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Abstract

This article explores the role that the experience of the 
Pentecostal baptism in the Holy Spirit played in shaping 
the ministry of Oral Roberts. It charts the development and 
importance of his experience from his early life and ministry, 
his launch into healing evangelism, and the founding of Oral 
Roberts University. 

Introduction
Oral Roberts has rightfully been recognized as one of the most 
important religious figures in the twentieth century.1 During the 1950s, 
Roberts became a household name through his large-scale tent crusades, 
innovative television programs, and dynamic preaching ministry. Over 
the last few decades, Roberts has received attention from scholars 
for his role as America’s Healing Evangelist.2 While Roberts’ healing 
theology shaped his generation, there was another theological focus that 
permeated his preaching and teaching: the Pentecostal baptism in the 
Holy Spirit. Pentecostal historian, Vinson Synan, calls Oral Roberts 
the “Son of the Pentecostal Movement, Father of the Charismatic 
Movement” because of the profound influence he had on the Spirit-
empowered movement.3 Reared in the home of a Pentecostal Holiness 
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pastor and evangelist, when Roberts launched into his own evangelistic 
ministry he adopted the typical full gospel message of Pentecostal 
revivalists summed up in the five-fold gospel, which was the heart of 
Pentecostal theology.4 Fellow Pentecostal Holiness evangelist and friend, 
G. H. Montgomery, summarized Roberts’ theology:

With [Roberts], salvation is being saved. Healing is being healed. 
Holiness is getting right and living right. Jesus is the Savior of 
the world. “Our God is a good God and the devil is a bad devil.” 
Add to that the baptism with the Holy Ghost in pentecostal 
fullness, and you have the theology of Oral Roberts, the sum and 
substance of his preaching.5

As an evangelist, Roberts’ ministry focused on more than healing; 
he also led people into the experiences of salvation, sanctification, and 
the baptism in the Spirit. As Roberts’ popularity and influence began 
to transcended traditional Pentecostal boundaries in the charismatic 
renewal of the 1960s and 1970s, he continued to proclaim passionately 
the importance of the baptism in the Holy Spirit. In fact, at every turn 
in the development of his ministry, Roberts’ focus on the baptism in the 
Spirit propelled him to each new adventure, including his launch into 
healing evangelism, influence within the charismatic renewal, and the 
founding of Oral Roberts University.

This article will look at the important role the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit has played in the shaping of Oral Roberts’ healing ministry. It 
will begin by exploring his own experience of Spirit baptism, the role 
this experience played in his initial ministry as an evangelist and pastor, 
and how the Spirit became the catalyst that led to his shift to becoming 
a healing evangelist in 1947. Next, I will show how Roberts’ Spirit 
baptism became the primary force that enabled his healing ministry. 
Finally, I will explore the role his Spirit baptism played in the founding 
of Oral Roberts University. While a full study of Roberts’ pneumatology 
is still needed, this study will seek to lay the groundwork for raising 
awareness of the indispensable place the baptism in the Holy Spirit had 
in the healing ministry of Oral Roberts.
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Oral Roberts’ Pentecostal Experience

Oral Roberts grew up in a somewhat typical impoverished Pentecostal 
family in the Indian Territory of Oklahoma. His parents, Ellis and 
Claudius, were sharecroppers who received the baptism in the Spirit 
when a frontier evangelist traveled to Pontotoc County, Oklahoma.6 
The Pentecostal message preached at these revival meetings transformed 
their lives as they were saved, sanctified, and filled with the Holy 
Spirit. So significant was his parents’ experience that they surrendered 
themselves to the ministry as Pentecostal Holiness pastors and 
evangelists. As a child, Oral Roberts traveled with his father to conduct 
brush arbor revivals around Oklahoma. Roberts recalls the many hours 
he spent sitting on wooden benches listening to Pentecostal preaching 
by his father and seeing his mother minister to the sick in the sawdust 
of the altars.7 Despite his Christian upbringing, at the age of sixteen, 
Roberts ran away from God and from his parents for a year until a bout 
with tuberculosis forced him to return home. For weeks, Oral’s parents 
prayed by his bedside for Oral to “get saved.” Then one night, with his 
father by his bedside, the power of the Spirit came upon him and he 
finally surrendered his life to Christ. But he was not yet healed. Not 
only that, he knew he was missing something: the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit. In July of 1935, Roberts sent his testimony to The Pentecostal 
Holiness Advocate.

I am happy and free because I have just been saved and 
sanctified. It is so glorious that I want everyone to know it . . . . 
I feel the call to preach very definitely, but before I recover and 
enter the work I must have the abiding Comforter, the Holy 
Ghost, to comfort me and help me overcome my infirmities.8

A few weeks later, Oral’s family drove him to a revival being 
conducted by George Moncey in a nearby town. The suffering young 
Roberts was the last in the healing line, but as Moncey anointed him 
with oil and rebuked the tuberculosis, instantly he felt the power of 
God touch his hemorrhaging lungs.9 A few months later, in August 
1935, he attended the annual Pentecostal Holiness Camp Meeting 
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in Sulphur, Oklahoma, hoping to receive the baptism in the Spirit.10 

He was not disappointed. At the age of 17, he received the baptism 
with the Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues.11 He later described this 
experience.

I remember the night I was baptized with the Holy Ghost. He 
took hold of my tongue, and I spoke in a manner I had never 
known in my life. I did not understand one word I said, for 
it was an unknown tongue, but I knew the Holy Spirit was 
speaking through me to God, and he gave me strength and relief. 
Inwardly, I knew I was praising and magnifying God, but it was 
the Holy Ghost who was vocally expressing my thoughts to the 
Lord.12

Although he knew he had received the baptism in the Spirit, he 
later lamented that he received little instruction in how to use the gift 
in his life. Roberts admits that he rarely spoke in tongues after this 
initial event and it eventually “faded away.”13 Roberts’ experience was 
not at all uncommon for Pentecostals in this era because many did not 
believe the act of speaking in tongues was under a person’s control.14 He 
comments, “I suppose I kept waiting for God to do it all . . . . I kept 
waiting to be overwhelmed, for the new tongues to come pouring forth 
without my cooperation.”15 Although he did not fully understand the 
gift, he recognized that it was necessary for him to be qualified for full-
time Pentecostal preaching ministry.

The Spirit of the Pastor and Evangelist

Shortly after his healing and Spirit baptism, Roberts joined his father 
in evangelistic meetings around Oklahoma. Soon he was ready to 
launch out on his own and received his license as a Pentecostal Holiness 
minister at the age of 18. During his first three years as an evangelist, 
Roberts reported 400 were saved, 125 sanctified, and ninety-eight 
received the baptism in the Holy Ghost.16 Despite his success and 
growing popularity, Oral and Evelyn were newly married with a young 
daughter, Rebecca, and managed only a subsistence living.17 To try to 
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provide more for his family, Roberts accepted his first pastorate at an 
independent Pentecostal church in Fuquay Springs, North Carolina, 
in November of 1941. In spring of 1942, he and fellow Oklahoma 
evangelist, Mildred Wicks, held a three-week revival in which fifty-
three were saved, eighteen were sanctified, and three “went through” 
to the baptism in the Holy Ghost.18 Roberts was seeing a good deal 
of success as a pastor and even hosted a regular Sunday morning 
broadcast on a Raleigh, North Carolina, radio station. However, when 
the church refused to join the Pentecostal Holiness denomination, 
Roberts’ stay in Fuquay Springs was cut short and in September 1942 
he accepted an assignment to pastor the Pentecostal Holiness church in 
Shawnee, Oklahoma.19 In these early days, Roberts showed loyalty to 
his denomination and their doctrines and was on his way to “a bright 
future in the denomination.”20

During his time as the pastor in Shawnee, Roberts became a 
regular contributor to the denominational paper, The Pentecostal 
Holiness Advocate, writing articles that focused on encouraging his 
fellow ministers to pray for a Holy Ghost inspired revival. Roberts also 
wrote regularly in the East Oklahoma Conference News (EOCN), where 
he proclaimed, “The greatest need of the hour for the conference is to 
have a revival to break out in every church.”22 The revivalistic tone of 
articles gained him notoriety among the Oklahoma Conference and in 
September 1943 he was asked to serve as the editor of the EOCN.23 As 
the new editor, Roberts continued his emphasis on the need for revival, 
taking to the front page of the paper to ask, “Will God Repeat the 
Upper Room Revival?”

For the past two months your editor has been keenly conscious 
of the working of God’s Spirit in his own heart. In prayer, in the 
pulpit and in the parish I have been led to think more seriously 
on our need of Pentecost and God’s desire to send the Comforter 
to us than ever before.24

Roberts lamented to his readers that although the movement began 
as a “latter rain” outpouring, he observed, “there seems to be a lack 
of desire on the part of many for the Holy Ghost.”25 He continued 
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to accept invitations to do revivals and by the time Roberts left the 
Shawnee church, his small church had recorded “119 saved, 50 
sanctified and 32 received the Holy Ghost.”26 Although by all accounts 
he was a successful pastor, it was clear in his sermons and writings that 
at the core of his identity he was an evangelist, a reality that would 
ultimately ensure that Roberts would not be a long-term pastor.

The Spirit and the Healing Ministry

In 1945, Roberts left the church in Shawnee to pursue evangelistic 
work in North Carolina and for a short time took churches in 
Taccoa, Georgia, and Radford, Virginia.27 But before long, he 
brought his family back to Oklahoma to attend college and 
in 1946 became pastor of the Pentecostal Holiness church in 
Enid.28 Although Roberts was fairly successful in the eyes of his 
denomination, he was already searching for something more.29 
During a sociology class at Phillips University in Enid, he heard 
God speak. “Son, don’t be like other men. Don’t be like any 
denomination. Be like Jesus and heal like he did.”30 For the next 
month, Roberts read through the Gospels and Acts to discover what 
gave Jesus his healing power. He recalls,

It was during those days that He reminded me that I had 
received the baptism with the Holy Ghost in 1935. He asked me 
if I knew what I had. When I replied that in all honestly that I 
did not, He reminded me that having the Holy Ghost was like 
having Jesus physically by my side; and, therefore, I could go 
forth and take His healing power to my generation.31

For the first time, Roberts understood that having the baptism in 
the Holy Spirit was the same as “having Jesus Christ in the flesh by my 
side.”32 He realized the baptism in the Spirit was not a denominational 
distinctive or even an important religious experience; it is was a divine 
command from God.
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This is the Pentecostal charge . . . it is the same today that it was 
then. We can no more go forth to do battle for the Lord with 
resistless power without the baptism of the Holy Ghost than the 
disciples could. His command for them to “tarry until” they were 
endued with Power from on high is His command for every one 
of us today.33

From that point on, there was no going back for Roberts. What 
he had received through the baptism in the Spirit was all he needed to 
propel him into the healing ministry.

In May 1947, he set out to conduct evangelistic meetings with his 
new revelation about God’s power.34 In June, Roberts teamed up with 
his old friend, Mildred Wicks, to conduct his first large-scale healing 
campaign in Newnan, Georgia.35 Tabbed as the “greatest revival in 
the history of Newnan Church,” the crowd was so overwhelming that 
services had to be moved to the 730-seat municipal auditorium. The 
Advocate reports,

More than 500 people were anointed for healing and scores 
testified in writing that they were healed of cancer, heart trouble, 
goiter, loss of speech, deafness, blindness, lameness, ulcers, 
paralysis, double heartbeat, and other afflictions. Devils were cast 
out, minds were restored, souls were saved, sanctified, baptized 
with the Holy Ghost and hundreds were spiritually revived 
according to their own testimony.36

Over the next four years, Roberts developed a methodology for his 
healing ministry grounded in the reality of the living presence of Jesus 
through the Holy Spirit. From that point on, all of the souls saved, the 
bodies healed, and the lives rescued through his ministry hinged on his 
identity as a man of the Spirit.37

Roberts never considered himself to be a “faith healer,” as if he 
possessed some special power or gift; rather it was the power of the 
Holy Spirit that made healing possible. In fact, he even avoided calling 
it a gift, referring to it instead in terms of a “manifestation to meet 
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the needs of people” that, after it was delivered, made a full circle 
and “returned to God the Holy Spirit.”38 He comments, “Once the 
manifestation of the gifts subsides, I am keenly aware that I am reduced 
to a position of lesser power.”39 Because of this, in every healing line 
he would remind the people that he was an ordinary man. He would 
say, “I have no power in myself to heal; it is Jesus who heals. If you 
are looking to Oral Roberts to heal you, you will be disappointed.”40 
Roberts was able to overcome his feelings of ordinariness and 
insecurities only through waiting on the Holy Spirit to manifest his 
presence before he would attempt to go on the platform to minister.41 
Roberts also would spend time praying in the Spirit before each service, 
a practice that he believed oriented him and prepared him to cooperate 
with the Spirit to minister healing to the hurting.42

The Holy Spirit was not only the essential ingredient of his personal 
life and ministry; it would become an important aspect in his ministry 
in his crusades. While traveling on a plane to a crusade in Miami, 
Florida, in January of 1950, Roberts heard God audibly speak to him.43 
God said, “My servant . . . this year you are to emphasize the Holy 
Ghost and tell the people to expect Jesus to come during 1950.”44 This 
revelation marked a new moment for Roberts. He was beginning to 
see himself not only as a healing evangelist, but also as a Holy Spirit 
evangelist who would bring a new generation into the baptism in the 
Holy Spirit.

The magnitude of this new calling was so transformative to him 
that when it came time for him to take the stage, he launched into 
the crusade “like a man from another world with the anointing of a 
personal, abiding Comforter.”45 Members of his ministry team noticed 
“a new vigor and authority” that they had not seen before.46 Roberts’ 
message the first night of the crusade was “Why You Must Receive the 
Holy Ghost” and at the conclusion of the message he invited people 
to come be filled with the Spirit.47 Quickly, hundreds of people, many 
from various denominations, filled the altars to seek the baptism with 
the Spirit. The dramatic response in the crusades throughout the year 
confirmed the word of the Lord from that plane ride, which led Roberts 
to prophesy eagerly, “During 1950, I expect the greatest meeting the 
world has ever known, bring forth miracles unsurpassed, of mighty 
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outpourings of the baptism of the Holy Ghost and of the Holy Ghost 
dividing with nine gifts of the Spirit severally as he wills.”48

Because his method of using a healing line was primarily designed 
for rapidly praying for the sick, Roberts began utilizing a seekers 
tent where he would invite seekers to come after the meeting to seek 
the Holy Ghost. Over the rest of the crusades of 1950, the tent was 
overflowing with seekers for the baptism in the Spirit. The Jacksonville 
crusade in March was met with even greater results than Miami as 
“thousands” went to the prayer tent to seek for Spirit baptism.49 Two 
months later in Richmond, the ministry reported, “Hundreds prayed 
through to Bible holiness and the baptism in the Holy Ghost and fire. 
As high as 1,500 sought the Holy Ghost in one night in the huge prayer 
tent set up behind the main tent.”50 In one night in Oklahoma City, 
an estimated 2,000 came forward to receive the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit.51 By May, Roberts was reporting that as many as fifty people 
in each service received Spirit baptism and that is was not unusual 
for “a thousand people to receive the Holy Ghost and fire in one of 
our 16-day meetings.”52 In total 1,176,000 people attended an Oral 
Roberts campaign in 1950 and although no official statistics were 
given, it is conservatively estimated from these reports that upwards 
of 5,000 people may have received the baptism in the Holy Spirit and 
perhaps ten times that number became seekers of the experience.53 
This emphasis was, however, short lived, as in 1953, Roberts turned his 
attention toward his “Million Souls” campaign.54 The impulse to reach 
more lost people was certainly a consequence of the 1950 emphasis on 
the Holy Spirit, but it also led to the decrease in emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit within his preaching and his crusades in the latter part of the 
decade.

The Spirit and the Healing of the Church

By 1957, Roberts began feeling like the crusade ministry was beginning 
to level off and he was starting to get restless.55 He admits, “No matter 
how large the crowds grew or how many thousands were healed, or how 
many souls were saved, I still felt a certain emptiness that would not go 
away.”56 Feeling the need to begin to dream again, he reflected to his 



334 Spiritus Vol 3, No 2

readers, “The most dangerous place in the world for Oral Roberts to 
stop is right here and now—right where he is . . . . In 1959, you must 
not allow yourself to park either by your failures or successes . . . . This 
is God’s message to all men everywhere. ‘Don’t park here!’”57

With these words, a new era of emphasis on the Holy Spirit 
emerged in Oral Roberts’ theology that would reach beyond the borders 
of his Pentecostal heritage. During the mid-1950s, Roberts benefitted 
greatly from his involvement with the Full Gospel Businessmen’s 
Fellowship International (FGBFI), which he helped to start.58 He was 
drawn to the ecumenical nature of the movement that was primarily 
focused on the Holy Spirit’s work in believers’ lives. The success of 
FGBFI to bring renewal to believers in all denominations was mirrored 
in Roberts’ crusades, which were initially populated by Pentecostal 
believers. By the early 1960s, with the novelty of healing crusades on 
the wane, his restlessness led to a rediscovery of the importance of the 
topic of the baptism in the Holy Spirit. 

In 1961, Roberts began once again to study the Holy Spirit, only 
this time he wanted to understand more fully the value of speaking 
in tongues.59 Roberts made several discoveries that revolutionized his 
perspective about the value of speaking in tongues. First, as he studied 
the life of Paul, he realized tongues should be frequent rather than 
infrequent. Although completely committed to the doctrine of tongues 
as evidence of the baptism in the Spirit, he admitted that he “rarely 
spoke in tongues” in his early healing ministry.60 Roberts grew up in a 
time in the Pentecostal church when tongues were thought not to be 
at the believer’s control.61 Rather than waiting for particular moments 
of inspiration to exercise the gift of tongues, he discovered that 
speaking in tongues was intended to be a “normal experience” as part 
of one’s relationship with God.62 It is from this revelation that Roberts 
developed the concept of tongues as the “language of the Spirit” and 
coined the term “personal prayer language.”63 Second, Roberts found 
that increasing the frequency of praying in the Spirit had a direct 
influence on his ministry, supplying him with “more power in my 
ministry, more self-control, more eagerness and release.”64 Speaking in 
tongues not only increased Roberts’ ministry of healing, he believed it 
increased one’s capacity to receive healing in the healing lines.65 Another 
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new revelation for Roberts was the concept of speaking in tongues as 
the “release of the Spirit,” which was added to the concept of initial 
evidence.66 He said, “[Speaking in tongues] is more than an evidence, 
more than a sign, more than for personal release in edification. It is also 
power release.”67 The benefit of speaking in tongues, then, is that every 
time one prays, they release edification and power.

Following his 1961 pneumatological reawakening, the baptism in 
the Holy Spirit became one of the central emphases in his publications. 
The January 1962 issue of Abundant Life was dedicated entirely to the 
baptism in the Holy Spirit, something that had not been done since 1950. 
As the nation was becoming ever more embroiled in turmoil, Roberts 
felt that the Holy Spirit’s power was needed then more than ever. The 
new emphasis on the Holy Spirit, Carl Hamilton insisted, was not new 
at all considering “Brother Roberts has always credited the success of his 
ministry to the anointing of God’s Holy Spirit.”68 However, he added, 
it did mark a new emphasis in that it was “being placed in a greater way 
than ever before.” His new practice of exercising the gift of praying in 
the Spirit was generating within his life a “greater anointing and a greater 
filling of the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”69 Issues of Abundant Life also 
shared more individual stories of people who were baptized in the Spirit.70 
The whole ministry team seemed to be reinvigorated by the Holy Spirit 
emphasis.71

The newfound power and results in his meetings convinced Roberts 
that the church was on the verge of a new outpouring of the Spirit and 
that his ministry was playing a large role in the eschatological mission 
of the Spirit to bring about the healing of the church.72 After years of 
jealousy and criticism from those within his own Pentecostal family, 
Roberts was ready to spread his wings and become a father to the 
charismatic renewal of the entire church. He declared, “Pentecost is not a 
denomination. It is an experience. This is your hour to receive the baptism 
of the Holy Ghost. This is it.”73 He believed that what the Spirit was 
doing in this generation had transcended denominational boundaries.

A great number of people in unexpected places in life are 
accepting the light on the truth of the baptism of the Holy Ghost 
today, and many are receiving the experience. Some of these are 



336 Spiritus Vol 3, No 2

ministers of the gospel, pastors of churches in denominations, 
which have not before taught the baptism of the Holy Ghost. All 
over the world this move is seen; people are seeing the power in 
the lives of those who have the experience; and their own lives 
have been blessed and revitalized as they have realized their need 
of the Holy Spirit and have received the experience. In our own 
crusades, hundreds are awaiting and receiving the baptism of the 
Holy Ghost in our morning prayer meetings.74

Roberts believed his crusades were not only a place of healing of 
the physical body, they were ground zero for the charismatic renewal 
that would heal the whole Body of Christ. As crusade director, Hart 
Armstrong reported, “Thousands are responding to the new move of the 
Holy Spirit among the denominations, and are coming to the crusades 
to seek the baptism with the Holy Spirit.”75 For the next two years, the 
great hunger for the Holy Spirit convinced Roberts that the “greatest 
Holy Ghost revival since the day of Pentecost is about to break upon 
the Church.”76

The Spirit and the University

When Roberts began to sense a shift in his ministry in 1959, he knew 
it was towards something greater than simply using his crusades to 
bring people into the baptism in the Spirit. It was a whole paradigm 
shift in his ministry. In June 1960, Roberts announced to his partners, 
“God has spoken to me again.”77 His new plan was to open a “soul-
winning training program” in order to increase his overseas evangelistic 
ministry.  The same month as the announcement, Roberts was having 
dinner with Pat Robertson when God spoke to Roberts these famous 
words:

Raise up your students to hear My voice, to go where My light 
is dim, where My voice is heard small and where My healing 
power is not known. To go to the uttermost bounds of the earth. 
Their work will exceed yours and in this I am well pleased.78
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These words reminded Roberts of what God said to him on his death 
bed at 17 years old: “Son, I am going to heal you and you are going 
to take my healing power to your generation. You are to build me a 
university and built it upon My authority and upon the Holy Spirit.”79 
With these words, a new era of emphasis on the Holy Spirit emerged in 
Oral Roberts’ theology.

In May 1962, the vision for a university became clearer as Roberts 
announced the construction of a new building in south Tulsa to house 
not simply a soul-winning program, as was previously announced, but 
America’s healing evangelist was going to build a university. Roberts 
told his partners, “To further fulfill God’s call upon my life to take His 
healing power to my generation, I feel the time has come to undertake 
by faith the greatest and most far-reaching step of all for the salvation 
of souls and to perpetuate this ministry that God has given me and 
committed to my trust. That is to build the ‘ORAL ROBERTS 
UNIVERSITY OF EVANGELISM.’”80

To open the new University of Evangelism, Roberts hosted a 
week-long Ministers Seminar devoted to the topic of the Holy Spirit 
and the gifts of the Holy Spirit that was attended by more than 350 
ministers from eleven different denominations. The goal was to simulate 
the type of classes Roberts envisioned would take place in the new 
university. The seminars were also a great opportunity to promote the 
university, which was set to open two years later.82 Oral Roberts, R. O. 
Corvin, David DuPlessis, Rex Humbard, and a host of other ministers 
shared in various classes all centered on the Holy Spirit. The climax 
of the seminar was the final evening when Oral Roberts laid hands on 
everyone in attendance to “release the power of the Spirit” in their lives. 

The second Ministers Seminar, hosted in July 1963, yielded even 
greater results. One attendee declared, “I believe this is the greatest step 
forward to meet the spiritual needs of the world than anything that has 
happened since the Day of Pentecost.”84 This time, Roberts included some 
charismatic speakers, such as Howard M. Ervin, a Spirit-filled Baptist 
pastor who earned a Th.D. from Princeton and who joined the founding 
faculty of the School of Theology at ORU in 1965.85 The sessions were 
marked by anointed teachings and wonderful times of singing and praying 
in the Spirit. While most of the ministers were already Spirit-filled, one 
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great outcome of the ministry time was that “ministers who had not 
spoken in tongues for years, and some who had not spoken with spiritual 
utterance since the day they were baptized with the Holy Spirit were 
experiencing an uninterrupted flow of divine language.”86 Similar “Youth 
Seminars” for prospective college students were designed to give a taste of 
the spiritual atmosphere that they would encounter at ORU, which were 
some of the earliest prototypes of the college weekend tradition.87 These 
seminars in the seminal years of the university sent a very clear signal to 
the Pentecostal and charismatic community: Oral Roberts University will 
be a school that is built on the Holy Spirit.

The task of building a university from the ground up was 
overwhelming to Roberts. Once again he had to draw upon the 
resources he had in the Holy Spirit to lead the way. The only thing he 
knew to do was to walk the barren acres of the plot of land at 81st and 
Lewis and pray in the Spirit. Roberts recalls, “I was literally groaning 
and praying and crying out, ‘Oh God, help me! Show me the way!’”88 
Each time the Spirit would well up in him, he would pray in tongues 
and then ask God for the interpretation. This process was “exhilarating” 
for Roberts and gave him a hunger to pray regularly in this manner.89 
As he received the interpretation of his prayers, he testified “the Lord 
revealed to me the most astonishing knowledge and showed me the 
broad outline of how to build a university.”90 This practice of “praying 
in tongues with interpretation” became a distinctive feature of his 
pneumatology.91

From that point forward, many of the details of the university, 
including the shape of buildings and the design of the curriculum, 
would be revealed to Roberts through interpreting what God was 
speaking through the “language of the Spirit.”92 One specific aspect of 
the campus that was directly revealed through the interpretation of the 
Spirit was the Prayer Tower. God instructed Roberts to put it in the 
center of campus to represent that the Spirit will be the “center of the 
University.”93 The two-hundred-foot futuristic cross-shaped design was 
crowned with an “eternal flame” symbolizing the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit.94 The dramatic height of the tower would serve as a constant 
reminder to students and faculty that ORU was built on prayer, 
particularly the practice of praying in tongues with interpretation. The 
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tower would also house an “upper room” designed to introduce a new 
generation to the power of the Spirit.95

In addition to these external designs, Roberts designed the 
curriculum to reflect the centrality of the Spirit in relation to the 
intellect in his concept of whole person education. He comments, “In 
this atmosphere of educational excellence and Holy Spirit guidance, a 
philosophy of total education will be carried on for our children.”96 In 
order to ensure that ORU would maintain its Holy Spirit focus, Roberts 
recruited the finest Spirit-filled Ph.D.s he could find and instituted 
a policy that required all faculty to be baptized in the Spirit and 
committed to the Spirit-filled life.97 Roberts knew that some mainline 
schools had educated faculties that had no spiritual life. Then there were 
Pentecostal schools that had the Spirit, but the faculty were not highly 
educated. Roberts set out to do what no other Christian college had 
managed to accomplish: assemble a faculty that consisted entirely of 
professors who were “Spirit filled and holding a doctorate or masters.”98 
From the top to the bottom, ORU would be “built on the Holy Spirit.”

The Holy Spirit in the Now

In the days after Oral Roberts University opened, the demands of 
being a university president occupied much of Roberts’ attention. 
On campus, the student body was exposed to Roberts’ ministry and 
teachings through weekly chapel meetings and campus revivals. After 
folding the tent for the last time in 1967, Roberts was committed to 
raising up students and empowering the next generation to take healing 
to the “uttermost bounds of the earth.” Born out of the original vision 
of the University of Evangelism, Roberts wanted the university to focus 
on world evangelism and mobilizing “World Action” healing teams. 
These teams of students, led by Spiritual Life Director Tommy Tyson, 
were organized to take Roberts’ message of healing and baptism in the 
Spirit to the world. Roberts described,

World Action Team is a new term which God gave to me a few 
weeks ago. The World Action Teams will be ORU students, sent 
to different nations to use their professions—whether doctors, 



340 Spiritus Vol 3, No 2

lawyers, teachers or ministers—to further the Gospel of Christ. 
Where there’s a crisis nation, look for a World Action Team from 
ORU— in schools, hospitals, villages and cities, working with 
the missionaries.99

This new mission Roberts viewed as the ultimate fulfillment of God’s 
word in 1947 and perhaps his final mission. He says, “I see the 
remaining time left as the most important opportunity of my life to 
preach the Gospel, to win souls, to heal the sick, to lead people into 
the infilling of the Holy Spirit, to expect miracles across the earth.”100 
What began as a vision for his own life would now be replicated in 
his students. To prepare these students to go into “every man’s world,” 
Roberts would first need to hold meetings on campus to encourage 
students to be filled with the Spirit. Beyond just teaching them a 
doctrine, Roberts wanted to impart to these students the Spirit’s power 
by demonstrating the ministry of laying on of hands and how to release 
their faith.101

The early momentum created at ORU received a sudden shock 
when in March 1968, Oral Roberts announced his intention to join 
the Methodist Church. Having maintained his credentials with the 
Pentecostal Holiness Church for over thirty years, the ecumenical 
appeal of his ministry had reached a point that it had transcended the 
Pentecostal base to include a wide range of denominations. This move 
raised speculation that perhaps Roberts was moving from his classical 
Pentecostal views to a more charismatic view of Spirit baptism.102  
Roberts assured the faculty, staff, and students of ORU,

I am a believer in Bible holiness . . . I am completely committed 
to the Pentecostal outpouring, the baptism in the Holy Ghost, 
and the gifts of the Spirit in the fullest meaning of those terms. 
And I have carefully inquired on more than one occasion with 
the bishop and the top officials with whom I have talked if they 
understood what I am and what they would expect from me. 
And they have said in essence . . . we need a strong Pentecostal 
infusion and you epitomize this in the world. And we urgently 
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and desperately need this outpouring within our movement . . . . 
I am Pentecostal and will be until the day I die . . . . I believe if I 
can to be a Christian gentleman and exhibit the love of the Spirit 
toward my Pentecostal brethren, that over a period of time it can 
be demonstrated that I am a Pentecostal through and through.103

Roberts’ primary motivation in changing denominations was not 
doctrinal; it was in order to be able to expand his ministry of bringing 
healing and the baptism in the Spirit to the “historic church.” While 
the move was ultimately detrimental to Roberts’ support base, it was 
thought to be in service to God’s call to bring healing power to his 
generation.

Over the next few years, as some were still questioning if Roberts 
was shifting his theology, a new opportunity to establish the centrality 
of the baptism in the Holy Spirit arose at ORU. In 1972, Oral Roberts 
University received its first endowed chair when a wealthy British 
businessman left money in his will for the establishment of an academic 
“Chair of the Holy Spirit” at ORU.105 The recipient of this chair was, of 
course, Oral Roberts. From this funding, Roberts created a class called 
“The Holy Spirit in the Now” that would be taught to the students at 
ORU over the next decade. The classes were filmed live in the Mabee 
Center before more than 1,500 students each semester and included 
Roberts’ teaching on the baptism in the Holy Spirit, releasing the 
“prayer language,” the gifts of the Spirit, and other topics about living 
the abundant life. From 1972–1982, “The Holy Spirit in the Now” 
became one of the signature features of academic life at ORU in which 
thousands of ORU students sat under Roberts’ teaching on the Holy 
Spirit. Roberts also distributed several hundred thousand copies of 
the transcripts of the classes to his ministry partners free of charge and 
offered audio recordings of the tapes for a seed-faith gift.106

Conclusion

This article has sought to chart the role of the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit in the life and ministry of Oral Roberts. While it will be left to 
other studies to outline more fully the specifics of his pneumatological 
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views, we have seen that Oral Roberts was a man of the Spirit whose 
ministry was shaped by the experience of the baptism in the Spirit. 
While healing certainly was at the center of his ministry, the baptism in 
the Holy Spirit with the distinctive feature of speaking in tongues was 
a consistent emphasis threaded throughout the entirety of his career. 
Every major ministry turning point in Roberts’ ministry was marked by 
his rediscovery or reemphasis on the Holy Spirit in his life. It solidified 
his calling to ministry, launched him into the healing ministry, provided 
the platform for being a leader in the charismatic renewal, and inspired 
the dream of building a university.

While Oral Roberts will always be known as a healing evangelist, 
this study has demonstrated that there were actually two distinct but 
interdependent aspects of Roberts’ ministry. During the first phase of his 
crusade ministry, healing and evangelism were the primary emphases, but 
the ministry of the baptism in the Spirit was certainly present and many 
thousands sought and received it in his crusades. As a revivalist, Roberts 
knew that the power of the Holy Spirit would change lives, save souls, 
and bring healing to the hurting. Following the establishment of ORU, 
Roberts entered into the second phase in which the Holy Spirit became 
primary and healing became secondary to his theological identity. Roberts 
understood that as “God’s Man of Faith in Power,” if he were to die, his 
legacy and the healing ministry would die with him. In order to preserve 
his legacy and ensure that the healing ministry would be passed on to the 
next generation, he knew he needed to pass on the source of his power 
that made him a worldwide icon of healing evangelism. By guiding a 
new generation to discover the importance of the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit and the value of speaking in tongues, Roberts was able to multiply 
his influence so God’s promise that “their work will exceed yours” would 
come to pass and healing would continue to be ministered “to the 
uttermost bounds of the earth.” Roberts’ legacy is a complicated one, 
filled with incredible accomplishments, die-hard convictions, imaginative 
brilliance, as well as moments of chaos and controversy. But there is one 
undisputable legacy of Oral Roberts that is attested to by generations 
of crusade attendees, television viewers, and students and faculty who 
have walked the iconic grounds of Oral Roberts University over the past 
decades. Oral Roberts was a man of the Spirit.
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