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The Challenge of Restorationism: 
An Introduction 

lt is estimated that the mis-named House Church Movement is growing 
presently at a rate of 29% per annum (Reid, p.1 0). Its size is often claimed to 
be in the region of 60,000 members (Brierley, p.114) although more 
cautious, and probably more accurate estimates put its membershp at 
34,000 (Walker, p.102 and 110). The human face of the movement is well 
known in our Baptist churches, since many of our members have left to join 
one of the House Churches, not a few churches have experienced painful 
division as a result of their activity and.some of our churches whilst 
remaining with us in name have essentially sought their fellowship among 
o.ne of the strands of the Restoration movement. 

The movement cannot be ignored, even if we would wish to do so. But 
neither can frantic or panic reactions, which have been common among us, 
be helpful. In the first of a two-partarticle we put the movement in a wider 
context, say something of its history, review its key features and in a second 
offer some critical reflections- remembering that any genuine exercise in 
criticism leads to positive as well as negative conclusions. · 

The movement in a wider context 
The 1960s and 70s were a time of 'marked spiritual ferment'. Whilst 
established religions were floundering, many new religions were flowering 
and flourishing. There had not been such<'! religiously creative period for a 
long time. The World Christian Encyclopaedia estimated that by the early 
80s New Religious Movementshad some.96 million adherents world-wide. 

The new religions have been many and varied. One helpful classifications 
suggests that they fall into three groups: the neo-orthodox (such as the 
Children of God, Jews for Jesus or the Jesus People); the neo-oriental 
which run counter to mainline Western culture (such as Zen Buddhism, 
Hare Krishna and perhaps the Moonies) and Human Potential Movements 
(such as Scientology). I would suggest that the House Church Movement 
fits in many ways into the first group. 

Why the past two decades have been so creative religiously is harder to 
determine. The common explanation (Wilson, among many others) has 

. been to speak of the new religions as a reaction ·to the barrenness of 
modernity. Modern secular society is based on the principle of rationality 
and for all its comfortable advantages it only exists at a cost. Rationalization 
demands that nature, social relationships and personal feelings are all 
subordinated to serve its own ends. So, as a simple illustration, holidays are 
no longer determined by the church calendar or by personal-needs but by 
when and for how long it is possible to close down the machinery. The 
progress of modernity has meant that we have. moved from a community
based setof relationships to a society-based set of relationships. 

Such a society, created at the expense of the. personal, is bound to 
experience a kick-back since it is so unsatisfying to the persons who inhabit 
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it. The reaction is seen in the growth of new religious movements and, in a 
similar way, in the revival of political protest as well. 

New religious movements not Oflly reject main line society but main line 
religions which conforms to the d.ominant culture. Traditional denomi-" 
national religion reflects much, although certainly not all, of the spirit of the 
dominant rationalist culture. So it does not provide people with the raclical 
alterntive for which many are looking; consequently they are in decline. 

Dean Kelly has argued that main line religion is built on four assumptions, 
all of which derive from the wider secular culture. They are: 

1. that religion should be reasonable, rational and courteous. 

2. that its internal relationships should be democratic and gentle. 

3. that it should be responsive to people's needs. 

4. that no dogmatism or judgmental moralism should stand in the way of 
cooperation with others. 

By contrast, some religions are growing and stong- to the rationalists 
way of thinking, surpringly so. These are the religions which offer a radical 
alternative to the dominant culture. The style of these strong religions may 
be contrasted with the style of the weak mainline religions as follows: 

Strong Religions Weak Religions 
Require commitment 

Preach absolutism 

Exert discipline 

Impose conformity 

Prize missionary zeal 

Exhibit fanaticism 

Accept lukewarmness 

Preach relativism 

Prize individualism 

Welcome diversity 

Demonstrate reserve 

Believe in dialogue 

What the new religious movement claims to do is to provide its members 
with: 

1. direct religious experience, 

2. authoritative and dependency-inducing norms, 

3. the offer of genuine community, and 

4. the offer of an alternative world view. 

Although we may be more used to applying this analysis to the cults, so 
beloved of the media, it is not without its relevance to the rise of 
Restoration ism. Sociologically, it is of a piece with the wider development of 
new religious movements. 

To say that is not to exempt us from thinking theologically about the 
Restoration movement. lt is, perhaps, to take some of the sting out of the 
movement whilst, at the same time, challenging us to see ourselves as a 
mainline denomination in relatio_n to our wider culture. Have we swallowed 
the dominant secular world-view of our time? Are we sufficient of an 
alternative for people to see anything different in us from other nice worthy 
charitable institutions? Do we offer a spiritual dimension and spiritual 

5 



experience which other 'fellowship' based groups, like the Masons or local 
choirs, lack? Are we genuinely meeting the needs of men and women 
starved in their spirits by secularism, or are we part of their problem? 

The history of Restorationism 
The long fuse of Restoration ism has been traced back by An drew Walker to 
the Catholic Apostolic Movement of Edward lrving, the Brethren and 
Classical Pentecostalism. Each of these movements stood for ideals and 
practices which .Restoration ism would believe they have brought to fuller 
fruition. 

lt is certainly no accident that many of the early leaders of Restoration ism, 
like Arthur Wallis and Gerald Coates, have Brethren backgrounds and 
some, like Bryn Jones, have a Pentecostal background. Although some of 
our Baptist ministers are now involved their commitment to the movement is 
relatively recent, with one or two exceptions. 

The recent origin of the movement can be traced to the late 1950s and 
early 1960s when a number of men came together who had been 
independently seeking for renewal. They were evangelicals, although their 
concern for evangelical doctrine lessened as their experience of the 
Charismatic Movement grew. Their main concern was to discover what it 
meant to say that the Church was the body of Christ and to seek to renew the· 
Church by basing it on personal relationships. 

A number of early independent groups were formed at this time including 
the 'North Circular' and the Chard Fellowship. The number of independent 
groups grew until in 1971-2 many of the leaders who w'ere later to become 
prominent met together. They expressed some concern regarding the 
Charismatic Movement and began to look into 'discipleship' as a.way to 
overcome their dissatisfaction. Altready in trouble with mainline de
nominations for their evangelistic zeal and ch\lrismatic attitudes, this 
emphasis was to cause further hostility in the years ahead. 

The emphasis on discipleship can be traced back to Juan Carlos Ortiz, but 
it was the influence of America, through the Fort Lauderdale Five, Baxter, 
Mumford, Prince, Basham and Simpson, introduced in 1976, which was to 
bring it to a head. Arising from that significant American input the Dales 
Bible Week developed and the Bradford Harvestime Church. 

Since then the movement has become more fragmented and each of the 
various grpups has become more crystallized. Many divisions and 
regroupings have taken place and the movement is in a constant state of 
flux. The largest group is based in Bradford. But there are many other 
independent groups including Basingstoke~ Cobham, a Southern Group 
based in Sussex, those related to Romford and even Bugbrooke. 

Fuller details of their history and development can be found in Andrew 
Walker's Restoring the Kingdom. 

The key features of the movement 
Each separate group within the Restoration movement has its own 
emphasis and style. Nonetheless, the movement finds some coherence in 
their desire to see the Kingdom restored and their belief that the 
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denominations will never do so. In general terms we may refer to the 
following areas as features they would hold in common. 
(a) Kingdom restoration 
Their view of what is happening today relates to their views regarding the" 
Second Coming of Christ. The Church, it is said, went into sad spiritual 
decline immediately after the Apostolic period. But since the Reformation, 
successive movements have brought it nearer and nearer into a state of 
readiness until it is fully prepared for the return of Christ. Biblical 
prophecies are held to support the view that God is going to do a new thing 
of a revival nature prior to the Second Coming. David Matthews' recent 
book, Church Adrift (Harvesttime Services) sets out this view of church 
history. it is vital, too, to understand that the emphasis is deliberately on the 
Kingdom and not on the Church. The movement shows a reaction against 
the institutional structures which are familiar to us and a concern to 
rediscover the relative simplicity of the gospels. Doctrinally the concern is 
more with Jesus and the gospels than with Paul and his theology. 

(b) Kingdom life 
Believing tht God has broken into our world and established his Kingdom, 
the House Churches believe that the Kingdom - including prophecy, 
healing, and exorcism- should be practised among them. These are visible 
demonstrations that God is King over sickness, suffering and Satan. 

Believing that the kingdom is about life, worship is a lively exciting thing. it 
is believed that worship should not be a performance in which one man 
leads whilst the rest remain passive, but an event in which God works and in 
which all participate. Worship is characterized by spontaneity, music, 
singing in the Spirit, tongues, dancing and m in is try for the people's spiritual 
and physical healing. They reject the dull uniformity of the traditional hymn 
-prayer sandwich. Worship is full of praise and borders, if not succumbs, to 
triumphalism. 

(c) Kingdom authority 
There is a new sense of seriousness to be found among Restorationists 
about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. His Lordship is considered to 
be comprehensive, covering every area of life, work and relationships. In 
their desire to see tt\e disciple progress new patterns of teaching have 
emerged. Close-knit supervisory structures are erected so that each 
member relates to a house-group leader or an elder who in turn relates to 
those above him and so on. This can either be done in an open loving and 
unpressurized way or it can cross the line and become, even unintentionally, 
authoritarian. it has often been accused of being the latter. And certainly, 
whilst one longs for the same sense of seriousness about discipleship 
among our own people, one must question whether the freedom which 
Christ came to bring (Gal. 5:1) is not sometimes eroded by the concern for 
growth. 

Restorationists believe that tbe leadership pattern for the church is laid 
down in Eph. 4:11 and therefore reject our traditional pattern of one man 
ministry. it means that they have rediscovered the work of the apostle and 
this has given rise to much suspicion and concern. Apostles are sometimes 
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viewed as great authority figures who stand at the head of the pyramid. 
Restorationists would say that although they recognise them as men of 
spiritual authority their ministry is rather that of bringing wider insight into 
local groups and giving some overall direction arising out of their wider 
experience. 
(d) Kingdom relationships 
Denominationalism is seen as a major stumbling block to the restoration of 
the Kingdom. Their mixed spiritual life admits carnality and even, in some 
cases, rank unbelief. The instutions themselves set their own goals, breed 
their own life-style, erect their own legal isms and short-circuit the work of 
the Spirit - all of which is a hindrance to the advance of the Kingdom. 
Restorationism, however, has shaken itself free of such institutional 
structures and sees itself as a free movement whch is not hidebound by 
institutional rules and traditions and which in its freedom boasts that it 
embraces all believers and demonstrates unity in Christ rather then 
denominational division. 

Sadly, the reality has been different. Quite apart from the fact that their 
own organizational structures are growing and denominational tendencies 
are already evident (Walker pp. 201-215), however much they may choose to 
ignore them, there have also been divisions and splits within the leadership 
and movement giving lie to the claim to be an all-embracing unity. Walker 
has documented these with charitable accuracy. 
(e) Kingdom confidence 
There is a self-confidence in the movement which means they are convinced 
that the movement will go on growing and growing. Opposition and hostility 
only confirms the rightness of their position. Eileen Vincent's words 
epitomize this spirit: 

Restoration is a natural progression for people who are walking in 
the Spirit ... The teaching of restoration, although delivered by man, 
comes directly from the Spirit for the whole church, so it is no 
surprise that many of the denominations in our country are also 
reaching out for a guarded measure of restoration. Where there is a 
longing for the Spirit, and for growth, leadership has been prepared 
to abandon old set forms and institute new Spirit led ways ..... The 
conviction that we are preparing ourselves fora move of the Spirit in 
our land has been the impetus in many churches to bring all their 
activities, personnel and even their interpretaion of the scriptures to 
the searchlight of the Spirit and the Word ..... In these past years a 
glorious progression has been secretly taking place. Little by little 
the church ha9 been moving on into God's purpose. He has been 
building together his army, those who have come with full intent to 
make Jesus King ..... Preparations are under way; he is calling his 
army together, teaching them how to keep rank and use their 
weapons for war, bringing them into battle formation, and leading 
them into complete submission to the head. This orderly army of 
God will be the glorious structure through which the power of God 
can flow. (Vincent, pp 155-7) 
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Derek Tidball 
(Part 2 of this article will appear in the January edition - Ed.) 

Beware of the Insurance Company "Glossy"! 

Insurance companies and other institutions have commenced their 
campaign to try to tempt members of occupational pension schemes to 
pullout of those schemes and 'do their own thing' in the form of a personal 
pension plan. The glossy brochures are now appearing thick and fast, and 
ministers and church officers are among those who are being targeted by 
these organisations as they try to climb aboard the personal pension 
bandwagon. 

These brochures will paint very rosy pictures of the incredible sums which 
can be built up in a personal pension fund over the period of one's working 
life which can then be used to purchase a pension equal to several times the 
amount of a minister's present stipend. lt is important that ministers take a 
very careful and cautious attitude and not be pressurised into making a 
hasty decision which may later be regretted. 

The reason for the appearance of these personal pension plans is because 
of a change in the law which comes into effect in April1988, and which will 
allow individuals to opt out of membership of occupational pension 
schemes if they so wish, and effect their own personal pension arrangement 
instead. From that time it will not be possible for the rules of a scheme or a 
contract of service to require compulsory membership of a pension scheme. 
The Baptist superannuation scheme does not, of itself, require compulsory 
membership and we have been advised that ministers are not employed 
under contracts of service, so that the new provisions do not strictly apply in 
our case. Ministers seeking accreditation since 1975 have, as a condition of 
accreditation, been required to become members of our scheme and this 
was done out of concern for the well-being of ministers and !their 
dependants. Consideration is being given by the Ministerial Recognition 
Committee to the desirability of varying this rule so that we might be seen to 
be complying with the spirit of the new legislation but it is likely that, for the 
protection of ministersand the churches, the accreditation rules will require 
that a minister who chooses to opt out of our scheme must demonstrate that 
alternative arrangements have been made which at least meet certain 
minimum requirements. 

However, as mentioned earlier, ministers should be extremely wary of 
exchanging membership of our excellent scheme for benefits offered by 
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