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05 TWELVE-STEP RELIGIONS 

05.2 Influence of the Oxford Group 

Both Wilson and Smith were members of the Oxford Group and did their early 

work within that movement. Wilson’s group, later called Alcoholics Anonymous, 

separated from the Oxford Group because of disagreements over Wilson 

holding his own meetings. However, one can see the influence of the Oxford 

Group on the development of AA. Wilson describes the Oxford Group this way: 

The Oxford Group was a nondenominational evangelical movement, streamlined for the modern world 

and then at the height of its very considerable success. 

...They would deal in simple common denominators of all religions which would be potent enough to 

change the lives of men and women.
1
 (Emphasis added.) 

Thus it was an ecumenical movement which used the “common 

denominators of all religions” rather than the exclusive way of the cross of Christ. 

In 1921 Frank Buchman, a Lutheran pastor, created the Oxford Group, which 

he originally called the First Century Christian Fellowship. Although it was called 

Christian, it was based on experience rather than biblical doctrine. William Irvine, 

in his book Heresies Exposed reports: 
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A Christian business man had a long talk on doctrine with Dr. Buchman, who professed to believe in every 

fundamental doctrine. However, he says, Dr. Buchman explained, he never touched any doctrine in any of 

his meetings, as he did not want to upset or offend anyone.
2
 (Emphasis his.) 

By keeping his doctrinal beliefs to himself, Buchman was able to appeal to 

people of all religious persuasions. 

Rather than denying or denouncing biblical doctrines, the Oxford Group 

Movement cleverly avoided and evaded doctrinal issues. For instance, the 

group neither denied nor asserted such essential doctrines as the blood 

atonement of Jesus Christ. In his book The Oxford Group Movement—Some 

Evaluations, R. Wright Hay, Secretary of the Bible League in Great Britain, reports: 

I had a three hours’ talk with Mr. Buchman, seeking to get at what he really believed himself.... Never once 

during those three hours did Dr. Buchman mention the blood of Christ. I have attended meetings in 

connection with the Movement in which men who imagined that they had received help through the 

Movement have given their testimony. Not one of them, in my hearing, made any mention of the blood of 

Christ.
3
 

Hay declared, “The Movement is anti-Christian because it is non-Biblical.”4  

Instead of biblical doctrine, the Oxford Group Movement majored in 

personal experience, group sharing, channeled guidance, and testimonies. 

Rather than evaluating subjective experience with biblical doctrine, the Group 

developed its own subjective teachings. A group of clergy at Oxford (England) 

expressed their concern about the Oxford Group in a joint letter published in 

1932. They said: 

...we find ourselves unable to approve some of their principal doctrines which have led to disastrous 

consequences in several cases known to us.... In our opinion they dangerously over-emphasize the 

importance and authority of subjective experience in spiritual things; with the result that in their public 

meetings, as also in their private testimonies, little is heard about the objective facts of the Gospel or the 

work of Christ for us.
5
 

Dr. Lewis Sperry Chafer wrote: 

Doubtless the leaders of the so-called “Oxford Movement” or “the First Century Christian Fellowship” 

would be shocked to be told that their teaching is no nearer a comprehending of Christianity than is 

Christian Science ...each system, behind its outward claims, offered the most violent contradictions to pure 

first century Christianity.
6
 

A secular publication described the group this way: 

The Oxford Group has no membership, no dues, no paid leaders. It has no 

new creed nor theological theories. It does not even have regular meetings. It is 
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merely a fellowship of individuals who seek to follow a certain way of life. First-

century Christian principles in 20th century application. Identified with it are 

Roman Catholics, Episcopalians, Methodists, Presbyterians, Baptists—members of 

all churches and none.7 (Emphasis added.) 

Along with an emphasis on subjective experience was the group sharing at 

their meetings, which were also called “parties.” One publication of the day 

said: 

They urge the need of “deep sharing,” or open confession within the Group, as a means of release from sin 

and cementing the fellowship of the Group. This is especially dangerous when the sharing of sexual sin is 

encouraged.
8
 (Emphasis in original.) 

Under the guise of “confession,” Oxford Group participants graphically 

shared their sexual exploits and received absolution and affirmation from the 

group. One can see the influence of the Oxford Group on the central place of 

“sharing” during AA and other Twelve-Step meetings today.9 Again there was 

concern among those who held to a biblical faith. One person wrote: 

When I was in Boston, I found a good deal of scandal had been occasioned by mixed companies holding 

these parties and confessing their sins, many of which were of such a character that Scripture says, “It is a 

shame even to speak of those things which are done of them in secret” (Eph. 5:12). Yet they confessed 

these things openly, men before women, and women before men. You can understand that the result was 

anything but helpful. Where do you find anything in the Word of God that suggests this kind of confession 

of sin?
10

 

In spite of the lurid confessions during the meetings, the whole point of the 

Movement was to draw close to God through “absolute purity, absolute 

unselfishness and absolute love.”11  In other words, it was a works-oriented 

movement rather than a Christ-centered faith.12 Wilson says that the Oxford 

Group “felt that when people commenced to adhere to these high moral 

standards, then God could enter and direct their lives.”13 Notice that adherence 

to “high moral standards” was what allowed God to “enter and direct their 

lives.” In contrast Paul declared:  

For by grace are you saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of 

God: Not of works, lest any man should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ 
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Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them. 

(Ephesians 2:8-10.) 

The Oxford Group, which was later named Moral Re-Armament, did not offer 

salvation through faith, because there was no creed. Instead members 

engaged in religious works so that God could “enter and direct their lives.” 

Even with its goal of “absolute purity, absolute unselfishness and absolute 

love” the group was well-known for its worldliness. The Bible League Monthly 

says: 

Worldliness is not only condoned among its ordinary members, but among those who have been sent forth 

as its missioners. Again, in our reading of its literature, it appears that non-Christians may join a group even 

though the non-Christian faith be not abandoned.
14

 

An editor of another Christian publication of the day noted that the “Oxford 

Group Movement follows the fashions, the foibles and follies of the world.”15 This 

included gambling and provocative dress.16 

Besides the emphasis on subjective sharing, the Oxford Group’s manner of 

prayer and guidance influenced Wilson.17 Rather than using the Bible as a 

standard and guide for living, members of the Oxford Group practiced a “quiet 

time” during which they would write down whatever came into their minds.18 

Examples of such “guidance” are in the book God Calling, edited by A. J. 

Russell of the Oxford Group.19 The book was written anonymously by two women 

who thought they were hearing from God, but who passively received 

messages in the same way spiritists obtain guidance from demons. 

Members of the Oxford Group primarily found their guidance from within 

rather than from a creed or the Bible. Buchman, for instance, was known to 

spend “an hour or more in complete silence of soul and body while he gets 

guidance for that day.”20 J. C. Brown in his book The Oxford Group Movement 

says of Buchman: 

He teaches his votaries to wait upon God with paper and pencil in hand each morning in this relaxed and 

inert condition, and to write down whatever guidance they get. This, however, is just the very condition 

required by Spiritist mediums to enable them to receive impressions from evil spirits...and it is a path 

which, by abandoning the Scripture-instructed judgment (which God always demands) for the purely occult 

and the psychic, has again and again led over the precipice. The soul that reduces itself to an automaton 

may at any moment be set spinning by a Demon.21 (Emphasis his.) 
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Dr. Rowland V. Bingham, Editor of The Evangelical Christian says: 

We do not object to their taking a pad and pencil to write down any thoughts of guidance which come to 

them. But to take the thoughts especially generated in a mental vacuum as Divine guidance would throw 

open to all the suggestions of another who knows how to come as an angel of light and whose illumination 

would lead to disaster.22 (Emphasis his.) 

In a very real sense their personal journals became their personal scriptures. 

Finally, the Oxford Group emphasized changed lives. But Irvine says: “The 

question is not: Are lives changed? but rather: What does this change signify? Is 

it Reformation or Regeneration? A work of man, or a work of God?”23 We 

concur with Harold T. Commons, who repented after being involved in the 

group for three years. He wrote: 

The “changed lives” of the Group are nothing more than moral conversions, in no sense corresponding to 

the New Birth of the New Testament, which designates the passing of a soul from death to life by the 

acceptance of Christ’s atoning work on the cross. Anything that omits God’s one remedy for sin (1 John 

1:7) leaves the human soul still guilty before God, regardless of how many moral conversions the person 

may have gone through.
24

 

1 John 1:7 but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship 

with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.  

Changes were based on the works of men undergirded by so-called spiritual 

experiences and group involvement, but they were not based upon faith in the 

atoning work of Jesus Christ. While their lives may have been different and even 

exciting, they had no biblical confession. Their doctrine did not include this 

essential truth: 

That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine 

heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man 

believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation. (Romans 

10:9-10.) 

In 1933 the Sixteenth Annual Convention of the World’s Christian 

Fundamentals Association issued the following Resolution: 

The Convention recognizes with sorrow the increasing prevalence of false religious cults and movements, 

and especially that known as the Oxford Group Movement, or First Century Fellowship, or Buchmanism. 

The Convention believes that this Movement, while calling itself Christian, and while including in its 

adherents some who are undoubtedly Christians, nevertheless is a subtle and dangerous denial of the 

evangelical Christian faith, in which Modernists are as welcome as Fundamentalists, and varying shades of 

belief or unbelief unite on common and unscriptural ground. The Convention believes that the Movement 

substitutes human and natural psychological laws for the supernatural working of the Holy Spirit 

and the new birth, and that it puts experience ahead of doctrine, denying the necessity of true belief as 

essential to Christian life. The Convention therefore urges all true believers to recognize the 
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unscriptural character of this Group Movement, and to refrain from having fellowship with it.
25

 

(Emphasis added.) 

Wilson’s group separated from the Oxford Group to become a religion of its 

own. However, many of the features of the Oxford Group live on today in 

Alcoholics Anonymous and cloned Twelve-Step programs. 

05.3 The Jungian Connection 

05. Discussion Questions 

 

1. Where did the idea of sharing your burdens or sins during AA meetings 

come from? 

2. Give two reasons why we can conclude that the Oxford Group was not 

practicing true Christianity in respect to either salvation by faith (freedom 

over the penalty of sin) or sanctification by faith (freedom from the power 

of sin). 

3. Besides emphasis on subjective sharing what other two things influenced 

Wilson? 
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