Charismania    Roland Howard  

Mowbray 1997 £9-99   ISBN 0 264 67409 X

Putting the ‘fun’ back into fundamentalism is one of the more cheerful one-liners in a book that tries to get to the heart of the Charismatic Movement.  Unfortunately many of the generalisations seem far removed from the positive experience of so many parishes indebted to the insights of renewal.  There are some serious allegations of unprofessional conduct addressed against several individuals and institutions which must be heeded by those who own Charismatic spirituality.  

The tendency of enthusiasts to overstep the mark by talking, for example, of a ‘spirit of disagreement’ in a Church Council, presuming any opposing views to be erroneous, is noted.  “I have prayed a great deal about this and God says…” is said to be characteristic of the Charismatics.  ‘The aggressive, combative tone of the language  of spiritual warfare has been described as ‘spiritual violence’ and is evidence of a community spoiling for a fight’ p46.  Roland Howard cites the homosexual community as one that has suffered such violence from those involved in the renewal movement.  

The pursuit of ‘Holy Success’ is said to contrast with the Christian call to selflessness and vulnerability.  Above all the book is scandalised by what is seen as over-emphasis on the power of God.  ‘Power, as Wimber sees it, is proof of God, and it seems this view is shared by the Charismatic Movement… Charismatics have transformed a God who is traditionally perceived as loving, into a warlike God, a forceful dictator God’  p 124-5.
Against this last perception it is evident that the experience of empowering in the Spirit has been instrumental in forging bonds of love across denominations in a sort of ‘grass roots ecumenism’.  There are also plenty of examples not cited of individuals who have been strengthened to love and forgive by the grace of spiritual renewal.  ‘Charismania’ exalts selflessness and vulnerability in its closing pages.  It is evident from the lives of the Saints that such virtues are acquired with great difficulty and by grace, precisely the empowering the Charismatic Renewal is witness to.  

Furthermore the accusations of worldliness levelled at the movement contradict the recovery of supernatural  perspective so evident within the renewal.  In particular renewed belief in the power of prayer can be seen as a widely diffused fruit of the movement.  

At its best the renewal movement is not anti-intellectual but a recovery of the age-old Christian insight that our relationship with God despite its rational basis concerns a knowledge that goes beyond reason, a ‘heart knowledge’. ‘By love He is holden, not by thought’ Cloud of Unknowing.  

Although many of Roland Howard’s criticisms are just it is tempting to conclude that the real assault of this book is upon Christian experience as such.  Spiritual experiences can lead people to focus on themselves, but that is no reason to avoid them since very often they deepen love for the Lord.  Cynicism and low faith expectation, by contrast, deny to many the richness of experience the New Testament promises.  

It is significant that the New Testament Charisms – healing, miracles, tongues etc. – are commended in Section 799 of the new Catholic Cathechism as ‘wonderfully rich grace for the apostolic vitality and for the holiness of the entire Body of Christ’.  Such backing for the Charismatic Movement is found in many other contemporary church documents not cited in the book such as the 1988 Lambeth Conference Statement on the Healing Ministry.
‘Charismania’ paints a distorted picture of the Charismatic Movement. The impression given of the renewal movement is one of aberration from the mainstream which is false to the very recognition given to it by all the major Christian denominations.
