s on the outside looking in. What if we were understanding and preparing ourselves, so that if revival were to come through our lives or land, we could be ready to be a part of it?

Perhaps more importantly, revival is a powerful word.

Our culture tries to co-opt the word. The word revive is used in all kinds of marketing from skin care to skateboards, craft beers to conferences, massage spas to mattresses. Even pop albums are titled Revival17. It’s almost a commercial cliché.

But more deeply, to revive something means that it must’ve been either dead or close to dead. Life had seeped away. Lungs stopped breathing. Hearts beat no longer. Flesh rotted away so that all that could be seen was a valley of dry bones. Something died within us or around us.

When something is revived, however, it comes back to life.

It’s resuscitated.

In faith-speak, it’s resurrected.

We seek that kind of resurrection in our lives, communities, societies, and ultimately, throughout the world, because right now, much of it reeks of death.

The world needs leaders who are resuscitated, resurrected, revived. No revival has happened in history without revived people. We need leaders who know how to help others be revived, and that’s not going to happen merely with good management principles, solid plans and execution, or clever social media campaigns. Sure, they can be important and helpful, but they are merely the skin and bones. Revival needs to be infused with breath, blood, soul, and life.

And that only comes through God’s Spirit.

But before we scare anyone off, we also know that revival without good, wise, feet-on-the-ground strategic leadership will quickly fizzle. It’s the difference between a weekend retreat and an ongoing work of God’s Spirit among us.

We seek the intersection of strategic and spiritual leadership that leads to revival, where structures and mystery meet.

We need form and fire18.

We need revival for the rest of us.

And sure, we can’t manufacture revivals. We definitely can’t make them happen. But they can break out. And for revivals to last, they must be led.

That’s where this book is going: If revival leadership is the kind of ministry leadership needed before and during revival, what would it look like to exercise revival leadership in this day and age? This book is not a history book on past revivals, nor is it an analysis of broad-scale dynamics for revival. Those volumes have been written. Instead, we want to equip you to prepare for and lead revival effectively.

So the framework for revival leadership consists of these three parts:

Part 1: Defining Revival addresses your head. What is revival? What are the biblical foundations for the idea of revival? What is the process of revival in you and through you? In this section, we’ll present a definition of revival for our day and identify a core revival process called the breakthrough U curve.

Part 2: Experiencing Revival addresses your heart. Once you grasp a rudimentary idea of revival, then how do you start seeking it? How do you prepare for it, if it comes? What would it look like to experience revival personally? In this part, we’ll guide you through revival practices—consecration, calling, contending, and growing in character—to long for revival personally. Because revivals are first experienced, and then given away.

Part 3: Leading Revival addresses your hands. Once you’ve experienced revival, how do you lead it for others? What values and skills will be necessary to help a moment become a movement? In these chapters, we’ll highlight four key revival leadership concepts: everyone gets to play, lean into both mystery and strategy, learn to hear from God together, and seek the kingdom instead of an empire. The work of revival is God’s, but we’ll try to make the case that for revivals to thrive, they must also be led.

Our hope is that if revival comes, this book will have equipped you so that instead of missing out, you will find yourself experiencing and leading in it. We hope that by the time you finish reading, you too will also long for revival.




Discussion Questions


	1. What comes to mind when you hear the word revival  ? How does it make you feel?


	2. In what ways has hope been elusive in your expression of faith?


	3. In what ways would you like to see revival in your own life?


	4. How would you like to see revival play out in the communities you belong to?
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Chapter One

REVIVAL FOR THE REST OF US



A revival, then, really means days of heaven upon earth.

MARTYN LLOYD-JONES, REVIVAL





Will you not revive us again, that your people may rejoice in you?

SONS OF KORAH, PSALM 85:6






While he was in college, a friend of ours, Sam, once passed up an offer to go out for dinner. The father of one of his roommates was in town and offered to take the entire apartment out for dinner, but Sam was tired from a long day. While he declined, his other roommate, Jerome, didn’t miss a beat taking up the offer.

When Jerome returned, he said to Sam, “You won’t believe where we went to eat!”

“Where’d you go?”

“To the most extravagant restaurant I’ve ever been to.”

Then he began to describe his meal: S.Pellegrino, not water. Two different appetizers. Then, lobster. Steak. Duck. The best wine. Chocolate dessert. And, they had their own dedicated waiter throughout the meal. Total cost? $450 for four, even when the restaurant had thrown in the appetizers.

And, of course, his roommate’s dad had covered the bill.

Sam had one definition of dinner in his mind, but dinner turned out to be something far better than he had imagined.

What if it’s like that with the word revival  ? What if we’re turning down “dinner” before finding out what revival truly is?

So before judgments are cast, let’s define revival.


Defining Revival

Not only does revival have a wide range of definitions, it is also one of several terms describing similar spiritual dynamics—such as renewal and awakening. Although some may make distinctions between these three terms, we don’t. Richard Lovelace, a scholar on evangelical revival, offered the same conclusion: “Renewal, revival and awakening1 trace back to biblical metaphors for the infusion of spiritual life in Christian experience by the Holy Spirit. Usually they are used synonymously.”

So what is revival?

The first set of definitions we found is clustered around personal or corporate reinvigoration of our spiritual experience. Charles Finney, a minister and leader in the Second Great Awakening, defined revival as “a renewed conviction2 of sin and repentance, followed by an intense desire to live in obedience to God.” Mid-twentieth-century British pastor Martyn Lloyd-Jones described it as “a period of unusual blessing3 and activity in the life of the Christian Church.”

What they all are saying in so many words is this: in revivals, faith becomes “white-hot.”4 And although we liked these definitions as far as they went, we yearned to include more specifics about how revival would be expressed and how it might spill over to those who don’t identify as Christian.

Others add more specifics to their definitions. In his book, Revivals: Their Laws and Leaders, James Burns highlights the amount of people involved: “Large numbers of persons5 who have been dead or indifferent to spiritual realities then become intensely awakened to them.” Pastor Tim Keller offered one along the same lines: “A season in which6 a whole body of believers experience gospel renewal together.” Lovelace adds a missional element: “Broad-scale movements7 of the Holy Spirit’s work in renewing spiritual vitality in the church and in fostering its expansion in mission and evangelism.” Author Mark Shaw adds a societal effect to his definition: “Global revivals are charismatic people movements8 that transform their world by translating Christian truth and transferring power.”

We liked these additions as well but wanted to see them come together in a single definition. But I’d like to pause here and ask, Whatever misgivings you might have about the word revival, if you saw these characteristics or marks of revival in your faith communities, wouldn’t you welcome them?

But yes, the range of definitions can make your eyes swim.

That led us down a path to find a more accessible definition of revival9. Could we capture a similar range of definitions in a simpler way, while also coming up with something that could be welcomed by more faith communities?

Could we define revival for the rest of us?

So we researched what revival looked like in history, learned from its dynamics, prayed about it, and attempted to tackle a definition that might be helpful to our movement. After nine months, we landed on a definition for revival:


A season of breakthroughs

in word, deed, and power

that ushers in a new normal

of kingdom experience and fruitfulness



Let’s unpack it.




A Season of Breakthroughs

The first line, “a season of breakthroughs,” avoids defining revival by a singular event. We say breakthroughs, not breakthrough. If revival could include any one-off experience, then it’s not very useful as a term. For example, let’s say I just had a powerful experience with God last night. Should that be considered revival? We didn’t want a definition that could too easily speak of any single spiritual experience.

The implications are enormous. For example, the day of Pentecost—on its own—would not be considered a revival. Wait, what? Yes, the Holy Spirit surely swept through the community of believers, and three thousand people and their families were baptized into the Christian faith. Still, we wouldn’t consider that revival.

Not yet.

But in Acts 2:42-47, Pentecost marks the beginning of a fledgling faith community that starts to have its own set of rhythms setting it apart. It has moved beyond a moment to a movement. It’s beginning to become a revival at that point.

Then, add an Acts 3 healing, an Acts 4 filling of the Holy Spirit, an Acts 5 supernatural intervention of discipline, and an Acts 6 move of justice to empower ethnic minorities—and the revival is growing. The whole book of Acts describes revival.

It wasn’t just one breakthrough but a season of breakthroughs. And it doesn’t last forever. That’s also important. It’s a “season.”

Consider it as nature’s rhythm. Springtime comes after winter, fall after summer. There’s a blossoming, then a retreat. In the same way, throughout history, revivals ended. They came for a limited time—sometimes for three months and other times for three decades—but when they came, God broke through long enough to create a new normal.

Also, the boundaries between seasons aren’t always rigid; they can be fuzzy. In the throes of winter, spring already has its seeds in place. Potential lies dormant under the snow, ready to break through. When spring starts to arrive, a few sunny days surprise us. A warm gentle breeze carries the first scents of new life. But it can retreat, and winter delays spring’s full bloom.

It’s that kind of peekaboo experience that can capture these seasons of spiritual awakening. At first, the signs can be shy and fickle, but they eventually grow stronger and more consistent like the rising temperatures and longer days. Soon enough, we find ourselves in the embrace of a new season that sweeps us up into its characteristic joys and wonders.

But even with their ebbs and flows, revivals, when added up, “are at the heart10 of the global resurgence of Christianity.”

With just one line of our definition, we change the quality of revival that we seek.

We don’t just seek a single breakthrough but a season of breakthroughs.




In Word, Deed, and Power11


If the first line of our definition expands the length of revival, the second line expands its breadth. These breakthroughs happen “in word, deed, and power.” The idea comes from Paul himself in his letter to the Romans. In chapter 15, he offers a summary of his ministry:

Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus12 in my service to God. I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done—by the power of signs and wonders, through the power of the Spirit of God. So from Jerusalem all the way13 around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.


How can Paul claim that he “fully proclaimed” the gospel of Christ? What did he mean? A few interpretations exist, and the most likely way to read this is that he fulfilled his mandate to plant strategic churches in the region described “from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum.”
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Figure 1. The full proclamation of the gospel


But “fully proclaimed” could also point to the nature of his proclamation. A Greek lexicon offers this definition: “to relate fully14 the content of a message.” And in this passage, one way that he fully proclaimed the gospel was through word, deed, and power.

By word, we mean15 the expression of the gospel through biblical teaching and preaching. By deed, we mean the expression of the gospel in compassion and justice. By power, we mean the expression of the gospel in miraculous or explicitly supernatural ways.

But how many faith communities can claim to fully express word, deed, and power? Most offer one. Fewer offer two. But all three?

Yet mature Christian revivals often had all three.

It’s easy to see how having only one of these three expressions of the gospel can stunt revival in our hearts and communities. Word without deed or power could potentially lead to a privatized kind of faith or a dead legalism. A breakthrough in deed without word or power could become a social justice cause without explaining the source of hope or knowing the sense of its power. A breakthrough in power without word or deed can press into an excessive show of emotionalism or an unhealthy hunger for a heavenly experience that does no earthly good16.

When these three come together in love, however, they have a way of keeping a healthy balance between the expressions of the Christian gospel.

But what often happens is that the word-centered folks denigrate deed-centered folks, thinking that they do good works but don’t have theological grounding, and also look down on the power-centered folks as people who chase experiences without being rooted in the Word. And deed-centered folks may judge word-centered folks as pandering to dead orthodoxy while wondering when the power-centered folks will stop chasing an otherworldly, spiritual high and start seeking justice. Power-centered folks wonder if the word-centered folks are guilty of “having a form of godliness but denying its power17,” while believing that the deed-centered folks are burnt out and angry because they don’t tap into the life of the Spirit.

What was meant to work together, we often pull apart.

By holding these three jointly, there is room for all in revival. And in fact, we believe all are needed for revival to reach its full capacity.

Of course, all of these circles don’t have to play out at the first flush of revival. Historically, revival can come through any one of these circles.

The First Great Awakening came primarily through the word circle, where John Wesley preached to miners and taught the Methodists to seek greater holiness through the support of Christian community. At the turn of the thirteenth century, the Franciscans started out primarily through the deed circle, as their founder, Francis of Assisi, cared for lepers and embraced voluntary poverty. The Pentecostal movement at the turn of the twentieth century came primarily through the power circle, as the Holy Spirit fell on a multiracial community at Azusa Street.

But as revivals mature, they start taking on the other values. The Methodists started as Bible teachers and preachers, but they would be open to power as manifestations of the Holy Spirit would disrupt Wesley’s meetings, and they moved into deed with their concern for the poor and lower classes. Although known for their vows of poverty, the Franciscans leaned into the word circle through communal Bible studies and preaching the gospel throughout the world, and the power circle would be expressed through mystical experiences of such ecstasy that they “lay on the ground like dead men18.” The Pentecostal movement, as it grew19, preached to a packed house daily on Azusa Street, pressing further into word, and quickly moved into the deed circle as people from different ethnic, gender, and class groups were empowered together.

Revivals, as they mature, move toward the center.

They exhibit word, deed, and power in love.

In 1929, Ugandan healthcare worker Simeoni Nsibambi met with a burned-out British doctor and missionary, Joe Church, to seek God for a fresh infusion of the Spirit. After two days of intense Bible study and prayer, they experienced what they referred to as “a share in the power of Pentecost20.” For the next four decades, the East African revival poured all the way down to South Africa, and then over to other continents. The word and power revival expressed deed when African Christian leaders and European missionaries publicly confessed racial pride and invited others to do the same at their gatherings. One African attendee said, “I have never before seen21 any white man admit he had any sins.” Those touched by this revival22 actively promoted justice, fought corruption, and elevated Christian ethics over tribal loyalty, some paying for these outspoken views with their lives.

The power circle and the Holy Spirit. InterVarsity Christian Fellowship USA, as an evangelical organization, has a large word circle (see figure 1). We use manuscript Bible study23 from our smallest to largest gatherings, where we pull out colored pencils to mark up our copy of the Scripture passage, making careful observations, asking rigorous questions, and interpreting the text to find genuine applications. It’s one of the best things we do.

Our deed circle is more medium-sized. Our students spend their spring breaks to serve in projects like ServeUp in the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and Harvey, and we include students and faculty of every ethnicity and culture. Our history is rich with stories of our staff championing racially integrated Bible studies and camps in the ’40s, a decade before the civil rights movement began. And our alumni have done amazing things24 for the common good, such as leading an organization that serves prisoners and their families and starting a movement that fights slavery and injustice all around the world.

But, in full confession, our power circle is small. We have pockets of staff and students who are open to the Holy Spirit moving in power, and we’re growing in it. But, it’s still not that widespread.

If mature revivals reflect all three circles in harmony and balance, then our movement needs to be more open to the power of God’s Spirit. We wonder if that’s generally true for many Western believers. And as we look back in history, the revival landscape was often flooded with an openness to the Holy Spirit—whether in intimacy or miraculous power.

And we’re aware that there have been spiritual excesses and abuses in the name of the Holy Spirit. You may have personally witnessed or experienced some of them, causing you great harm and pain. We don’t minimize the trauma that many have experienced. As we move forward, we must continually check and balance our power experiences with word and deed.

Still, the Scriptures say, “Do not quench the Spirit25.”

To prepare ourselves for revival, we’ll need leaders who see the desire for greater intimacy with the Spirit as a sign of awakening bubbling up in a generation desiring more of God and who resist the temptation to respond with a knee-jerk reaction against the Sprit, fueled by fear of all that could go wrong. They could offer wise, biblical, experienced, grounded, and courageous mentoring so that a new move of God can be birthed.

Could we be more like the Bereans in Acts 17:11, who “received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true”? As you read on, you might read something that pushes your comfort zone a bit. And while you test what we write through the lens of Scripture, would you consider having an open heart and mind to what the Spirit might say?

Love is at the center. And one more caveat: all of this—word, deed, and power—needs to operate in love. It’s almost too obvious to be stated, and for that reason we didn’t include it in the definition. But still, we didn’t want you to miss it. The Scriptures warn us that anything done without love is worthless. First Corinthians 13 explains this well through word, deed, and power:

If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels [power], but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge [word and power], and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship that I may boast [deed], but do not have love, I gain nothing.


It’s actually easy to exercise word, deed, and power without love. We can preach the text rightly but have little care for our audience. We could lead protests against injustices but hate our oppressors. We might pray for miracles but do it for our own glory. And if we do, word, deed, and power become dangerous and abusive.

Our gifts are most powerful and effective, however, when expressed through love, because that is who God is.




That Ushers In a New Normal

The third line of our definition highlights the result of revivals: “That ushers in a new normal.” These breakthroughs aren’t merely about the experience, but they should create a new expectancy of what God can do in us, through us, and around us.

Imagine being part of a faith community where it’s rare to have someone decide to follow Jesus for the first time. It’s like spotting an endangered species: “See the new Christian grazing in the savannah . . .” But then, something changes, and families start to get baptized to mark the start of their newfound faith every three months or so. That changes expectations. It becomes a new normal to have families come to faith every once in a while. And because that happens, it doesn’t seem impossible to think of someone coming to faith every month. In fact, it would be disappointing if the community went back to seeing no one come to faith anymore.

It’s a new normal.

This may be the most important piece of the definition: revivals should create a new normal. They weren’t given so that we can just go back to the way things were. They were given so that our faith can have capacity for more, to hope for more, to seek more of God’s kingdom.

Back in 2001, I (Ryan) stood in front of over a hundred students for our weekly InterVarsity worship gathering at the University of California, San Diego. At the end of a message about Jesus’ love for lost people, I asked a simple question: “How many of you have ever seen a friend come to faith and have been a part of that process?”

The room went dead silent.

After an awkward ten seconds, three students sheepishly raised their hands. Only three. The dots connected before my eyes: virtually no one had ever seen it happen. We might as well have been asking students to pray for the dead to rise. It was no surprise—at that point in the fall semester, no one had come to faith through our community.

So, I pulled together a small team of campus ministers, and the three of us would encourage and equip students to lead their friends to Jesus. We prayed, we taught, and we modeled. By the end of that academic year, by God’s grace, 28 students started to follow Jesus!

Emboldened, the following year we began praying for 100 students to come to faith. It was crazy: only one campus in our sixty-year history as a national movement had ever seen more than 100 students come to faith in a year, and that one had Billy Graham preaching on campus. Yet with a new normal, we grew in confidence that God could use students to make a significant impact on our campus—even without Billy Graham!

Two years later, we saw 104 students come to faith through UCSD InterVarsity in a single year. The following year: 107 students. When I asked again how many people had been part of helping a friend come to faith, over half the students in the room raised a hand. A palpable faith had energized the community with newfound purpose and joy.

After one of our weekly gatherings where fifteen students had stood to dedicate their lives to following Jesus, a freshman excitedly told me, “It feels like every week we are having a revival. I used to only feel that when I went to a Christian camp, but it would fade as soon as I got home. Here, it’s like it never fades. It just keeps going from week to week!”




Of Kingdom Experience and Fruitfulness

We round out our definition with the fourth line, which describes the dimensions of revival: “of kingdom experience and fruitfulness.”

It’s in and out. It’s internal and external.

Our souls may be revived, but that should spill over into mission. It bears fruit. It’s not just for us, but the revival was also meant for all around us. It’s not just meant to connect with individual souls, but true revival also brings a change in our relationships, in our communities, and in our societies.

It breaks out into the world.

It really has to create a new normal, not only in us but around us: a new normal that is good and just.

And it’s also personal. Some may take issue with our insistence that revival could actually be located in an individual’s experience. Didn’t we just spend a lot of time trying to say that revivals aren’t just a blip on the screen, not just a one-time event? Yes, we still hold to that. They are not moments, but movements, and yet they often start in someone’s soul.

Seminary professors Malcolm McDow and Alvin Reid put it this way: “Revivals always start26 with personal encounters with God and travel through concentric circles to their conclusions. . . . Revival always starts with that one or those few who are serious with God, are ignited by God, and who become flames from which others can be set afire.” It’s such a pattern that we can be confident enough to say this: no revival in history started without revived people. In a very real sense, revival starts within someone or a within a group of people.

Early twentieth century evangelist Rodney “Gypsy” Smith was once asked how to start a revival. He replied, “Go home. Lock yourself in your room27. Kneel down in the middle of the floor, and with a piece of chalk draw a circle around yourself. There, on your knees, pray fervently and brokenly that God would start a revival within that chalk circle.”

We can’t ignore the personal experience of revival. It’s a seed. It begins small and unnoticed in the soil of a desperate heart, but can also escalate into a people movement that spreads its branches broadly enough so that communities and even nations may find refuge in them.




Levels of Revival

Revivals can be like earthquakes. With the seismograph, scientists can both detect and measure an earthquake. But not all earthquakes are the same. We live in Southern California, so unfortunately, we know earthquakes. Some shake while others roll. Some feel like a sudden drop while others swish around a bit. To measure an earthquake’s magnitude, scientists use the Richter scale.

What’s interesting about the Richter scale is that no matter where the tremors register—whether at a 1.0 or a 9.0—they’re all earthquakes. Some make the six o’clock news while others don’t disturb our slumber, but these earthquakes are happening every day, every hour, all over the world.

In this way, we plot revivals on a chart of ranging magnitude, indicating their breadth and depth of impact on a 1-5 scale:

Level one: Personal revivals28. At this level, the revival dynamic is localized to an individual. Renewed intimacy with God, where heart and mind are electrified by the nearness of his presence, is the burning center of the moment. Scripture, prayer, and worship come alive with holy expectancy. With this newfound intimacy with God, new light is cast on the assumptions and paradigms of the day. As a result, questions around topics left untouched by the prevailing church culture rise to the surface for biblical engagement, such as the nature of the gospel, the experimentation with the gifts of the Spirit, or the need for social reform and engagement with the marginalized and neglected.

[image: Figure 2. Levels of revival]

Figure 2. Levels of revival


Level two: Communal revivals. The influence of the personal revival begins to spread to the larger community, permeating the broader network of relationships with a small group, campus fellowship, local church, school, business, or other organization. Or perhaps the revival starts here because a group of people experienced a move of God together. At this level, enthusiasm is growing, but so is apprehension. At the personal level, other people choose whether to participate. But as the revival dynamic engages the broader community, it becomes unavoidable for those who are uncomfortable with the changes in the status quo. Wise and humble leadership at this stage is critical to mitigate division and distrust.

Level three: Regional revivals. Revival starts to transform a city or region across denominational, racial, and socioeconomic boundaries. Word of mouth spreads awareness of this new thing well beyond the point of conception. As more people catch the wind of inspiration generated by the movement, new voices are added to the mix, some for the better and some for the worse, and the movement either grows through the synergy or dissipates from the confusion. Every revival movement, as a challenge to the status quo, is marked by some level of controversy. But at this stage, tensions reach critical levels because heresy and confusion find their greatest opportunity. Many have a knee-jerk, defensive reaction against this new work of God.

Level four: National revivals. The dynamics of the local revival spread across the country, affecting society at institutional and systemic levels. The impact on individual lives disrupts entrenched cultural paradigms and practices. Cultural norms begin to be upended, and societal injustices start to be addressed. Media outlets begin to report on movements at this level, fueling debate and discussion.

Level five: Global revivals. This level is closely aligned with the previous one. When a revival reaches national magnitude, it tends also to have a ripple effect globally. It quickly moves beyond national boundaries, as people come to witness the revival, or others are sent to share the message.

In 1738, John Wesley, having failed in his mission to the American South, sailed back to England with uncertainty about his calling and doubts about his relationship with God. After a series of heart-searching meetings with Moravian leader Peter Boehler, he made his way to Aldersgate Street. There, a personal breakthrough sparked a level-one revival in the plowed soil of Wesley’s soul:

In the evening, I went29 very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.


The impact of this moment, though profoundly personal, would not remain private. Inspired by the example of the Moravian prayer vigil, Wesley gathered others, including his brother Charles Wesley and George Whitefield, to commit themselves to seeking God for a greater outpouring of the Spirit. On January 1, 1739, eight months after Wesley’s Aldersgate encounter, a level-two revival ignited as more than sixty people in Wesley’s network of relationships felt their hearts warmed as well: “About three in the morning30, as we were continuing instant in prayer, the power of God came mightily upon us, insomuch that many cried out for exceeding joy, and many fell to the ground.”

Within weeks of this prayer meeting, the revival expanded to level three when George Whitefield led a preaching campaign in Bristol. Although it started small, it quickly exploded to crowds of thousands. Within four days, over ten thousand people crowded in daily to hear Whitefield’s open-air preaching. Before long, he brought in John Wesley to help, and in the rush of excitement, boldly predicted, “The fire is kindled31 in the country; and I know, all the devils in hell shall not be able to quench it.”

Testimonies spread through word of mouth, inspiring others to take up the call to spread the fire. Wesley and the Methodists escalated the revival to a level-four national phenomenon. Whitefield was a fantastic preacher, but John Wesley’s organizational skill conserved the revival’s wild energy from dissipating and being lost. Organizing people into bands, classes, and societies to disciple new believers channeled the revival into the untouched relational networks of the newly converted.

As the level-four revival went on, its impact on English society was dramatic. John Wesley encouraged Christians to seek social reform. He personally gave away all his writing profits to the poor. He spoke out vehemently against the slave trade and encouraged William Wilberforce in his antislavery efforts. And the Methodists and other Christian communities continued to serve others in exceptional ways. In describing their impact, the historian Diane Severance writes:

Numerous agencies promoting Christian work arose as a result of the eighteenth-century revival in England. Antislavery societies, prison reform groups, and relief agencies for the poor were started. Numerous missionary societies were formed; the Religious Tract Society was organized; and the British Foreign Bible Society was established. Hospitals and schools multiplied. The revival cut across denominational lines and touched every class of society. England itself was transformed32 by the revival.


It didn’t stop there. Refusing to be quenched by the miles of ocean waters, the revival crossed the Atlantic and set North America ablaze as well. Like a burning ember, Whitefield joined what God was already doing through many others such as William Tennent and Jonathan Edwards, and continued to spark revival after revival in almost every town he visited. The First Great Awakening matured to a level-five global awakening.
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