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THE FIRE THAT SPREAD: UNDERSTANDING THE
WILLIAM J SEYMOUR AZUSA STREET REVIVAL

In  the  annals  of  modern  Christian  history,  few  events  have
reshaped the global  religious  landscape as  profoundly  as  the
Azusa Street Revival. At the heart of this extraordinary spiritual
outpouring was an unlikely leader: a humble, one-eyed African
American  preacher  named  William  J  Seymour.  The  William  J
Seymour Azusa Street Revival, which began in a modest former
stable  on  Azusa  Street  in  Los  Angeles  in  1906,  ignited  a
worldwide  Pentecostal  movement  that  today  encompasses
hundreds of millions of believers. To understand this seismic shift
in Christian worship and theology, one must look closely at the
man, the moment, and the movement that changed the world.
This article explores the life of William J Seymour, the historic
events of the Azusa Street Revival, its core teachings, and the
enduring  legacy  that  continues  to  influence  contemporary
Christianity.  We  will  examine  how  a  marginalized  figure,  with
little formal education and significant physical hardship, became
the catalyst for a global spiritual revolution.

THE EARLY LIFE AND FORMATION OF WILLIAM J
SEYMOUR

Born  on  May  2,  1870,  in  Centerville,  Louisiana,  to  formerly
enslaved  parents,  William  J  Seymour  grew  up  in  the  harsh
realities  of  the  post-Reconstruction  South.  His  early  life  was
marked  by  poverty,  racial  discrimination,  and  limited
opportunities.  Despite  these  formidable  obstacles,  Seymour
developed a deep and abiding faith in God. He was raised in the
Baptist tradition, where he was exposed to the emotional and
expressive worship style common in African American churches
of the era.
Seymour's formal education was minimal, but he possessed an
insatiable spiritual hunger. He worked various jobs, including as a
waiter  and a railroad worker,  before feeling a distinct  call  to
preach. In his late twenties and early thirties, Seymour began
traveling  and  preaching  at  small  congregations  and  street
meetings. His preaching was simple, earnest, and centered on
the need for personal holiness and a deeper experience of God.
One of the most significant turning points in Seymour's life came
when  he  encountered  the  teachings  of  Charles  Parham,  a
controversial  evangelist  who  had  founded  a  Bible  school  in
Topeka,  Kansas.  Parham taught  that  speaking  in  tongues,  or
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glossolalia, was the initial physical evidence of the baptism of the
Holy  Spirit.  Seymour,  hungry  for  spiritual  power,  enrolled  at
Parham's  school  in  1905.  However,  racial  prejudice  forced
Seymour to sit outside the classroom door to listen to lectures.
This humiliating experience did not deter him. He absorbed the
teachings and became convinced that the Pentecostal experience
was a restoration of New Testament Christianity.

THE JOURNEY TO LOS ANGELES AND THE SPARK OF
REVIVAL

After his time with Parham, Seymour received an invitation to
pastor a small holiness church in Los Angeles. He arrived in the
city early in 1906, ready to share his newfound conviction about
the baptism of the Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues. However,
when  he  began  preaching  this  message,  the  church  leaders
locked the doors  against  him.  They were not  ready for  such
radical  teachings.  Seymour,  undeterred,  began holding prayer
meetings in the home of a kind family, Richard and Ruth Asberry,
at 214 Bonnie Brae Street.
It was in this humble home that the fire first fell. On April 9, 1906,
after days of intense prayer and fasting, Seymour and a small
group of believers experienced a dramatic outpouring of the Holy
Spirit. They began speaking in languages they had never learned,
praising God with ecstatic joy. The news of this event spread
rapidly through the city. Crowds began to gather at the Asberry
home, spilling out onto the porch and street. The meetings were
characterized by fervent prayer, loud worship, and supernatural
manifestations that attracted both curiosity and criticism.

The growing crowds soon necessitated a larger venue. The group
found an abandoned Methodist Episcopal Church building at 312
Azusa  Street,  which  had  been  used  as  a  stable.  It  was  a
dilapidated, two-story frame building with strewn hay and horse
stalls. They cleaned it out, set up makeshift pews from wooden
planks, and created a simple pulpit from shipping crates. This
unassuming location would become the epicenter of the William J
Seymour Azusa Street Revival.

THE CHARACTER AND PRACTICES OF THE AZUSA
STREET REVIVAL

The Azusa Street Revival, which ran from 1906 to roughly 1909
(with  continuing  influence  for  years  after),  was  unlike  anything
the religious world had ever seen. Its most striking feature was its
radical racial integration. In an era of deep segregation and Jim
Crow  laws,  black  and  white  believers  worshipped  together,
prayed together, and even embraced one another. This was a
powerful  and controversial  witness  to  the  unity  of  the  Spirit.
Seymour insisted that the Holy Spirit broke down all racial and
social barriers. Visitors were often shocked to see a black man
leading a congregation of whites, Hispanics, Asians, and other
ethnicities.
The worship style was intense and often chaotic by conventional
standards.  Meetings  typically  began  in  the  late  morning  and
could continue late into the night, sometimes going on for hours
without  formal  structure.  Participants  prayed  loudly,  sang
spontaneously,  wept,  danced,  and  shouted  for  joy.  The  most
prominent feature was speaking in tongues, which participants
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believed was the same experience as the apostles on the Day of
Pentecost in the Book of Acts.
Seymour himself was a calm and gentle leader amidst the fervor.
He was not a dynamic orator like many preachers of his day.
Instead, he led with quiet authority, often kneeling in prayer and
allowing the Holy Spirit to direct the meetings. He taught that all
spiritual  gifts  described  in  the  New  Testament—including
prophecy, healing, and discerning of spirits—were available to
believers today. Healing services were a regular occurrence, and
many testified to miraculous recoveries from various illnesses.

CORE THEOLOGICAL EMPHASES OF THE REVIVAL

The William J Seymour Azusa Street Revival was not merely an
emotional  experience;  it  was built  upon a  distinct  theological
framework. While Seymour was not a systematic theologian, his
teachings were consistently centered on several key doctrines
that  would  become  foundational  for  the  global  Pentecostal
movement.

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit: Seymour taught that
after conversion, believers should seek a subsequent
experience of being filled with the Holy Spirit. This
experience, he believed, empowered believers for witness
and service.
Speaking in Tongues as Initial Evidence: Drawing from
Parham's teaching, Seymour and the Azusa Street leaders
preached that speaking in tongues was the initial physical
sign that a person had received the baptism of the Holy
Spirit.

Divine Healing: The revival emphasized that physical
healing was provided for in the atonement of Christ. Prayer
for the sick was a central ministry of the meetings.
The Second Coming of Christ: Seymour held an urgent
eschatological expectation. He believed the revival was a
sign of the last days and that Jesus Christ would return
soon for His church.
Holiness and Sanctification: The revival stressed the
need for holy living, separation from worldly practices, and
a pure heart before God.

Seymour also taught that the Spirit's baptism would empower
believers  to  fulfill  the  Great  Commission.  He  sent  out
missionaries,  evangelists,  and preachers from Azusa Street  to
spread the Pentecostal message across the United States and to
the ends of the earth. This missionary zeal was a direct outflow of
the revival's emphasis on the power of the Holy Spirit for witness.

THE SPREAD AND GLOBAL IMPACT OF THE REVIVAL

The influence of the Azusa Street Revival spread with astonishing
speed. Word of the revival traveled through newspapers (both
secular and religious), letters, and personal testimonies. People
from across the country and around the world made pilgrimages
to Los Angeles to experience the revival for themselves. They
came from Canada, Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
After  experiencing  the  revival,  many  returned  to  their  home
countries  and  began  sharing  what  they  had  seen  and
experienced.  This  led  to  the  establishment  of  Pentecostal
churches in nations such as Norway, Sweden, Germany, England,
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India, China, and Brazil. The revival at Azusa Street was not an
isolated  event;  it  became  a  missionary  hub  that  fueled  the
growth of Pentecostalism worldwide.
Several key figures emerged from the revival who would go on to
lead major Pentecostal denominations. William J Seymour himself
led  the  Apostolic  Faith  Mission,  which  published  a  widely
circulated newspaper. Other leaders, such as Charles Harrison
Mason (founder of the Church of God in Christ) and William H.
Durham, carried the fire to new regions and established networks
of churches. The revival also gave birth to numerous independent
Pentecostal congregations and influenced existing denominations
to embrace charismatic experiences.

CHALLENGES, CRITICISMS, AND CONTROVERSIES

The William J Seymour Azusa Street Revival was not without its
challenges and controversies. From the beginning, it faced harsh
criticism from established churches and clergy who viewed the
emotionalism and speaking  in  tongues  as  fanaticism or  even
demonic. Many mainstream denominations rejected the revival
outright.
Internally,  the  revival  faced  divisions  over  doctrine  and
leadership. Some leaders, including Charles Parham, who visited
Azusa Street, criticized Seymour's methods and racial inclusivity.
Parham was appalled by the interracial worship and attempted to
take control of the revival, but Seymour's congregation rejected
him. Later, divisions arose over the doctrine of the Trinity, with
some leaders (like Durham) emphasizing the "Oneness"  view,
which led to a split in the movement.

Seymour also faced personal hardships. He married Jennie Evans
Moore in 1908, and together they led the congregation for years.
However,  the  revival  slowly  declined  after  its  peak  around
1908-1909. Some of the most gifted leaders left to start their own
ministries,  and  the  original  building  on  Azusa  Street  was
eventually  sold.  Seymour  continued  to  pastor  a  smaller
congregation until his death from a heart attack in 1922 at the
age of 52. He died relatively unknown to the wider world, and his
funeral was a modest affair. Yet, his impact was immeasurable.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF WILLIAM J SEYMOUR AND
AZUSA STREET

Today, the legacy of the William J Seymour Azusa Street Revival
is undeniable. It is widely regarded as the birthplace of modern
Pentecostalism, which has grown into one of the fastest-growing
segments of Christianity. According to the Pew Research Center
and other demographic studies, there are now over 500 million
Pentecostal  and  charismatic  believers  worldwide.  This  makes
Pentecostalism  the  second-largest  Christian  tradition  after
Catholicism.
The  revival's  emphasis  on  spiritual  gifts,  emotional  worship,
missions,  and  racial  reconciliation  continues  to  shape  many
churches today. While the racial unity Seymour championed has
not always been fully realized, his example remains a powerful
model of what the church can look like when the Holy Spirit is
given full reign. Many contemporary Pentecostal and charismatic
movements cite Azusa Street as their spiritual progenitor.
Seymour's life also challenges conventional assumptions about



William J Seymour Azusa Street Revival 5

5

leadership. He was not wealthy, educated, or powerful by worldly
standards.  He  was  a  humble,  unassuming  man  who  suffered
discrimination  and  hardship.  Yet,  because  of  his  deep  faith,
perseverance, and willingness to be used by God, he became a
vessel  for  one  of  the  most  significant  spiritual  movements  in
modern history. His story demonstrates that God often chooses
the weak and the overlooked to accomplish extraordinary things.

LESSONS FROM THE REVIVAL FOR TODAY

There are several enduring lessons that contemporary believers
and observers can draw from the William J Seymour Azusa Street
Revival. First, the revival underscores the power of unity across
racial and social divides. In a world still fractured by division, the
model of Azusa Street offers a prophetic vision of reconciliation.
Second, the revival highlights the importance of spiritual hunger
and desperation. The early participants in the revival spent days
in  prayer  and  fasting,  seeking  God  earnestly.  This  kind  of
devotion and pursuit of God's presence is a challenge to more
comfortable and complacent forms of modern faith.
Third,  the  revival  demonstrates  that  authentic  spiritual
experience  can  coexist  with  sound  doctrine.  Seymour  was

committed  to  biblical  truth,  yet  he  was  also  open  to  the
supernatural  workings  of  the  Holy  Spirit.  This  balance  is
something many churches still strive to maintain today.
Fourth, the missionary impulse of Azusa Street reminds us that
genuine spiritual  renewal always leads to outward expression.
The believers did not keep their experience to themselves; they
were  compelled  to  share  it  with  others,  leading  to  a  global
movement that continues to expand.

CONCLUSION

The William J  Seymour Azusa Street Revival  was a watershed
moment in Christian history. From its humble beginnings in a
converted stable in Los Angeles, it unleashed a spiritual fire that
spread  across  the  globe,  igniting  a  movement  that  now
encompasses  hundreds  of  millions  of  believers.  William  J
Seymour,  a  man  who  faced  immense  racial  prejudice  and
personal limitations, became an unlikely but faithful leader of this
revival. His emphasis on the baptism of the Holy Spirit, speaking
in tongues, divine healing, and radical racial unity left an indelible
mark on the church.
While  the  original  Azusa  Street  building  is  long  gone,  and
Seymour himself died


