
Alexander Vazakas portrait, circa 1940s.
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When Pentecostals look for inspiration from their his-
tory, they usually turn to the stories of the preach-
ers, evangelists, and revivalists who have shaped 

their character. The movement has often neglected the impact 
of educators upon its identity, but these men and women have 
had a long-lasting influence. Dr. Alexander Vazakas represents 
one such teacher whose legacy continues to reverberate among 
leaders of the Assemblies of God (AG).

Vazakas’s remarkable journey led him from Macedonia 
and, ultimately, to Springfield, Missouri, where he served as 
a professor at Evangel College. In his 
full life of ninety-one years, Vazakas 
served as a linguist, publisher, mission-
ary, Young Men’s Christian Association 
(YMCA) secretary, mentor, philosopher, 
and college professor. He spoke no less 
than a dozen languages and taught college 
courses in at least eight of them.

Vazakas’s story connects with the AG 
on several levels. His Spirit baptism expe-
rience in the early 1890s predates the To-
peka and Azusa Street revivals by at least 
a decade. After immigrating to the United 
States, Vazakas ministered and mentored 
among pastors in the Greek Original Apostolic Church, which 
the AG recognized as its Greek Branch in 1953. Finally, in his 
later years, he became a member of the AG and taught at Evan-
gel where he influenced AG laity and clergy, including a young 
man named George O. Wood, now the former general super-
intendent of the AG. From prison cells to the classroom, from 
the Ignatian Way to the hallways of the academy, Alexander 
Vazakas lived a life that combined a commitment to Spirit-led 
living and academic rigor.

Early Life in the Ottoman Empire: 
Father’s Conversion and Its Aftermath

Alexander Aristides Vazakas was born March 19, 1873, in 
Monastir, Turkey, to Aristides and Argyri Jeanellis Vazakas.1 
Located in southwestern Macedonia, Monastir existed as a city 
of “competing nationalisms.” Its populace consisted of numer-
ous overlapping ethnic groups, including Albanians, Bulgari-
ans, Serbs, Slavs, Turks, Vlachs, and, of course, Greeks, such as 
Vazakas and his family. Totaling approximately 50,000 people 
in the late nineteenth century, Monastir’s population encom-

passed about 11,000 Muslims and 5,200 
Jews.2 The young Vazakas thus received 
exposure to numerous cultures and lan-
guages during his formative years.

Vazakas’s ethnically diverse home 
city thrived in the late 1800s as part of the 
Ottoman Empire. Due to the construction 
of roads and railways, it became an eco-
nomic, cultural, and administrative center 
in the Balkans, and European countries 
began to open their diplomatic offices 
there. Twelve consuls resided in Monastir 
between 1878 and 1913, and it took on the 
moniker “city of consuls.”3

One of these consuls changed the course of the Vazakas 
family’s life. Alexander’s father Aristides practiced medicine 
in Monastir, and the British general consul became his patient. 
The elder Vazakas developed a friendship with the consul. One 
day, the consul, a member of the Church of Scotland, asked 
Aristides if he had read the New Testament. Alexander recalled 
that the question caused his father embarrassment because “he 
had studied almost everything else except that.” Aristides went 
home and began reading the New Testament.4

From Macedonia to 
Missouri: The Journey 
of Alexander Vazakas
By Matthew A. Paugh
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Reading the biblical text kindled 
an excitement in Vazakas’s father, and 
he could not keep it to himself. He be-
gan talking to his patients about the in-
sights he gleaned from Scripture. The 
family home that doubled as his medi-
cal office became a gathering place on 
Sundays for those who wanted to hear 
about “the wonders of the New Testa-
ment.” The Sunday lectures attracted 
Greek-speaking individuals from vari-
ous nationalities.5

With Aristides Vazakas’s fervor for 
the New Testament came persecution. As 
the authorities gained awareness of the 
meetings at the Vazakas household, they 
became suspicious. Even owning a New 
Testament outside the official Ortho-
dox Church channels could be deemed 
illegal. Vazakas’s father found himself 
in and out of prison for his Christian 
proselytizing.6

On at least one occasion, Alexander 
became a target of mistreatment due to 
his father’s activities. Near Alexander’s 
schoolhouse lived two Turkish bandits 
who opposed Christianity. As Alexander 
and a friend walked home from school, 
one of the bandits began throwing stones 
and yelling insults at them. Alexander 
and his friend ran to a nearby Christian’s 
home and hid themselves in a trunk until 
they deemed the threat had passed.7

Shortly after this altercation, Alex-
ander’s mother appeared at the school 
and made a dreadful announcement to 
her eight-year-old son: “We must leave 
at once and go to Prilep, where your fa-
ther is dying.” On his way to settle an 
estate following an uncle’s death, Al-
exander’s father encountered brigands 
who attacked him and left him naked 
and wounded in the snow. A shepherd 
discovered him and somehow sent word 
to Alexander’s mother. Mother and chil-
dren made the thirty-mile trek to Prilep 
where they found their husband and 
father battling pneumonia. His condi-
tion deteriorated quickly, and a recent 
imprisonment exacerbated his decline. 
Looking at his wife, Aristides cried out, 
“My lioness, take care of the children.” 

Then, he died.8

As a result of legal complexities, 
Alexander’s mother proved unable to 
secure claims to Vazakas family estates, 
and the government reportedly took pos-
session of the properties. With inheri-
tances gone, Mrs. Vazakas attempted to 
take over her husband’s medical prac-
tice. She saw patients in his office for 
four years before another appropriately 
licensed physician moved to the area.9

Now that the family lacked an in-
come source, Alexander inherited the 
burden to provide for his mother and 
siblings. “Being left destitute,” Vazakas 
wrote, “I started my teaching career at 
twelve [years old] in the Vardar Valley.” 
Vazakas moved to an isolated area out-
side the town of Struminitza and became 
a tutor for the children of a German sta-
tionmaster named George Metzger. He 
sent his earnings back home to Monastir 
to support his mother and siblings.

Although he missed his family, 
Vazakas developed a friendship with his 
employer. Metzger had studied archeol-
ogy and linguistics. Between the two of 
them, Metzger and Vazakas realized they 
knew ten different languages. Together 
they traveled the countryside, discussed 
the nuances of languages, and even 
dreamed of writing a dictionary with ten 
different columns for their ten different 
languages.10

During his time tutoring the Metzger 
children, Vazakas received word that 
an American family had moved to Mo-
nastir to continue the Christian work his 
father had started. This news provoked 
Vazakas’s interest in the English lan-
guage. He read daily from the English 
New Testament and found the meaning 
of the words in his Greek Bible. Metzger 
opined that reading “that book” amount-
ed to a waste of time. He even warned 
Vazakas that the small print would ruin 
his eyesight. Later in life, Vazakas re-
flected on his use of the New Testament: 
“I have found it valuable linguistically 
not only for the study of English, but 
for every other language. It has been my 
basic study all these years.” He added, 

“And my eyes are still going strong.”11

“Formative Experiences”: 
Conversion and Acts 
2:4 Outpouring

Vazakas completed his contract with 
Metzger around the same time his sister 
Eugenia graduated from high school. 
She accepted a position as a teacher and 
undertook responsibility for supporting 
the family. This allowed Alexander to 
continue his own education. He moved 
to Thessalonica, Greece, and enrolled in 
high school. During these years, Vazakas 
had what he called the “formative expe-
riences” of his life.12

In Thessalonica, Vazakas connected 
with the British general consul who had 
introduced his father to the Greek New 
Testament. After attending the consul’s 
church, Vazakas remarked, “For the 
first time, I felt the presence of the Holy 
Spirit in a public meeting.”13 When he 
went back to his room at the high school, 
Vazakas felt a “heavy conviction.” The 
overwhelming realization of his sinful-
ness drove him to despair. He began to 
beat his head against the stone wall and 
longed to die. Then, Vazakas declared, 
“Christ revealed himself to me as the 
one who died for sinners, even the worst 
of sinners, and therefore for me. I saw a 
vision of Jesus who said to me, ‘My boy 
I love you. I died for you.’”14

This conversion experience, his first 
formative experience, changed Vaza-
kas’s perspective on the New Testament. 
Prior to his conversion, Scripture func-
tioned as a useful tool for learning new 
languages, but now he felt compelled 
to share it with others. Vazakas recalled 
going “up and down” Thessalonica’s 
portion of the Via Egnatia, the road that 
the Apostle Paul traveled on his second 
missionary journey (Acts 16-17).15 He 
told business owners and anyone else 
who would listen about his salvation 
experience.

Within days, Vazakas had his sec-
ond formative experience. Proprietors 
who heard Vazakas’s conversion story 
shared the account with a monk named 
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Barnabas. Barnabas lived in Giannitsa, 
a city about thirty miles from Thessa-
lonica. Intrigued by the teenager’s tes-
timony, Barnabas sent for Vazakas and 
invited him to Giannitsa to tell about his 
conversion. Vazakas readily accepted the 
invitation.16

When he arrived, Vazakas discov-
ered that Barnabas had assembled a 
large crowd of apprentices and business 
owners. Vazakas related his conversion 
story, and when he finished, he prayed 
the words of Psalm 139:23-24: “Search 
me, O God, and know my heart: try me, 
and know my thoughts: and see if there 
be any wicked way in me, and lead me in 
the way everlasting” (KJV).

According to Vazakas, as soon as he 
spoke those words, “the power fell like 
bolts of lightning.” Barnabas began to 
“shout at the top of his lungs, ‘Eureka! 
I have found it!’” Young apprentices 
started “to weep and cry and ask for help 
to get saved.” Business owners who had 
not spoken to each other in years offered 
forgiveness to their enemies and “vowed 
loyalty to Christ.” For his part, Vazakas 
“found himself unable to speak except as 
the Spirit gave utterance.”17

The commotion became so loud that 
townspeople gathered to see what had 
transpired. Vazakas went to the balcony 
and addressed the crowd. The “words 
flowed like the water of a fountain” with 
“no effort or thought,” Vazakas recalled. 
For “several hours” he expounded God’s 
word and explained the “whole plan of 
salvation.” The next day Barnabas took 
to the streets. The priest read from Acts 
2:4 and announced, “This is what hap-
pened to us last night!”18

In the days following the events 
at Giannitsa, Vazakas began to suffer 
ridicule. The derision arose from “that 
group who called themselves evangeli-
cals.” The evangelicals in Thessalonica 
disparaged his conversion testimony, but 
after his Acts 2:4 experience in Giannit-
sa, they became his “avowed enemies.” 
Amid “the bitter persecution” at the hand 
of evangelicals, Vazakas determined to 
travel to the United States in order to dis-

cover if “any such thing ever happened 
in this country!”19

Initial Journey to America: 
Early Education and 
“Faith Adventure”

Traveling from Thessalonica through 
France and England, Vazakas eventu-
ally boarded a boat for North America.20 
He disembarked in Canada and took a 
train to Chicago, arriving around Sep-
tember 15, 1892. In Chicago, he sought 
out Paul Theodoroff, his future brother-
in-law, who was enrolled at McCormick 
Theological Seminary.21 Theodoroff and 
Vazakas’s sister Eugenia married and 
became naturalized citizens in 1893.22 

At Theodoroff’s urging, Vazakas de-
cided to matriculate at Tabor College in 
Tabor, Iowa.

Graduates of Oberlin College found-
ed Tabor College in 1853.23 Vazakas 
spent three years at the coed school 
which was associated with the Congre-
gational Church. He paid his tuition by 
teaching French and German classes, 

and he covered his room and board ex-
penses by sawing wood for the college 
furnace, pitching hay, milking cows, and 
gardening.24 During the summers, he 
traveled to classmates’s hometowns to 
preach and share experiences from his 
homeland.25

In his third year at Tabor, Vazakas 
underwent “a spiritual upheaval.” Vaza-
kas originally came to the United States 
with the goal of ascertaining if people in 
America had spiritual experiences like 
those he had at his conversion and with 
Barnabas in Giannitsa. However, he real-
ized that his ambitions had changed. He 
now desired to “get all the degrees pos-
sible.” Then “a crushing burden” came 
upon him. He sensed God summoning 
him to abandon his ambitions and go to 
“some obscure place” to help people find 
God. In his journal, Vazakas wrote, “Nil 
nisi te, Domine” (i.e., “Nothing but you, 
O Lord”). Nevertheless, he had a heavy 
heart when he considered leaving the 
place he had grown to love. Many years 
later, Vazakas declared, “I have not for-

The Vazakas family, circa 1908. Standing (l-r): George(?) Theodoroff (son 
of Eugenia), Eugenia Theodoroff (sister), and Alexander Vazakas. Sitting in 
front (l-r): Aristides (father) and Argyri (mother) Vazakas, and a sister (either 
Aphrodite or Chryssa).
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gotten the pain of that surrender to go 
where? I did not know. To do what? I did 
not know. Like Paul’s call to Macedonia, 
I heard, ‘Come over and help us!’”26

So Vazakas left behind his ambitions 
of obtaining further degrees and his 
dreams of becoming a college teacher, 
and he departed for Greece. Before leav-
ing, he preached in Topeka and Chicago 
and acquired enough funds to pay his 
fare to New York, where he attended a 
Christian and Missionary Alliance Con-
vention conducted by A. B. Simpson. An 
“old lady” at the convention offered him 
sufficient money for his trip to Greece.27

Back in Greece, Vazakas devoted 
himself to pastoral and evangelistic 
work in Athens and Piraeus for two 
years.28 He returned to the United States 
for a brief period and became a natural-
ized citizen on June 26, 1899, in Sidney, 
Iowa.29 Then, he departed again for Eu-
rope, where he continued his ministry as 
an evangelist.

A trip to minister in Constantinople 
almost ended tragically. When Vazakas 
arrived in the city, Turkish officials dis-
covered his passport and citizenship pa-
pers. Authorities had recently uncovered 
an Armenian plan to revolt. Evidently, 
the Armenians awaited a leader from 

America to help initiate their rebellion. 
The Turks determined that Vazakas “was 
the big shot,” and despite his protest, 
they took him into custody. Accord-
ing to Vazakas, they pledged to release 
him if he would surrender his American 
citizenship, but Vazakas refused. As a 
result, Vazakas recounted, “I was sen-
tenced to die.”

While in prison, he befriended an Ar-
menian. A boy would occasionally come 
to provide food for Vazakas’s friend 
and other Armenian prisoners. The Ar-
menian friend instructed the boy to go 
straightaway to the American consul and 
tell them that an American had mistak-
enly been imprisoned. “Almost immedi-
ately,” Vazakas remembered, “the consul 
arrived,” and after forcing the Turks to 
admit their mistake, the consul secured 
Vazakas’s release and helped him board 
a boat direct to Piraeus, where he con-
tinued his “faith adventure” for two 
more years.30

Back to America: 
Scholastic Endeavors 
and YMCA Work

Vazakas felt God calling him to go 
back to the United States, so in 1902, he 
traveled to New York City. For one year, 

Vazakas ministered to Greek immigrants 
through A. B. Simpson’s Gospel Taber-
nacle. He provided the immigrants with 
lessons in the English language and gos-
pel messages in the Greek language. The 
church basement served as Vazakas’s 
living quarters.31

While in New York, Vazakas applied 
and received acceptance to New York 
University (NYU). After reviewing his 
Tabor coursework, NYU allowed him 
to continue his studies exactly where he 
had left off before starting his “faith ad-
venture.” He completed his Bachelor of 
Arts degree in 1904.32 Vazakas then con-
tinued his education and graduated from 
Union Theological Seminary in 1906.33

Vazakas desired to go even further in 
his scholastic pursuits and enrolled in a 
graduate program at Columbia Univer-
sity. During these years, one of the more 
bizarre episodes in Vazakas’s personal 
life unfolded. On March 6, 1908, Vaza-
kas appeared before New York Supreme 
Court Justice Frederick E. Crane with a 
petition for a marriage annulment. Evi-
dently, while ministering in Athens in 
1898, Vazakas married Luise Zenia, a 
woman “twice his age.” According to 
Vazakas’s testimony, Zenia offered to 
teach him German. After a few lessons, 
Zenia hypnotized him, and five days 
later he realized he had married her. 
Vazakas attested that he escaped his new 
wife’s influence by coming to the United 
States and that he had not seen her until 
she unexpectedly appeared in New York 
the prior year. She urged Vazakas to re-
turn to Greece with her, but when he de-
clined, she departed alone.34 In the end, 
the judge refused to decree an annulment 
due to insufficient evidence.35

Although he did not realize his hopes 
for receiving an annulment, Vazakas 
continued to seek God, and during that 
same year, he associated with a Christian 
group operating a Manhattan Bible train-
ing school. Attending one of the group’s 
prayer meetings, Vazakas felt “trans-
ported to another realm.” “Suddenly,” 
narrated Vazakas, “my vocal chords 
were under the impulse of the blessed 

Alexander Vazakas (center) sitting outside with two priests from the 
Greek Orthodox Church during the time he worked with the YMCA in 
the early 1920s.
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Holy Spirit and words—wonderful 
words—poured from my lips. They were 
unknown and unintelligible to me, but I 
knew they were words which glorified 
God.” Others at the meeting told Vaza-
kas that he had experienced “the baptism 
with the Holy Spirit.” Vazakas now had 
a name for the phenomenon that he had 
encountered more than a decade earlier 
with Barnabas the monk back in Giannit-
sa, Greece.36

Vazakas’s spiritual fervor did not 
detract from his academic studies, and 
he graduated with his Master of Arts 
in Philosophy from Columbia in 1911. 
His master’s thesis explored “the will 
to live.” He compared solutions offered 
by German philosopher Arthur Scho-
penhauer, English philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes, and the Apostle Paul. He con-
cluded that Paul offers the most helpful 
solution with his emphasis on “the denial 
of self and the embodiment of that which 
represents the highest type of love, the 
love of Christ.”37

During his time in New York, Vaza-
kas established a language school to 
teach English to immigrants and other 
languages to English speakers. At the 
same time, his brother Alfred instituted 
a similar school in Chicago. Following 
the completion of his thesis, the brothers 
switched locations. Alfred came to New 
York, and Alexander headed to Chica-
go. In addition to running the school in 
Chicago, Vazakas established a printing 
press. He published language textbooks 
and printed Christian tracts in Greek.38 
At one point, Vazakas himself wrote 
and published a textbook called Greek-
English Grammar and Conversational 
Methods.39

When the United States entered 
World War I in 1917, Vazakas put his 
teaching and publishing endeavors on 
hold. He joined the YMCA and served as 
an international secretary for France. His 
charge included ministering to service 
personnel west of Paris. After the war, 
Vazakas became a secretary in Greece.40

One of Vazakas’s most memorable 
recollections as YMCA secretary in-

volved an exchange with Greek Ortho-
dox Archbishop Chrysostomos of Smyr-
na. The Archbishop sought to minister to 
the Greek army during the Occupation 
of Smyrna between 1919 and 1922. In 
a meeting with the Archbishop, Vaza-
kas suggested that they distribute Greek 
New Testaments to the soldiers. Vazakas 
recalled, “That really started something! 
... The Greek Orthodox Bishop and the 
Greek Protestant preacher were working 
together.”41

As he helped with reconstruction ef-
forts in Greece following the War, Vaza-
kas suffered an injury that resulted in a 
punctured lung. Because of his rebuild-
ing work and his wound, the Greek gov-
ernment purportedly knighted Vazakas, 
and he became “Sir Alexander.”42 While 
recuperating from his injuries, Vazakas 
traveled to southern France, and in Nice, 
he met Ida Alleman. Vazakas married 
Alleman on March 26, 1925, in Paris 
before returning to the United States.43 
Vazakas arrived in New York on April 
21, 1925.44

Vazakas made his way to Chicago, 
where his first order of business in-
volved completing his doctoral studies. 
He submitted his dissertation entitled 
“The Greek of Acts 1:1-15:25” to the 
New Testament Department at the Uni-
versity of Chicago in September 1927.45 
The project combined his passion for 
languages and for Scripture. The faculty 
approved the dissertation, and Vazakas 
graduated with his Doctor of Philoso-
phy degree the following spring. He had 
now obtained all the degrees that had 
filled his ambitions at Tabor. He thought 
he had surrendered all those aspirations 
when he followed God’s call to Macedo-
nia, but “God gave me the desires of my 
heart,” observed Vazakas.46

Professor Vazakas: 
Teaching Around 
the Country

With his dissertation completed, the 
fifty-four-year-old Vazakas accepted a 
position as Professor and Chair of the 
Department of Modern Languages at 

Willamette University, a private liberal 
arts college in Salem, Oregon. On his 
way to commence his new teaching as-
signment, Vazakas passed through San 
Francisco and met “some Greeks who 
regularly in a private house had religious 
meetings intended for a deeper spiritual 
life.” Vazakas wrote, “Of course, such 
things appeal to me so strongly.”

Thus, during his years at Willa-
mette, Vazakas spent several vacations 
“near these Greeks who were seeking 
a deeper spiritual life.” He prayed and 
studied the Bible with them, but he also 
mentored their leaders and encouraged 
them to pursue education. Vazakas re-
ferred to these San Francisco Greeks as 
“Primitives” because they incorporated 
“in the early thirties” as the “so-called 
‘Primitive’ plus another word ‘Apos-
tolic’ church.”47 In fact, this association 
of Greeks became known as the Hellenic 
Protogonos Apostolic Ecclesia, or the 
Greek Original Apostolic Church.48

Once he arrived at Willamette, Vaza-
kas began teaching in September 1927, 
and his wife Ida joined him in January 
1928.49 He taught an array of courses. 
For example, his schedule for the Fall 
1941 semester included nine classes 
with sections in Latin, German, French, 
Spanish, Greek, and Comparative Lit-
erature.50 He later added courses in Rus-
sian.51 Just as he learned to read English 
by comparing it to his Greek New Tes-
tament, Vazakas continued to use the 
New Testament as a textbook for student 
translation exercises.52

Vazakas also focused on extracur-
ricular and spiritual activities on cam-
pus. He sponsored the Spanish Club and 
the International Club, and he moder-
ated debates. In addition, Mrs. Vazakas 
became active as a regular participant at 
social events and sponsor of the French 
Club. The college community sought 
out Vazakas for his opinion on European 
political developments due to his wide 
travels and knowledge of cultures and 
languages. Along with regularly speak-
ing in chapel, Vazakas served as a faculty 
mentor for the Devotional Club, the Col-
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lege Wesleyans, and Intervarsity Fellow-
ship. Moreover, he preached frequently 
in numerous Salem, Oregon, churches, 
especially among the Methodists.53

His reputation as a scholar and stu-
dent supporter helped Vazakas become a 
well-respected professor at Willamette. 
“In Dr. Vazakas,” a school newspaper 
article began, “the student body has a 
genuine friend.” The writer went on to 
describe Vazakas as “understanding, 
sympathetic, gentle, and very polite 
with a sense of humor, subtle and philo-
sophical.” The professor walked briskly 
across campus wearing a Panama hat 
and kindly greeting passersby. The 
write-up ended with the conclusion that 
“Dr. Vazakas may rightly be considered 
a perfect gentleman.”54

After seventeen years teaching in 
Oregon, Vazakas sensed God beckon-
ing him to return to Greece. Just as he 
had helped after the First World War, 
Vazakas desired to assist the rebuilding 
efforts in the aftermath of World War II. 
Vazakas retired from Willamette at the 
end of the 1943-1944 academic year, 
and he set out for Greece. He preached 
there for one year, but when civil war 
erupted between the Greek government 
army and communist insurgents in 1946, 
Vazakas returned to the United States.55

He could not help but go back to 
teaching. In 1946, at age seventy-three, 
Vazakas joined the faculty of Bethany 
College in Lindsborg, Kansas, as a Pro-
fessor of Modern Languages.56 An af-
filiate of the Swedish Lutheran Church, 
Bethany promoted a large missions 
department in which Vazakas took par-
ticular pride. He called their missions 
program “magnificent” and “world fa-
mous.” In order to prepare missionaries, 
Vazakas added Italian to his teaching 
repertoire.57

Vazakas taught at Bethany for six 
years, and then, he departed Kansas to 
become dean of a small holiness institute 
in Intercession City, Florida. Opened in 
1939 by the Household of Faith Mis-
sion, a Wesleyan Holiness denomination 
founded by Osie England, the school 

went by various names including Inter-
cession Bible Training School, Interces-
sion City Biblical College, and Southern 
Wesleyan Biblical College.58 Vazakas 
served the institute for one year, and dur-
ing that time, his wife Ida died after an 
extended illness on October 26, 1953.59

Following his wife’s death and his 
one-year stint in Florida, Vazakas re-
located to Overland Park, Kansas. Be-
ginning the fall semester of 1954, he 
held a wide-ranging post as Professor 
of Philosophy, Philology, Theology, 
and Languages at Kansas City College 

and Bible School (KCCBS), an institu-
tion associated with the Church of God 
(Holiness). Vazakas expressed frustra-
tion with ministry students at KCCBS 
who would show up late or miss class 
altogether. They claimed that “doing the 
Lord’s work” or “a burden of prayer” 
prevented them from coming to class. 
The seasoned professor called such ex-
cuses “flimsy.” These preachers, Vaza-
kas asserted, thought they would “shine 

as a star” simply because they “stand 
thundering behind a pulpit,” but with-
out proper study, they would proclaim 
“empty words and perform empty deeds 
from an empty head.”60 As always, Vaza-
kas emphasized both the head and the 
heart. Spiritual fervency and academic 
rigor could function together.

Later Years: Interactions 
with the AG

While on his first Christmas break at 
KCCBS, Vazakas traveled to San Fran-
cisco, California, where he had spent 
many past vacations. Over the past year, 
he had regularly corresponded with Nelle 
Reeder, one of his former students. A 
1942 graduate of Willamette, Nelle stud-
ied Spanish under Vazakas and worked 
as a high school teacher in Rainier, Or-
egon. Nelle met Vazakas in California, 
and they wed on December 23, 1954.

Rev. Nick A. Tounger performed the 
wedding ceremony at the Hellenic Pro-
togonos Apostolic Ecclesia (the Origi-
nal Greek Apostolic Church) in San 
Francisco. This church represented the 
outgrowth of the Greek home gather-
ings designed “to seek a deeper spiritual 
life” that Vazakas first encountered on 
his way to Willamette in the late 1920s. 
By this time, however, the network of 
churches to which Tounger’s congre-
gation belonged had received recogni-
tion as the Greek Branch of the AG by 
General Secretary J. Roswell Flower on 
August 14, 1953. Rev. Tounger held cre-
dentials with the AG, and his congrega-
tion identified as an AG church.61 Thus, 
his nuptials to Nelle represent Vazakas’s 
first verifiable encounter with the AG.62 

After the wedding, Vazakas’s bride, 
who was thirty-eight years younger 
than him, returned to Oregon to finish 
her teaching contract, and the groom 
resumed his instructional duties at KC-
CBS. The newlyweds reconnected in 
July of 1955 in Overland Park and em-
barked on a three-month honeymoon 
to Europe. Upon their return to Kan-
sas, Vazakas served at KCCBS until 
May 1957.63

Dr. Alexander Vazakas addressing 
a philosophy class at Evangel 
College, Springfield, Missouri, circa 
1963.
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The summer gave rise to another in-
teraction between Vazakas and the AG. 
The Greek Branch of the AG invited 
the professor to join them for their an-
nual convention from June 30 to July 7, 
1957, in San Jose, California. Vazakas 
served as the evening speaker for their 
gathering. Gust A. Harbas, Secretary of 
the Greek Branch, reported, “Because of 
his broad education and anointing of the 
Holy Spirit, the convention was greatly 
blessed.”64

Vazakas brought his combination of 
scholarship and anointing to Evangel 
College (EC) in the fall of 1958 when, 
at age eighty-five, Vazakas came to the 
fledgling AG liberal arts school as As-
sistant Professor of German and Phi-
losophy.65 Dr. Thurman Vanzant, who 
served as head of the EC Department 
of Religion and Philosophy, remembers 
“excitement among the small, close-knit 
faculty and students that a new faculty 
member with a Ph.D. had been added.”66 
At that time, EC, which opened in 1955, 
struggled “to attract persons with ad-
vanced degrees” to its faculty.67

Because of his advancing age, Vaza-
kas did not participate in faculty meet-
ings nor attend extracurricular activities. 
He focused on teaching.68 He and his 
wife Nelle lived on the EC campus, and 
she assisted him in the classroom. Nelle 
had obtained her bachelor’s degree from 
Willamette and a master’s degree from 
Drury College, and she received certi-
fication to teach French, German, and 
Spanish in Oregon. As a result, Vazakas 
joked that EC benefitted from “two for 
the price of one.”69

As in his prior appointments, the 
campus community sought Vazakas’s 
wisdom regarding world events. In his 
later years, Vazakas enjoyed listening 
to Russian broadcasts on his shortwave 
radio. After hearing speeches from So-
viet Prime Minister Nikita Khrushchev, 
Vazakas used a student newspaper inter-
view to encourage Evangelites to know 
other’s “language, history, and anthro-
pology” in order to “understand them.” 
“The greatest risk in the world now is 

with atomic armaments,” Vazakas ob-
served, “but what will save humanity is 
love, confidence, and faith.”70

In his old age, Vazakas inspired 
younger faculty members. As a twenty-
two year old, Dr. Stanley M. Burgess 
was just beginning his career when he 
became a Professor of History at EC. He 
quips that Vazakas turned “aging into 
saging” as he invested in future genera-
tions. Burgess retains fond memories 
of Vazakas as a “kind and gentle man” 
upon whom one could “deeply sense the 
Spirit of God.” A “high caliber teacher,” 
Vazakas combined academia and spiri-
tuality and did not sacrifice one for the 
other. Because of this, Burgess declares, 
“Students adored him.”71

Among the EC students that Vazakas 
impacted was Dr. George O. Wood, the 
former general superintendent of the AG 
and 1962 EC graduate. Wood took Vaza-
kas for several philosophy courses and 
two years of German. Fifty-five years 
later, Wood still quotes Vazakas in ser-
mons and articles. One of Wood’s “take-
aways” from studying under Vazakas 
includes the differentiation between “‘in-
formational’ or cognitive knowledge and 
‘relational’ or affective knowledge.”72 
Vazakas helped Wood to understand that 
“the doorway to the Kingdom is through 
relationship” and that “cognitive knowl-
edge is worthless in the Christian realm 
without affective knowledge.”73

When Vazakas died in his home on 
the EC campus at age ninety-one on Feb-
ruary 25, 1965, he left behind a legacy 
that has important lessons for Pentecos-
tals. First, the narrative of his conversion 
and Spirit baptism in the early 1890s 
demonstrates that, although the classi-
cal Pentecostal movement is rooted in 
the early-twentieth-century Topeka and 
Los Angeles revivals, the spiritual gifts 
and manifestations associated with Pen-
tecostals, including speaking in tongues, 
never fully “lapsed” in Christian his-
tory.74 Second, warranted or not, Pente-
costalism has developed a reputation for 
espousing an “anti-intellectual ethos.”75 
Vazakas stands as an early example of a 

Pentecostal who welded the life of the 
mind with the life of the Spirit and chal-
lenged others to do the same.76 For these 
reasons and more, Alexander Vazakas’s 
story in all of its complexity deserves 
to be heard and retold among Pentecos-
tals today. 
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