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A BRIEF HISTORY OF RENEWAL 

Around the year 33 AD, when Jesus ascended into Heaven, He told his disciples to wait in Jerusalem for "the promise 
of the Father," and that they would be, "baptized in the Holy Spirit" (Acts 1:4,5). For the next nine days they prayed 
together until the Holy Spirit came on the day of Pentecost. 

The Bible, in chapter two of the Book of Acts, records that when the Holy Spirit came to the early Christians on 
Pentecost, they received power to lead lives that demonstrated the truth of who Jesus is. They went out and told 
others about Jesus. As God touched hearts one by one, people decided to join the community of those who followed 
Jesus. The Church grew from a small and frightened group into the most miraculous and world-changing community 
in history. 

The Holy Spirit has continued to come to individuals who welcome Him throughout history. Although at times over 
the last 2,000 years the daily experience of Christians has not always shown the same outward display of passionate 
excitement, to renew and refresh the Church, the Lord continues to send His Holy Spirit. The charismatic renewal has 
a gift of continually bringing the Church back to its early passion. The Popes have recognized and supported this, 
encouraging a "culture of Pentecost." 

19th Century: A Spark that Lit a Blazing Fire 

Towards the end of the 19th century, God began to plant the seeds that would grow into the present day 
charismatic renewal. From 1895 to 1903, Blessed Elena Guerra, foundress of the Oblate Sisters of The Holy Spirit in 
Italy, wrote 12 confidential letters to Pope Leo XIII, asking him to encourage greater devotion to the Holy Spirit 
among Catholics. 

In 1897, Pope Leo XIII published an encyclical about the Holy Spirit, called Divinium Illud Munus. He also called for 
the Church to pray the Novena for Pentecost at the beginning of the new century. A novena is a prayer said for nine 
days, which recalls how the early Christians prayed for the nine days between Christ's Ascension and the coming of 
the Holy Spirit on Pentecost. 

Early 20th Century: The Pope's Prayer and the Pentecostal Revival among Protestants 

On January 1, 1901, Pope Leo XIII prayed to the Holy Spirit. He sang the "Veni Creator Spiritus" by the Holy Spirit 
window in St. Peter's Basilica in Rome. That same day, in Topeka, Kansas, at the Bethel College and Bible School, the 
Holy Spirit came upon a group of Protestants who had been praying to receive the Holy Spirit as the early Church did 
in Acts chapter two. Agnes Ozman prayed in tongues, and people began to welcome the Holy Spirit to work in them 
as in the early Church with healings, miracles, deliverance, and power to effectively evangelize and help people 
convert to Jesus Christ. This beginning of the charismatic renewal highlights its ecumenical nature that continues to 
be experienced over 100 years later. The commonly shared experience of being filled with passion and love for God 
has been a major way that the charismatic renewal helps bring Catholics and Protestants together to build 
relationships and learn to recognize many common areas of Christian living. 

The historic events at the beginning of the charismatic renewal are significant for unity not only among individual 
Christians, but also for unity in the entire worldwide Church. As seen in this historic event, the Pope's prayers 
resulted in an outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon Protestants. This highlights how through the Pope, God gives a 
special gift of apostolic covering to all Christians. The Pope is able to minister on an international level in a way that 
even the most well-travelled evangelists do not experience. While most pastors minister on a local level, the Pope 
fills a need to minister to the whole Church on a worldwide level. 

http://guadalupehousehi.blogspot.co.uk/2016/04/saint-of-month-april-2016-blessed-elena.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_09051897_divinum-illud-munus_en.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/1998/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_31031998_priests.html
http://www.apostolicarchives.com/articles/article/8801925/173171.htm
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Following the 1901 outpouring of the Holy Spirit, in 1906 a revival began on Azusa Street in Los Angeles, California. 
From here, word spread that people were experiencing God as on the day of Pentecost, and people came from near 
and far seeking to learn more about it. Pilgrims whose hearts were touched and filled anew with the Holy Spirit, also 
would experience Pentecost in their own lives, and go forth to share this with others. 

Mid-20th Century: Vatican II and the Universal Call to Holiness 

The revival of the pentecostal experience continued in the lives of many Protestants for decades. Just as Pope Leo 
XIII prayed for a great outpouring of the Holy Spirit in 1901, Pope John XXIII prayed in 1962 for "a new Pentecost." In 
preparation for the Second Vatican Council, he prayed for God to, "Renew Your wonders in this our day, as by a new 
Pentecost. Grant to Your Church that, being of one mind and steadfast in prayer with Mary, the Mother of Jesus, and 
following the lead of blessed Peter, it may advance the reign of our Divine Saviour, the reign of truth and justice, the 
reign of love and peace. Amen.” 

One of the main messages that the Second Vatican Council taught was the importance of the "universal call to 
holiness." Vatican II taught in Lumen Gentium chapter five that Jesus, "preached holiness of life to each and every 
one of His disciples of every condition," and that Jesus calls all Christians "to the fullness of the Christian life and to 
the perfection of charity." The Council further taught that Jesus gives both the call and the ability to fulfil it because 
Jesus, "sent the Holy Spirit upon all men that He might move them inwardly to love God with their whole heart and 
their whole soul, with all their mind and all their strength and that they might love each other as Christ loves them." 

Once the universal call to holiness was proclaimed by the Pope and the bishops, it was up to the people to respond 
to this call, and ask God for grace to fulfil it. Similar to the day of Pentecost, a group Catholic students from 
Duquesne University gathered for a retreat in 1967.  They did not plan for what God would do during their retreat, 
but one evening while praying before the Blessed Sacrament, God simply sent them the unexpected gift of Baptism 
in the Holy Spirit; that is to say, they experienced a personal outpouring of the Holy Spirit. That event has become 
known as the Duquesne Weekend.  As the people at that retreat shared their experience and prayed with people, 
from that day forward, just as Pope Leo XIII prayed for, an outpouring like a "new Pentecost" spread throughout the 
Catholic Church. 

As more and more people discovered personal renewal and friendship with the Holy Spirit, they gathered in prayer 
groups and eventually held conferences and gatherings on local, national, and international levels.  Charismatic 
communities developed, helping lay and religious live in the grace of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, and providing a 
place where vocations, families, ministry, and the ecumenical journey towards unity flourish.  As people grew in their 
understanding of what God was doing through this great outpouring of personal conversion and Church renewal, 
people began to speak of it as the "Catholic charismatic renewal." 

As time passed, the Holy Spirit continued to inspire new communities and movements. These may have diverse 
expressions of prayer, missions, and use various gifts. Though the charismatic renewal has similarities with 
movements, the charismatic renewal is unique in that it is not a structure with a founder, membership records, or a 
program; although within the Renewal there are groups that do, and there is concrete connection and fidelity to the 
Church's leadership in Rome and dioceses globally. Overall, the Renewal is a gift and an invitation available to all. It 
invites people to more fully experience the gift of the Holy Spirit. The charismatic renewal comes to the whole 
Church with the understanding of Baptism in the Holy Spirit as a grace intended for all, which assists - but does not 
replace - the movements. Baptism in the Holy Spirit facilitates personal conversion, and helps people use charisms to 
their fullest potential. Thus, the charismatic renewal is a gift to the entire Church. 

To help us get to this point of understanding within the charismatic renewal and this point of acceptance by the 
whole Church, wise and holy leaders everywhere from local parishes to the Vatican gave pastoral assistance and 
encouragement to those touched by the renewal, and guidance for those who were uncertain about it.  Cardinal 
Suenens gave pastoral care to the renewal worldwide.  Under his guidance, the renewal grew in its understanding of 

http://www.azusastreet.org/aboutazusastreet.htm
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html
http://arlingtonrenewal.org/duquesne-weekend
http://sites.jcu.edu/suenens/pages/cardinal-suenens/
http://sites.jcu.edu/suenens/pages/cardinal-suenens/
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what the Holy Spirit was doing and where the charismatic experience fit within the context of the universal 
Church.  Another leader was Cardinal Cordes, to whom the Pope wrote in 2009 about how the Church's leadership 
helped new communities and the charismatic renewal be welcomed in the heart of the Church.  The Pope wrote, 
"While in the beginning the organizers and planners in the Church had many reservations in regard to the 
movements, you immediately sensed the life that burst forth from them — the power of the Holy Spirit that gives 
new paths and in unpredictable ways keeps the Church young. You recognized the pentecostal character of these 
movements and you worked passionately so that they would be welcomed by the Church's pastors." 

As the Church's pastors grew in understanding the charismatic renewal, and seeing the need of guidance that comes 
with rapid worldwide growth, in 1978 an office for the Charismatic Renewal was established in the Vatican. Known 
today as ICCRS, the International Catholic Charismatic Renewal Services, this office assists in the promotion of a 
"culture of Pentecost" throughout the Church. 

Late 20th Century 

In 1997, the bishops of the United States issued Grace for the New Springtime, a document on the charismatic 
renewal. They supported the renewal, encouraging "the whole Church to look into and embrace baptism in the Holy 
Spirit" as "part of the normal Christian life." 

The US bishops connected the renewal with helping people live the universal call to holiness, saying, "the impact of 
the Charismatic Renewal on the broader Church has been significant. The Renewal has nourished the call of all to 
holiness as a gift from the Spirit and helped the Church come to a greater awareness and expectancy of the Holy 
Spirit and the charismatic gifts of the Spirit. The Charismatic Renewal has led the people of God in a revival of the 
ministry of healing, encouraging them -- laity and clergy alike -- to pray for the sick with faith and expectancy. It has 
renewed the appreciation for the role of praise in individual and communal prayer and enriched the Church with 
many gifted musicians, music ministries, and song writers. The Renewal has taught a commitment to the Pope, the 
Bishops, and to orthodox teaching. Vocations to priesthood, diaconate, and religious life have been fostered. It has 
called forth the gifts of the laity who are today serving in a variety of ecclesial lay ministries; e.g., in the liturgy, 
religious education, and youth ministry, and ministries for the transformation of the world." 

Pope Saint John Paul II 

Pentecost 1998 was another very special moment in the unfolding drama of the Holy Spirit’s action of the last 
century in the Catholic Church. Pope John Paul II called the various ecclesial movements and new communities, born 
as fruits of the working of the Holy Spirit during this century to join him in St. Peter’s Square for the Pentecost vigil. It 
was the first gathering of this kind ever to take place and over fifty different ecclesial movements and new 
communities were represented, including Focolari, (Italy) 1943; Cursillo, (Spain) 1949; Neo-Catechumenate 1964 
(Spain); Light-Life, (Poland) 1957; Foyers de Charité, (France) 1936; Communion and Liberation, (Italy) 1954; 
Community of Sant’ Egidio; (Italy) 1968; and the Catholic Charismatic Renewal, (USA) 1967.  

Pope John Paul II stated on that historic Pentecost Vigil, “We could say that what took place in Jerusalem two 
thousand years ago is being renewed this evening in this Square,… As the Apostles then, we too find ourselves 
gathered in a large cenacle of Pentecost, longing for the outpouring of the Spirit…Today’s event is truly 
unprecedented. For the first time the movements and the new ecclesial communities have all gathered together with 
the Pope: It is the great “common witness” I wished for the year which, in the Church’s journey to the great Jubilee, is 
dedicated to the Holy Spirit… 

“The institutional and Charismatic aspects are co-essential, as it were, to the Church’s constitution. They contribute, 
although differently, to the life, renewal and sanctification of God’s people. It is from this providential rediscovery of 
the Church’s charismatic dimension that, before and after the council, a remarkable pattern of growth has been 
established for the Church and ecclesial movements and new communities.” 

http://www.iccrs.org/
http://www.dsj.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Grace-for-the-New-Spring-Time.pdf
https://zenit.org/articles/overview-on-charismatics-part-1/
https://zenit.org/articles/overview-on-charismatics-part-1/
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Pope Francis and the Renewal 

Pope Francis came to a Catholic Charismatic Renewal conference in Rome, attended by around 50,000 people on 
June 1, 2014.  He spoke to the crowd, praised God with them, and asked them to pray for him, which people did 
using the gift of tongues. He told the charismatics, "Thank you. I feel at home with you."  Read an overview of what 
he said, or the longer text here. 

Pope Francis has spoken about Renewal in the Holy Spirit on numerous occasions, for example: “Do not cage the 
Holy Spirit” (June 2014); Pope tells priests: “run Life in the Spirit courses” (June 2015); “The Holy Spirit is essential for 
Catholics” (May 2016) Pope encourages encounter with the Holy Spirit (August 2016) 

Today, the renewal has spread to every continent; the worldwide charismatic movement now includes an estimated 
700 million people, of which an estimated 160 million are Catholics. It has received the blessing of the Popes, and 
has refreshed souls by the Holy Spirit and by bringing people to Jesus, giving many a new start at life. People are 
healed physically, emotionally, and spiritually. It builds unity among Catholics and Protestants. The renewal has been 
a strong means of evangelization bringing people to experience the power and presence of God in a way that for 
them is new and deeper than what they previously understood. As the Holy Spirit comes and enables people to live 
an "abundant life" that Jesus said He would give (John 10:10), people are converted, and with newfound joy and 
peace, fall in love with Christ and His Church.  

Come, Holy Spirit! Fill the hearts of thy faithful, and enkindle in them the fire of Your love!  
Send forth Your Spirit, and they shall be created. And You shall renew the face of the earth. 
 

Sources: 
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http://vaticaninsider.lastampa.it/en/news/detail/articolo/francesco-francis-francisco-olimpico-34503/
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/06/01/pope_opens_catholic_charismatic_nternational_gathering/1101260
http://www.zenit.org/en/articles/pope-francis-comments-and-address-at-charismatic-renewal-convention
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/do-not-cage-the-holy-spirit-pope-tells-massive-rome-gathering/
http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/do-not-cage-the-holy-spirit-pope-tells-massive-rome-gathering/
http://www.ccr.org.uk/articles/pope-tells-priests-run-life-in-the-spirit-courses/
http://www.thetablet.co.uk/news/5533/0/pope-francis-the-holy-spirit-is-essential-for-catholics
http://www.thetablet.co.uk/news/5533/0/pope-francis-the-holy-spirit-is-essential-for-catholics
http://www.catholic.org/news/hf/faith/story.php?id=70385
http://www.arlingtonrenewal.org/about.html
http://www.burningbushinitiative.com/english/history.htm
http://www.catholicworldreport.com/Item/2269/the_charismatic_renewal_and_the_catholic_church.aspx
http://www.ccr.org.uk/uploads/files/what-is-the-nature-of-the-ccr.pdf
http://www.ccr.org.uk/about-ccr/about/baptism-in-the-holy-spirit/
http://www.ccr.org.uk/about-ccr/about/the-spiritual-gifts/
http://www.ccr.org.uk/
http://www.ccr.org.uk/

