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Christianity in the Heartland: 

A Look at

Evangelical Pentecostals 

in the Bible Belt
Kevin Haas

The woman next to me, a tall, thin lady in her 60’s, turned to me, clasped my hands in hers, looked me in the eyes and softly told me: “God says he’s in charge.  He’s in charge of your life from this moment on.”  Not exactly sure how to respond, I muttered a ‘thank you’ as sincerely as I could.  “You’re welcome, ” she replied, and we sat down.  This exchange took place last summer during a Sunday worship service in Tulsa, Oklahoma at Grace Fellowship Church, one of three church communities I was observing and studying as anthropological field research.  Moments before the woman addressed me, the pastor, Bob Yandian, had asked us to close our eyes, focus our attention on the Holy Spirit and ask the Holy Spirit for an encouraging thought to share with someone else.
  I had closed my eyes and tried to be open-minded enough to receive the Holy Spirit or anything at all, but in the moments that followed no message came to me.  Then Pastor Bob said, “You are about to be guided by the spirit of God.”  He told us to open our eyes and go share whatever message we had received with someone around us.  I opened my eyes, and saw people in the rows in front of me do the same; from the looks on their faces, they appeared to me to be in a trance or hypnotic state.  People started moving about the room.  Someone crossed over the aisle and shared a message with the woman next to me before she spoke her words to me.  Pastor Bob encouraged us to practice this sharing of the Holy Spirit’s message not only at church but also at the office or at work.     

I did not necessarily agree with the woman’s assertion that a divine entity was now controlling my life, but the experience helped me appreciate the nature and strength of these Christians’ beliefs.  In conversations, I learned that their Christianity is a worldview that shapes and frames their everyday thoughts and perception of reality.  These Evangelical Pentecostals interpret the Bible literally; they believe that Noah built a giant ark and put two of every single animal onboard to survive God’s flood; they believe that the rapture could occur any day now and that when it does, their bodies will suddenly disappear from the face of the Earth and they will be taken up into Heaven.  I was impressed that the faith of the congregation at Grace Fellowship was so strong that they believed that they received an “encouraging, supernatural message” from the Holy Spirit.  It amazed me that, despite sharing the same geographic heritage and having lived in the same city, the members of these three church communities and I conceive of and experience the world in which we live in completely different ways.  

The site of my research is where I grew up.  I lived in the same house for my entire childhood in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, a suburb of Tulsa, which many consider to be the Heart, or the Buckle, of America’s Bible Belt.  The Tulsa area is the home of two rather large, internationally known, fundamentalist, evangelical Christian colleges.  One of these, Oral Roberts University, was founded in 1963 by the famous televangelist Oral Roberts, who was once called the “biggest practitioner of faith healing in the country”(Durasoff: 120).
  The campus contains striking, futuristic architecture including a tall prayer tower with an eternal flame on top, fountains filled with holy water, and a four-story, giant statue of praying hands at its entrance.  Part of ORU’s mission statement reads: “Oral Robert University was founded as a result of the evangelist Oral Roberts’ obeying God’s mandate to build a university on God’s authority and the Holy Spirit…[ORU] is a charismatic university, founded in the fires of evangelism and upon the unchanging precepts of the Bible.”
   Their website also boasts that the university has NCAA Division I athletics, and attracts students from all 50 states, 62 countries and 40 different Christian denominations.  Fall 2004 was the first time that the Princeton Review recognized ORU as one of the top 50 colleges in the region.  4,240 students attended during the 2004-2005 academic year.  Across the street from the praying hands of ORU is Victory Christian Center, which consists of a private high school, a television ministry, and one of Tulsa’s largest churches with somewhere between 12,000 to 18,000 members.  

In Broken Arrow is the Rhema Bible Institute, which attracts students from all over the world and is also home to the ministries of Kenneth Hagin, whom some regard as a prophet.  The Christmas light show at Rhema in December is a huge event; people from all over the area come to Rhema during the holidays to stare at the millions of electronic dots of colored light while driving around its parking lots with their headlights turned off. There are now Rhema Bible Training Centers dotted all over the globe in such diverse places as Thailand, Singapore and Romania.  Additionally, there are many faith-based ministries in Tulsa.  An article in the Tulsa World stated that there are 732 Christian congregations in Tulsa, “from small groups that meet in strip mall storefronts to 10,000-plus mega congregations with ministries around the world.”
    

This is the Bible Belt, the so-called Heartland of America, where it is normal to be Christian.  Out in the suburbs of Broken Arrow, next to the new subdivisions of houses that are popping up, there are often signs announcing that First Harvest or Arrow Heights or Broken Arrow Assembly are planning on building their new church home there.  Churches here are expanding so much that they are building new buildings to house their growing congregations and to compete with many of the megachurches that are starting to explode along the highways. Many social theorists have argued that modernity entails a process of secularization, but out in Broken Arrow, what I call “Christian sprawl” is alive and well.  

My aim in writing this ethnography is not to examine my own personal biography or religious identity, but I need to make clear where I am coming from for I think that my own past and present positions have conditioned my observations, perceptions and conclusions.  I hope that my research, writing and presentation of others and myself are as honest and as transparent as possible.  To better locate the context of this writing, I should note that I am writing it as a senior essay, to fulfill requirements for the completion of a major concentration in the field of anthropology.  It will be evaluated and graded, presumably on the basis of the quality of my fieldwork, research, writing, and engagement with contemporary anthropological theory.  

I am solely responsible for the views about Christianity put forth in this text.        

Therefore, I cannot avoid the fact that this writing, this ethnography, whatever you’d like to call it, will be egocentric, Kevin Haas-centric, revolving completely around my reflections and choices.  Thus, I must acknowledge, especially after my self-righteous (but sincere nonetheless) assertion that I would strive to be honest and transparent about my research (goals and methods) and the writing process, that this representation of Evangelical Christians and evangelical church communities in Tulsa, Oklahoma, will be necessarily partial, in both senses of the term, and conditioned by my own experiences and orientations.  Everything I include in this text is my own selection and interpretation of details, bits of conversation, scraps and observations about meaning, whatever.  What I observed, reflected upon or recorded during my research, what is in my memory and in my field notes and everything that goes into this text is all based on my own perceptions and interpretive choices.  There is so much rich detail and different aspects and events to focus on in worship services alone that I must choose certain topics to discuss and dismiss others.  How I interpret and perceive reality and how I see the ‘goings on’ at these churches, at their worship services and in their conversations about their beliefs of the world all affect the processes of research and writing.   

I would like to strive as much of possible to allow other voices to come through in my text, so that I can mitigate the sense that I am some omniscient, really smart college student who has the authority to declare what something is or who people are or state some absolute truths about something meaningful.  I have no such special authority; I am not omniscient, and the term ‘really smart’ is too relative to even have the same meaning for you and me.  Thus, in an attempt to convey other peoples’ understanding of the world, I will present other voices: that spoke in church services or conversations as well as those inscribed in written texts, including official church materials, websites, and the Bible.  Yet I do not pretend that by allowing other voices to be represented I am eliminating the partiality of the text, for I am still the one who chooses what voices are heard and in what context they are presented.  But I think that in some way, by incorporating voices in the text other than my own, I am conveying some sense of how other people think and how they represent themselves.    


Additionally, in case you have not yet taken notice, I am using the first-person in order to better situate my role in this writing.  By adopting this subjective tone, discussing myself and directly addressing you, the reader, whoever you may be, my aim is to be reflexive.  According to Jay Ruby, a visual anthropologist: “to be reflexive is to structure a product in such a way that the audience assumes that the producer, process and product are a coherent whole.  Not only is an audience made aware of these relationships, buy they are made to realize the necessity of that knowledge”(1980: 157).
  Ruby argues that meaning is not discovered in the world; we create it, and in this writing, I am the one creating the meaning.  By employing reflexivity in my writing, I intend to make more apparent the process of meaning production.  

Performing ethnographic research where I grew up, in the geographic place most familiar to me, deviates from traditional ethnographic methodology of studying the foreign “other” because, from the beginning, I was already in familiar territory.  This is not to imply that what I observed and experienced during my study was all familiar, for that would be far from the truth.  Nevertheless, at the outset of my study, I was, to varying degrees, already acquainted with some individuals in these church communities, was familiar with some of the basic notions and ideas that these people held and had spent my entire childhood in this city which is characterized as Christian and conservative.  Since my investigation was not in a completely unfamiliar environment, it was, in Clifford Geertz’s words, easier to “find my feet” an analogy that he suggests in his famous introductory chapter of The Interpretation of Cultures.  Even though Geertz claims that “finding our feet (is) an unnerving business which never more than distantly succeeds,” I felt that compared to most ethnographic work, I already had an advantage in discerning what the heck the “natives” were saying, because I am a native; I had lived in the area for 18 years before I left for college, and returned there for my fieldwork, rather than going away to an unfamiliar place.  An exploration into a cultural community where I grew up may also be an exploration of my own cultural heritage.  But America is a pluralistic society and Tulsa is no different.  Amidst the multiplicity of Christians, there are synagogues, mosques, temples and heroin and crack addicts; in other words, not everyone in the Bible Belt is part of the Christian conservative right.  

Today, I do not consider myself to be a part of The Church, a church or any church.  The teachings of Jesus Christ have certainly influenced my view of the world and my ethics, but I do not identify myself as a Christian.  However, when I was little, I never thought that I would grow up to be one of those people that did not go to church services.  My mother made my family go to the First United Methodist Church of Broken Arrow every Sunday and when I was little, I never imagined myself not being a Christian.  My brothers and I were literally forced to attend church.  My father derived an immense amount of pleasure in waking up the three of us on Sunday mornings.  He would come into our bedrooms yelling “Wakey, Wakey!!” and tickle us so vigorously that I could barely breathe.  If I resisted opening my eyes and leaving the warmth of the blankets, he pulled the sheets right off the mattress while I clutched my pillow and struggled to stay on the bed.  

While living at home, I attended church and Sunday school and I think it has probably influenced my way of thinking more than I realize.  I have myriad memories of growing up in the church.  I remember going to Vacation Bible School and playing red rover and making a cross out of matchsticks.  I remember taking classes in order to become an acolyte.  It was a big responsibility to be in charge of the fire, and I received a necklace with a cross and a flame on it which I was supposed to wear along with the white robe when I acolyted.  We carried these metal, rod-like candle lighters, which housed a long wick for the fire.  We brought the fire, the light, into the church at the beginning of the service to represent the light of Jesus.  We then lit candles on the altar in the front of the church.  At then end of the church service, we returned to the front to relight our little sticks with long wicks and snuffed out the candle with an extinguisher bell on the rod.  And then we followed the pastors up the aisles to the back of the church to ‘carry the light of Jesus out into the world.”  I remember thinking that if we were to carry the light of Jesus out into the world, we should not have extinguished the flames after we exited the sanctuary, especially after so many times of singing This Little Light of Mine in Sunday School class, (I’m gonna let it shine... Won’t let Satan “whoof” [blow sound] it out, I’m gonna let it shine).  

      I memorized the Ten Commandments when I participated as an angel in a church musical.  I still remember them, but they are in song form: 

Number 1, we’ve just begun, God should be first in your life,

Number 2’s the idol rule; those graven images aren’t nice.  

Number 3 God’s name should be, never spoken in jest,

Number 4, the Sabbath’s for our worship and our rest.

Number 5 we all should strive to honor our father and mother,

Number 6 don’t get your kicks from killing one another.

Number 7 life is heaven when you’re true to your mate,

Number 8 Don’t steal or break this rule for goodness sake.

Number 9 don’t be the kind who goes around telling lies,

Number 10 don’t covet your neighbor’s house or wife.   

According to the Old Testament, God gave these Ten Commandments to Moses and they are the basic ‘Old Covenant’ instructions from God to humankind on how we should live.  


I also had to memorize the Lord’s prayer at some point:  

“Our father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And deliver us not into temptation…protect us from evil?.. (Whoops, I guess I don’t have the whole thing memorized)… For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory now and forever.”

Some Bible verses I am fond of have always stuck with me such as: 

Do not judge lest ye be judged.  Do not worry for even the flowers of the field do not worry about whether the sun or rain will come.  If God takes care of even the grasses of the field, do you not think that He will take care of you?  Remove the log out of your own eye before you try to remove the splinter out of your neighbor’s eye.  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  Love your neighbor as your brother.  Love your enemies.  It is harder for a camel to enter the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.  

These Bible passages are not exact, are taken completely out of context and are being cited from my memory, which may be incorrect, but I think that they are all part of messages of Jesus Christ that are found in the Gospels of the New Testament and have stayed with me throughout the years.   

I remember one summer when I was twelve, I asked Jesus to enter my heart and be my personal savior.  I was at a YMCA two-week summer camp called Camp Takatoka which had all the traditional summer camp activities such as horseback riding, swimming, arts and crafts, water skiing, sailing, tubing, archery, riflery and plenty of camp sing-alongs.  A lot of the songs were sung when we gathered in the chapel and many of these were Christian songs.  

That summer I had a counselor named Christian who I thought was a really cool guy in some ways, but I also thought he was a jerk because he seemed to care more about impressing the female counselors than the well being of his campers.  One evening he was talking to us in the cabin about the importance of accepting Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.  I remember him telling us that Jesus had died on the cross for our sins and that if we believed in Him and asked him to be our Savior, we would be forgiven from our sins and would go to Heaven to be with Jesus and God when we die.  I especially recall how Christian told us that when or if we made the decision to let Jesus come into our hearts, our lives would change; we would feel different and would be filled with an inexplicable joy.  He told us that when he accepted Christ into his heart, he had immediately felt a huge burden lifted and he had felt happier than he had ever felt in his life.  All this seemed pretty reasonable to me and my counselor’s sentiments had seemed heartfelt and real.  

That night, while in my cabin bunk bed, I silently prayed to Jesus Christ and asked Him to come into my heart and be my personal Lord and Savior.  Afterwards, I really did feel lighter and bouncier and filled with joy; that feeling lasted for about two days, but I was at summer camp, which for a boy of 12 was already a sort of liberating heaven on earth.  That night my silent prayer to Jesus was earnest and genuine, but soon after the summer camp years I became a teenager and like most of my adolescent peer group, I grew rebellious and cynical, especially toward my parents and their views.  

What’s the significance of this account?  It establishes that at one point in my life, when I was twelve, conditions existed so that I felt somehow about the world or was at least in a mind-state or attitude towards the world that enabled me to ask Jesus into my heart and personally identify myself as a Christian.  I don’t think those conditions exist for me now.  High-quality, private liberal arts education in the last seven years and living in a secular, politically conscious university milieu have driven me farther away from the relatively anti-intellectual world of the American Church.  


In middle school, I still considered myself to be a Christian and thought highly of the religion, but I did not find like-minded people at my church.  The kids my age in the “youth group” were not my kind of crowd.  The girls wore lots of makeup, they would all pretend to be Christian, but it did not seem like any of them had delved into the profundity of believing in the existence of a divine entity that determined their outlook on life and the decisions they made in life. In other words, there were never any exciting philosophical dialogues or conversations at youth group or in Sunday school class.  

My parents made me attend church; I had no choice.  I was encouraged by them to participate in the church’s youth group activities and mission trips, but I only did so a couple of times.  On one occasion, I attended a slumber party for our youth group held in the church’s Activity Building.  I went because there was this cute, ostensibly alternative-punk rock girl named Alexis who I had a crush on.  That evening, after eating lots of Oreos and Doritos in the church gymnasium, a few of us went upstairs to a Sunday school classroom and watched episodes of South Park and I saw the movie Half Baked for the first time.  Needless to say, the director of the youth group would not have sanctioned those programs.  We stayed up all night and our parents picked us up in the morning.  

I did not have many friends at the church.  After Sunday school, I distinctly remember sitting by myself in a lobby in the church’s Activity Center waiting for my parents to finish chatting with their adult friends so that we could leave.  The other kids my age were usually in small groups talking excitedly together, but I preferred to sit by myself or read a book that I brought with me.  While sitting alone, sometimes my parents’ friends, some of whom had children my age, would come and speak to me and I remember feeling awkwardly anti-social for not socializing with my peers, but I had no desire to do so.  I also remember feeling that my parents wished that I would make more friends at church and be more involved in the youth group activities, but neither interested me.  Several times during high school, I considered attending my parents’ Sunday School class just to get more mature perspectives, but I never went.   

At age fourteen, my parents made me go through confirmation.  The process involved a series of classes taught by the pastor for youth my age in which we learned about the church and at the end, we were confirmed as official pseudo-adult members of First United Methodist in a ceremony during a Sunday worship service.  The only thing that made this class bearable was that one of my good friends who occasionally came to FUMC was also being forced by his parents to attend confirmation.  We would often skip the first half hour of class to skate around downtown Broken Arrow; sometimes we would skate down the street to Broken Arrow Gifts and Novelties, the city’s only head shop to peer in at the marijuana paraphernalia and black lights inside.  Unfortunately for me, the following year, my friend went to residential drug rehabilitation for nine months and he never returned to church and I never had any other friends at church.

The older I got, the more and more I abhorred church.  In high school, I remember skipping Sunday school after driving to church with my parents by returning to my their car to read a book, the Sunday comics or to catch up on sleep.  I especially despised Sunday School.  It was only worthwhile if this one guy Brandon showed up, because he was the only one of my peers in Sunday school who thought critically and analytically enough to ponder, reflect and engage in quality conversation and dialogue on Bible interpretation, ethics, eschatology and other deep issues of Christianity.  I thought church was painfully boring and I considered many of the churchgoers at First United Methodist Church to be stupid and hypocritical.  But I suppose these were my angst-ridden adolescent years.  Throughout my childhood, my parents were the main forces in my life that encouraged participation and involvement in Christianity and the Church.  They are both seriously religious and read their Bibles every night.  I know they still pray for me today, and sometimes my father alludes to their wish that I would pray to God to address my specific concerns or worries.  

Still within the family, my two older brothers who introduced me to eclectic music and different ideas piqued my interest in eastern philosophy and, for a while during high school, instead of going to church I attended a Japanese Buddhist meeting/service in a room of a public library in south Tulsa.  My parents did not mind if I went to a Buddhist meeting instead of their church; they just wanted me to attend some sort of fulfilling religious worship service.  My freshman year of high school, my parents sent me to an independent college preparatory school in Tulsa that was affiliated with the Episcopal Church.  Despite its Christian affiliation, the student body was more secular and more Jewish than the one I had been a part of in Broken Arrow Public School for nine years.  

While attending Holland Hall School, I realized that most everyone I knew whom I respected for their intellect, ideas and wisdom were non-Christian.  Most – and these included students, teachers and others - were Jewish, atheist or agnostic.  I think it was probably natural for me to associate with and emulate the people whom I respected the most and they tended to be non-Christian.  As I passed through more years in progressive intellectual academic environments containing a paucity of Christian voices, my affiliation with Christianity steadily waned.  It seems to me that I am making an argument that the intellectual and academic world is at odds with my perception of American Christianity.  Arguing this was not my intention, but in working on this essay, I realized that much of what I have learned from my particular private and liberal education in the past years has been antithetical to a belief in God, in heaven, and a belief in Jesus Christ as the savior of humankind.  

So, that is my Christian story – or at least one small version of it.  The preceding passages should have hopefully given some sort of insight into my past history and experiences with the Christian Church in order to provide a better idea of the context of this writing.  This brief synopsis of my Christian past is, like all of this writing, definitively partial and incomplete.  But hopefully, you, the reader, now have a better understanding of my position in and perspective of the three churches I examined for this project.    

In high school, I was eager to escape the conservative Christian climate of the Bible Belt by moving away after graduation.  I ended up at Wesleyan University, a small liberal arts college in Connecticut that no one in Oklahoma has heard of.  The school has a reputation for being one of the most politically and socially liberal campuses in the country, and I felt right at home.  For possibly the first time in my life, I really felt like I fit in and easily made more friends in my life than ever before.  However, during my sojourn at Wesleyan, I realized that my Oklahoma origins made me somewhat unique, and that most of my peers knew very little about the nation’s Heartland or about the Evangelical Christians who are estimated to comprise approximately one-third of the United States’ population.
 

 After I decided in my junior year of college that I would return to Tulsa, Oklahoma for the summer to live with my parents in order to attend and closely examine evangelical church communities, I recognized the irony of my situation.  I had decided, on my own volition, to return to the conservative Christian environment, the same climate, which I had viewed as being oppressive while growing up and could not wait to escape.  The ethnographic “territory” was familiar but simultaneously fantastically strange and quite distant – geographically and ideologically – from my academic years in Connecticut.  I have yet to fully work through the implications of my return to the Bible Belt – after being educated at a liberal, “elite” college in the Northeast – to “study” these evangelical Christians anthropologically. 

As an ethnographic “investigator” of their “culture,” I found myself sometimes focusing on aspects of their culture that I considered most fascinating and interesting, thereby possibly tending to exoticize these individuals and church communities as a way of legitimizing my academic inquiry into their lives.  While performing research, I was, in some ways, an insider and in other ways, an outsider, and some Evangelicals hoped that I could be transformed from one into the other.  Thus, some of my informants viewed me as a lost soul, a lapsed believer, interested in returning to the fold of the church.  They were not suspicious of my intentions for some thought that my renewed interest in Christianity would lead to my return to the Church.  I think that my prior familiarity with some individuals and with the place afforded me a greater depth of understanding things in their terms, but, at the same time, our differences in views sometimes made me feel that either they or I were foreign.  
Enough about my past.  I want to begin discussing Evangelical, Pentecostal Christianity in Tulsa, Oklahoma.  Yet, before jumping headlong into a sea of specific details of these three church communities and of my experiences at them, I feel the need to make some sort of grandiose statement that summarizes my “findings” of this particular Christianity.  Since I am writing um, er, an academic piece of writing, I should start this section with an ‘introduction’ because good writing usually has introductions, right?  Ever since middle school, I have been instructed in the importance of introductory paragraphs in which I should make a few statements and synthesize my entire writing and argument in the jewel of the essay: the clearly stated thesis.  These  ‘rules’ have been ingrained in my writing throughout the years. 


However, I am unable to continue to explicitly adhere to this mode of writing that I have been taught to do for years, because I agree with those who argue against it.    Laurel Richardson claims, “this static writing model coheres with mechanistic scientism and quantitative research.” She continues, “the model is itself a sociohistorical invention that reifies the static social world imagined by our nineteenth century foreparents.  The model has serious problems: It ignores the role of writing as a dynamic, creative process”(1994: 517).
  Richardson is absolutely correct.  A writing format structured around a thesis, supporting evidence and a conclusion is analogous to the positivist model of the scientific method of hypothesis, data collection, measurement, analysis and conclusion.  The problem with this model for my purposes is that it is irrelevant for my ‘research’ and writing because I am not purporting to be practicing ‘science’ and so I neither need nor desire to follow a scientific model of writing.  I went into my research knowing that I would not be attempting to prove a hypothesis and I do not know where I would begin if I were to attempt to craft one.  Susan Hanson writes, “The thesis is where you end up, not where you start”(2004: 198).
  Conceiving of writing as a dynamic process of discovery rather than as a report of research findings enables me to begin writing without having already formulated all of my arguments and conclusions.    

However, just as some anthropologists might claim that one cannot ‘see’ past their ‘cultural confines,’ I just cannot escape from the feeling that I should try to come up with a broad, synthesizing statement that somehow summarizes this branch of ‘religion’ or this brand of American Christianity that I am investigating.  Even though I have nothing against breaking rules, the necessity of including some sort of introductory, general statement that articulates the crucial, most important points of my writing has been so ingrained in my writing process that its absence almost makes me feel uncomfortable.  

So how do I go about performing this task of expressing the important, main ideas of the religious phenomena that I investigated without falling into scientific positivism?  During conversations that I had with Christians I asked some of them what they thought was the most important aspect or characteristic of Christianity.  I told them to imagine that I was a foreigner who knew absolutely nothing of Christianity and that I wanted to know what it is, what is about or what they felt was the most significant aspect of Christianity for them.
  To such a question, I received various responses from various people.  By posing such a question and juxtaposing their answers, I hope to demonstrate what these individuals prioritize in their own Christian beliefs and to make a stab at drawing out some general themes of Evangelical Christianity.  

When I addressed the question to Joel Triska, in his office at Broken Arrow Assembly of God, he told me that the most important part of Christianity is “the personal relationship with the person of Jesus and experiencing that rather than just knowing it and studying it.  The miraculous thing is knowing Him.”  

When I asked the same question to Dick and Dee Ann, members of the vocal group at Church on the Move, they both answered, “The ultimate commandment is to love one another.”  Earlier in the same conversation at a local burrito café in Tulsa, Dick had stated, – outside the context of my question –  “the most important thing is bringing people to Christ.”  They both prioritize the lesson to love others but also feel that it is very important to convince others to become Christians so that they too can receive eternal salvation.   

When I asked Scott Burnett, a member of Grace Fellowship, this question during an interview at Starbucks one weekday morning, he gave me a slightly longer, fuller answer.  He told me that the most important aspect is the realization that we are all sinners.  He explained that we cannot help it because after Adam’s sin, man fell from grace and there was a gulf between us and God who is holy.  Without a relationship with our father and creator, we would all go to hell because of our essential unrighteousness.  However, Jesus Christ bridged the gulf by his sacrifice.  Scott continued,  “We were nailed on the cross through Him.  All we have to do is accept it.  It’s a free gift.  Jesus provides a relationship with the creator of the universe.”  Scott concluded his answer with the comment that, “it is an awesome thing to have a relationship with the creator of the universe.”

While attending the Portland County Fair in Connecticut, I chatted for a while with Steve, a Baptist who sets up a tent to evangelize to others at festivals and fairs.  I asked Steve what he believed to be the most important aspect or characteristic of Christianity and what he would tell an interested individual who knows absolutely nothing about it.  Steve replied, “Christianity is a door to eternal life.  That’s the most important thing.”  

Hopefully, in the preceding passages, I have given some sense of what these particular Christians think to be the most significant aspects of their Christianity and have provided some sort of general theme of this Christian worldview.  It is important to note that each time I asked this question, it was phrased slightly differently and so the responses I received and the types of answers that were given may have changed depending on my initial phrasing of the question.  However, I tried to ask the question in a more or less uniform way, and I think it is significant that I received different responses to what was basically the same question.  It also should be noted that their answers were constructed in the context of answering my question and how they perceived me as a family friend, stranger, student or researcher would certainly influence how they responded.  

Although I do not think that any of the respondents would seriously disagree with what the others said, the variety of answers is indicative of the diversity of opinions and views of Christianity held by individual Christians.  This demonstrates that even though these Christians share a basic worldview, they are still individuals and harbor their own thoughts and opinions.  They may agree on many issues, but they also have their own ways of looking at things.  Therefore, in my writing, it should not be assumed that one representation, one Christian community, or one Christian voice speaks for an entire church or their whole religion because the beliefs and values of individuals are multiple and various.  And I will continue to emphasize that ‘their voices’ are presented here only through the filter of my own interpretive lens and so it should not be assumed that I am ‘correctly’ representing them, for my writing is exactly my writing, my selection and my perceptions.  

Research

Before beginning my research for this anthropological inquiry, I selected three church communities in the Tulsa area to be subjects of my investigation and study.  My selection was not based on what I knew about these churches, which before my research was very little, if anything.  I chose the three churches because I knew individuals who were part of each church and I thought that these individuals could be helpful informants or, at the very least, a ‘foot-in-the-door’ in order to become better acquainted with the church.  

I chose to examine Church on the Move, because Dick and Dee Ann attend there.  Our immediate families are fairly close and know each other well.  They used to live in my parents’ neighborhood.  While growing up, I was and still am good friends with their youngest son. Their older son was a friend of one of my older brothers, and we worked together one summer at my father’s swimming pool supply store in Tulsa.  Dick has a barbershop close to my parents’ house and he and Dee Ann are members in my parents’ weekly Bible study group.  

Another church I chose to examine was Broken Arrow Assembly of God because I knew the youth pastor, Joel Triska.  I remember Joel and my brother being good friends when they were in middle school.  After graduating from Broken Arrow High School, Joel attended Oral Roberts University in Tulsa and began helping out with the youth group at BA Assembly, the church in which he was raised and grew up.  When he finished college, he was offered the job of youth pastor at BA Assembly, a position that he held for the last couple of years.  


My contact at Grace Fellowship Church was the father of a girl whom I dated the summer before.  Most of what I knew about the church before my research came from her, for she sometimes shared stories of her experiences at Grace Fellowship, where her father made her go even though she despised it.  Her grandmother also attends the church and so does her stepmother and younger siblings.  In interactions that I had with her father in the past, his Christian beliefs were evident, for he always made a point to say ‘God bless you brother’ when saying goodbye.  


My general plan for executing my research was to attend lots of worship services and functions of the three churches and to have conversations with my primary informants and members of the three churches.  So, I attended lots and lots of church services, sometimes three or four in one weekend.  I tried to blend in with the church congregation.  I cut off my long, shaggy hair, kept my facial hair trimmed, and purchased a new pair of khaki slacks.  I dressed appropriately for church and always brought my Bible and notebook into the worship services.  I was often furiously scribbling in my notebook during services, but to my surprise, many of the congregants were also engaged in taking notes during pastors’ sermons.  After a couple weeks of research, I obtained a mini-disc recorder and tiny microphone and began covertly recording the church services for later and closer aural inspection.  At the outset of my research, I had no argument or hypothesis for this project in mind.  I simply planned to attend lots of church, talk to Pentecostal Christians and then write about my experiences.  

Many times during my research, Christians asked me what I was intending to study and write about.  I told them that I wanted to investigate how churches function as social and cultural communities.  I told them that I wanted to emphasize their own views, and my answer was only partly true, but at the time, I did not know exactly what I was researching or what I would be writing about.  Even in the midst of the writing process I was often unsure of what I would write about and what I would omit.  Many possible topics such as ‘gender norms,’ ‘Satan’ and ‘water baptism’ are excluded.

I also planned to attend a couple meetings of my parents’ Bible Study group, and my mother asked me, “Why do you want to come to our Bible Study?  Do you just want to come and make fun of us?”  She warned me in advance that there was a lot behind the group and “one visit would not give me the ability to understand everything.”  I think her warning was true, and her advice was instructional for my entire research.  She continued, “As an outsider, you can see things to poke fun at but you cannot see all the trials we’ve endured together over the years.  Bible Study is not just about the week’s particular lesson, but the shared experiences that we’ve had… We are each other’s family.”        

George Marcus, in his article Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography, writes that “for ethnographers interested in contemporary local changes in culture and society, single-sited research can no longer be easily located in a world system perspective.”  Traditional methodology that places limits on the scope of fieldwork puts limitations on the depth and breadth of the information and concepts that the anthropologist carries away from the research.  What I took from Marcus’s argument was not that single-sited research could not be done, but that ethnographers should not assume a given site is an autonomous, self-contained totality, but should be open to looking out for connections with the wider societal and global institutions and processes.  Thus, for my research I also examined a selection of websites, pamphlets, television shows, Christian stores, newspaper articles, billboards, movies and music.  These are what George Marcus might consider other “sites” of a larger contemporary Evangelical Christian culture whose presence is felt and seen outside the church walls. 

The three church communities that I studied are not closed off from the rest of the world.  The Evangelical churches are situated in a particular locale, but they are also pan-local religious institutions in America and the individuals who make up the bodies of these churches affect, are affected by and participate in the greater American society and American pop culture.  So, although these churches do exist as independent communities, they are not isolated from the rest of the world, and they comprise part of larger Christian cultural and social formations.  Thus, the church members participate in the American political system; they usually vote for Republicans and some write their representatives and Senators to protect the sacred institution of marriage and to fight against social, moral ‘problems’ such as gambling and abortion.  They participate in the American economy just like other Americans.  Some are teachers in the public schools, some own their own businesses and some are looking for jobs.  They shop at grocery stores, national chains like Wal-Mart and specialty Christian stores such as Mardel’s Christian Store and Family Christian Stores.  They also participate in American media and pop culture.  They watch television, but many think that American television is too liberal and too immoral.  They may see themselves as part of an oppositional moral critique of the American Mainstream and in Tulsa they command their own television niche market with three Christian television stations with their own alternative, Christian news.

The Particular Christian Flavor

Although I had chosen each church based on acquaintances that I knew from various backgrounds and different circumstances, the churches were not wholly dissimilar from each other.  By enumerating their similarities and then citing some particular details that I noticed at each church the first time that I attended, I hope to demonstrate the commonalities among the churches as well as some of their most prominent differentiating characteristics in their worship services.  The central collective pursuit and activity of all of these churches is their worship services.  Pastor Willie George proclaimed, “Worship is the reason you were created.”
  Each church held several worship services on Sunday and an additional mid-week worship service on Wednesday evening.  

Each of the churches I investigated would comfortably call themselves non-denominational, Evangelical, Pentecostal and charismatic.  Church on the Move and Grace Fellowship are both independent churches, completely unaffiliated with any denomination.  Broken Arrow Assembly of God is an anomaly because the Assemblies of God are somewhat of an anti-denomination denomination.  Rather than a denomination, Assemblies of God members consider their church part of a “loosely knit fellowship.”       

All three churches are also Pentecostal.  Pentecostalism is characterized by the belief in experiencing the presence of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is the third entity of the Trinity, which is the conception of God as the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Pentecostals believe that the Holy Spirit can fill them and manifest itself in their daily lives.  They believe that manifestations of the presence of the Holy Spirit include speaking in tongues, divine healing and the ability to prophesy.  Pentecostalism is usually typified by highly emotional, experience-based, interactive worship.  Pentecostalism is closely associated with the old tent revivals and the Charismatic Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, and many sources claim that Pentecostalism is growing rapidly in many parts of the world and is the fastest growing section of Christianity today.  At Broken Arrow Assembly and at Church on the Move, I heard pastors or guest speakers refer to the congregation as Pentecostals or phrases such as,  “non-denominational Pentecostals like us.”  


Pentecostal churches are usually also Charismatic and it seems that these terms may be used interchangeably.  Charismatic churches emphasize the ‘charisma’ of the Holy Spirit, including divine healing and speaking in tongues.  However, ‘charismatic’ can also refer to the tone of the worship service, the energy and excitement of the congregation and the oratorical nature of the pastor.  Charismatic churches are sometimes associated with prosperity teachings, which claim that God rewards good Christians in this lifetime by helping them with finances and by answering prayers about monetary woes.


All three churches and their church members identify themselves as evangelical. Evangelism is a sort of Christianity that prioritizes proselytization.  Its Biblical basis comes from a passage in the book of Matthew in which Jesus says, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”
  This verse is referred to as ‘The Great Commission’ and Evangelical Christians use it to justify their claim that it is their duty to spread the Gospel to the rest of the world.  The term evangelism is also used to denote the practice of zealous preaching and spreading the Word.     


Many Tulsans identify all of the churches that I attended as Fundamentalist, but no one I have ever talked to considered himself or herself to be a Fundamentalist.  In a conversation with Joel, the youth pastor at Broken Arrow Assembly, he told me that Fundamentalism has connotations of being old-fashioned, conservative, having older values and not allowing women in the ministry.  He said that he usually thought of Southern Baptists as Fundamentalists.  He also added that, “In most Christian churches, people would not want to be called Fundamentalists.”  He thought that his church was too progressive to be considered Fundamentalist.  Interestingly, all of the Christian and non-Christian Tulsans that I spoke to throughout the summer who were not members of the three churches I was studying, all maintained that these were Fundamentalist churches.  

Most sources and many Christians agree that Fundamentalist Christians are those who believe that the Holy Bible is inerrant and is literally the Word of God.  Christian Fundamentalists are those who interpret the Bible literally.  Allen Warren, a friend and graduate student of theology, thinks that a major fallacy of much of American Christianity is the indelible, unwavering belief in the Word of the Bible as the absolute Truth, for our English version of the Bible is a translation of a translation of a translation.  According to my father, “Fundamentalists tell you how to think, what to think and who to vote for.”  Given these negative and authoritarian features associated with Fundamentalism, it is not difficult to see why many people would avoid labeling themselves as Fundamentalists, even though they will claim that the Bible is divinely inspired and infallible.  

Furthermore, some Christians whom I spoke to tended to think of Fundamentalists as being older, more old-fashioned and more Southern than they.  Many think that their own church services have changed significantly since the old Fundamentalist Baptist revivals at the beginning of the 20th century and think that they and their religion with their rock bands and flat screen TVs is too modern to be considered Fundamentalism.  For these reasons, I think that the Christians in the churches where I attended might be better categorized by the term ‘Neo-Fundamentalists,’ because they retain the worldview of traditional Fundamentalists but conceive of their churches and worship services in new ways.  The production and music in their worship services have become contemporarized so that their church services feel modern rather than old-fashioned.  I did not come up with the term Neo-Fundamentalism, but I first heard it in a conversation with a friend who used to attend Grace Fellowship years ago, but now attends a Unitarian church in Tulsa.  He called Grace Fellowship and the Church on the Move “Neo-Fundamentalist,” and after discussing the term with him and his reasons for using it, I decided that it might apply to the Christians at the three churches I was attending, although I never asked any of them what they thought of being called ‘Neo-Fundamentalists.”          

The Christians I interviewed from the three churches always identify themselves as Evangelicals and I think that in recent times, the term “Evangelical” has taken on meanings that were once only associated with Fundamentalists.  On October 22, 2004, CNN, the television news network, aired a Sunday evening program on Evangelical Christians in America.  In the program, they interviewed members of an evangelical family and their pastor in South Carolina.  The program claimed that Evangelical Christians believe that there is only one path to Heaven and that those who do not accept Jesus as their savior will go to Hell.  Evangelicals believe that the Bible is inerrant, true and the ultimate authority.  Their goal is salvation.  The program also stated that 33% to 41% of Americans are self-described Evangelical or ‘born-again’ Christians.     

Although I have just defined and emphasized the terms ‘Pentecostal,’ ‘charismatic,’ ‘evangelical,’ and ‘neo-fundamentalist,’ the Christians whom I spoke to this summer did not emphasize these terms in their own identities.  They might use these terms to describe their church type, but they would all identify themselves as ‘Christians,’ – those who believe in eternal salvation through the belief in Jesus Christ as Lord - first and foremost before identifying as Pentecostal or Evangelical.  In other words, although they recognized these labels, they did not prioritize them.  For the purposes of this writing, I will refer to the Christians in the three churches I investigated as either ‘Pentecostal’ or ‘Evangelical;’ I will use the terms interchangeably.      

Having grown up in a Methodist church, I believe that I harbored implicit assumptions about what church services should look like and what they ought to be, based on my own religious experiences.  Thus, when I began attending Church on the Move, Grace Fellowship and Broken Arrow Assembly, many common characteristics of the worship services immediately stood out for me, because of their differentiation from the church in which I was raised.  In looking back at my field notes, the first time that I attended each of the three churches, my notes describe many of these aspects, which I remarked on probably because of their novelty.  

 For example, the religious symbols in these churches were scarce to non-existent. Only Broken Arrow Assembly had a real ‘sanctuary’ with a cross at the front.  The front of the pastor’s pulpit at Grace Fellowship had the outline of a dove with an olive sprig in its mouth, but other than these examples, I noticed no other religious symbols.  At Church on the Move, their worship services were held in what they called the ‘auditorium.’  It seats well over 2,200 people and the seats reminded me more of those in modern movie theaters than the uncomfortable, hard wooden pews I recall from my childhood.  At Grace Fellowship, their services were held in a large ‘gymnasium.’  The four basketball goals were not so discreetly swung upwards next to the ceiling and the room was filled with chairs surrounding the stage.  In all of the churches, large video screens played a significant role in the worship service and were prominently displayed at the front of the sanctuary/auditoriums.  

I was immediately struck by the music in all of the churches.  The worship services always began with about fifteen to thirty minutes of music, singing and praising the Lord.
  Each church had its own rock band with on average seven live musicians.  All of the churches usually had about four vocalists in front of the musicians with microphones and a choir or more vocalists behind with the musicians.  The music was not traditional hymns, but contemporary Christian music that built up the energy among the congregation.  Those in attendance sang along and waved their hands in the air.  They often held their hands in the air in the same manner while they were praying.  These Christians, in their swaying to the music, waving hands and sometimes dancing were more physically active and livelier in their church services than the solemn Methodists whom I witnessed growing up.  Although Broken Arrow Assembly had a considerable number of elderly people at their worship services, Church on the Move and Grace Fellowship attract a much younger crowd than I was accustomed to seeing at church and Church on the Move definitely had the largest percentage of members under thirty-five.

The entire church service was more of an entertaining production than I had expected.  Despite the comfortable seats, falling asleep in church as I had done so often at my parents’ Methodist church, would have been difficult because the services were not boring.  The pastors were fiery, animated speakers who often shouted and moved around the stage.  Their way of speaking was often captivating and mesmerizing and, when really good, kept the listener on the edge of the seat.  During services, throughout music and the pastor’s sermon, soft utterances and sometimes shouts of ‘Hallelujah,’ ‘Praise God,’ ‘Thank you Jesus’ and speaking in tongues could be heard intermittently throughout the congregation.  

The worship services were not based on any set guidelines or rules.  Unlike the First United Methodist Church, there were no official opening prayers, no benedictions and no doxologies.  After the music, there were usually some announcements, and then the pastor began speaking and led the service.  Throughout their talks, they included and read Bible verses to create or support their argument or ideas.  The services were typically concluded with more music and singing.

Pastors  


In this writing and portrayal of these three Tulsa evangelical churches, I often cite and analyze the direct spoken words of the pastors.  These quotes may seem to be used without context, but I am assuming that the words of the pastor generally represent their church community as a whole and so I will use their speech as ‘sites’ of inquiry and examination.  Citing their words from sermons in front of their respective congregations is a significant way of sharing the communication of community leaders as they actively define and shape others’ worldview, opinion of the church community, political views, and morality – in other words, their culture.  

Pastors are leaders of their churches.  They are usually charismatic, convincing speakers who deliver inspiring, dramatic messages.  They are considered shepherds tending over their flock.  If we conceive of Christianity as a hierarchical structure, the highest authority is God, then -> Jesus -> The Bible (God’s Word) -> Pastors/Clergy.  Often pastors mention that they are speaking about what they felt God wanted them to say and so there is a sense that pastors do not speak on subjects of their own volition, but they are preaching the message that God wanted them to spread.  Pastors have had more training studying the Word and Christianity and so they are considered to have interpretive competence and authority with regard to the Bible, as well as an ability to articulate its messages to their Church in meaningful, and sometimes prescriptive and sometimes didactic terms.  The Bible can be full of contradictions, yields various interpretations and contains countless passages of text that could be selected and emphasized or dismissed and ignored or at least given less attention, and so a Pastor’s personal views will determine the teaching and presentation of the Word in their church.  According to Pastor Bob Yandian, pastors are leaders of Christians who “preach the reality and truth that we know,”
 but the members of the congregation may or may not always agree with their pastor’s message and views.  

In a conversation with Joel Triska, the former youth pastor at BA Assembly, he told me that the head pastor of a church is a leader whose ‘vision casting’ shapes the culture of the church.  Joel told me that the head pastor creates the dynamic of the church and their personality determines the tone of the worship service.  Even a pastor’s work ethic affects the running of the church and the structure of its government.

Joel has an incredibly contagious smile and seems so genuinely nice and loving that I would presume that he is a role model who influences others to think they too can find happiness and answers in Christianity and he also made me wonder if Christianity was the sources of his ostensible happiness.  This, summer, he played guitar in Broken Arrow Assembly’s band, and I remember that he used to come over to my house to play music with my brother Richard when he and my brother were in middle school and when I was probably around nine years old.  Broken Arrow Assembly used to be right next door to my parents’ Methodist church and sometimes Richard attended BA Assembly with Joel.  

During my research, I saw Joel preach once in front of the congregation and I found him to be quite the compelling speaker.  He was not fiery or loud, but, to me, was definitely the most sincere speaker I heard during the course of my research.  What he said seemed absolutely honest and heartfelt and he seemed to exude positive, Christian love.  He was clearly loved by the congregation at Broken Arrow Assembly and at the end of the summer, the head pastor gave many tributes to Joel over the microphone and the congregation gave him a lengthy, standing ovation.  The church also hosted a farewell reception for Joel and his wife before they moved to Missouri to attend seminary and continue their study of theology together.  

Joel stated that when a pastor leaves a church, often many people leave and many will come and go with the arrival of a new pastor.  Since he was baptized at Broken Arrow Assembly and had attended there since he was a baby, several times he had seen the church’s priorities and its members change with the replacement of the head pastor.  Joel also told me, “the church’s values are determined by our pastor” and that a particular pastor will attract a particular congregation.  In my conversation with Joel, I asked him about his experience at Oral Roberts University in Tulsa where he had graduated from a couple years before.  Joel told me that he had wanted to become an architect earlier in his life, but in his senior year of high school, he was spiritually called to the ministry and decided to attend ORU and study theology.  Joel threw around the term postmodernism and sort of coyly told me that one of his professors always used to say, “your anthropology determines your theology.”  He seemed to like this statement and repeated it more than once, but to me it seems to be the opposite case; one’s religious worldview and conception of God would determine one’s view of humanity, or anthropology.    

The senior pastor of Broken Arrow Assembly of God is currently Michael Goldsmith.  While he does not command his own business, ministries or online store like the other two pastors, he still is the leader of his church.  He does not have his own television or radio show, but he did host a talk show TV program on the Trinity Broadcasting Network once during the summer, in which he discussed Christian education with several guests.  According to Broken Arrow Assembly’s website, “Since [Michael Goldsmith’s] arrival in December of 1998, the church has experienced unprecedented growth.”  This web page also informs the interested web surfer that Michael has a wife named Debbie and two children, that his birthday is February 3rd, his favorite food is steak, baked potato and chocolate and that his hobbies are reading, shopping at bookstores, golf and gadgets.  I think Michael Goldsmith is the youngest of the three senior pastors, but the average age of his congregation was the oldest of the three churches.

The central focal point of a church’s worship service is arguably the sermon or message given by the pastor and if people of the church dislike the pastor or the messages given by their pastor, they will probably look for another church.  Pastors embody and define the values and priorities of their church and are the undisputed leaders.  The head pastor always determines the particular worldview and flavor of Christianity in a church.  Pastors speak with authority and the congregation listens and gives them respect.  Pastor Bob Yandian of Grace Fellowship stated,  “As goes the pulpit, so goes the congregation”
.    

The same Sunday, Pastor Bob also claimed, “We often treat pastors like movie stars, athletes, musicians”
.  He thought such treatment to be excessive, but ironically, he is arguably treated as such in his own church.  In one sermon, he discussed how we should be content with what we have.  He used as an example that at one point, he felt that he needed a jet, but realized that he was fine with the regular airplane supplied to him by his church.  In a conversation with Mike, a Tulsan who belongs to Tulsa’s Mustang (the Ford sports car) Club, Mike told me that Bob Yandian owns a rare $80,000 Saleen Mustang, the most expensive custom model, which Mike suggested might have been purchased for him as a present by his church.  After attending Grace Fellowship for the first time in June, I was invited by an usher to come back to the hospitality room after the service to meet others, meet Pastor Bob and enjoy free cookies and coffee.  While I waited for Pastor Bob to come into the room, volunteers with nametags and smiles offered me cookies and told me that I could receive one of Pastor Bob’s books for free and that he would sign it when he arrived.  They seemed to think that it was an illustrious honor to have Pastor Bob sign my free book, which was really a 16-page pamphlet that almost fit in the palm of my hand entitled Forever Changed: The New Birth published by Bob Yandian Ministries.  Pastor Bob finally came into the hospitality room and signed my ‘book’ and shook my hand.  When he found out that I was a student doing research, he and his wife quickly moved on to speak with those new members who had just joined the church during the service.   

One Sunday, after attending a morning service at Broken Arrow Assembly, I had about an hour before the start of Grace Fellowship’s 11:15 service and so I went to Panera Bread Bakery to drink an espresso and read the Bible to kill some time and wake my sleepy self up.  I settled into a comfy chair and opened up my bible.  A few moments later, a guy probably in his late 60’s came up and made some comment about “doin good” and makes a gesture towards the Bible I was holding. I wasn’t sure if he was saying that I was doing good by reading the bible or if he was asking me if I was doin good.  He set his coffee mug down next to me and left to retrieve a pastry or muffin.  When he returned, he asked me if I was going or coming from church.  The truth was that I was doing both, but I paused and told him that I was on my way to church at Grace Fellowship.  He said that he had attended Grace Fellowship for 20 years.  It was clear that this man wanted to have a conversation and that I would not be able to read any of the Bible and so I closed it. I was interested now, anyway, in what he had to say about Grace Fellowship Church.


Randy, who was dressed in shorts, a white collared shirt and sandals had just come from Destiny Church down the street and he was eager to visit.  Normally, strange old men do not approach me and begin conversations and so I suspect that my Bible and my dress clothes made me appear like a Christian and encouraged Randy to start talking with me.  So, I asked him about Grace Fellowship and his opinions.  Randy told me that Bob Yandian is more of a teacher than an evangelistic preacher because he used to teach at the ministry school at Rhema Bible School in Broken Arrow.  Randy pointed out that Bob Yandian had studied Greek and so he often focuses on a specific bible verse and elaborates on it for a while with his immense knowledge.  Randy also commented that Bob Yandian had recently started ‘The School of the Local Church,’ his own ministry school at Grace Fellowship.  Scott Burnett, a devoted member of Grace Fellowship, related to me that his pastor is unique for some consider Bob Yandian to be the best Bible teacher in the world.  Also related, is that even though Scott Burnett thought of Bob Yandian with utmost respect, when we discussed ‘prosperity teachings,’ he told me that he did not agree with about 5% of what Bob Yandian said.  So, I think it is normal for congregants to harbor slight disagreements with their pastors.  Thus, I do not want to portray pastors as absolute leaders, whose followers cling to everything they say, for church members exercise some degree of autonomy in what to digest, what to accept and what to believe.   

Bob Yandian Ministries is located at www.precepts.com and provides information on Bob Yandian’s church, (Grace Fellowship), his online store, his radio and TV broadcasts and his school of ministry (School of the Local Church).  Bob Yandian hosts two television shows: Real Answers with Bob Yandian (www.realanswers.tv) and Precepts, both of which have sample video available online.  Precepts is also broadcasted on the radio throughout the state.  At the Word Shoppe, Grace Fellowship’s Christian bookstore, I was surprised to find books, pamphlets, CD’s and videos of Bob Yandian all available for purchase.  The business of Grace Fellowship, Bob Yandian Ministries and Bob Yandian are so intertwined that they are not easily distinguishable.     

However, unlike Willie George and Church on the Move, I think that Bob Yandian Ministries and Grace Fellowship are actually separate.  Since there is no clear differentiation between Willie George Ministries and Church on the Move, (for he created and runs both) I will not elaborate on Willie George Ministries and all of its business enterprises in this section about pastors.  He was so instrumental in the creation of Church on the Move that I will dedicate more time to him in the following section on details of his church.  It is sufficient to say that Willie George, the senior pastor and figurehead of Church on the Move is quite celebrated and revered in his congregation.  If any of these three pastors is like a movie star, it is he, for Pastor George commands the greatest following and largest crowds.  Each weekend, he speaks live in front of nine to ten thousand people.  

  Certainly, the tremendous power and influence of pastors has been noted before.  For example, some maintain that the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960’s did not gain real momentum and force until black pastors became political and social activists and began leading their congregations to fight for their rights.  Throughout this writing, I will give much attention to the pastors and their messages, because they are the ‘face’ of the church.  They are their churches’ best public relations’ spokesmen and speak on behalf of their congregations’ beliefs while also actively shaping them.  Additionally, much of my ‘participant-observation’ occurred at worship services, in which I spent a great deal of time listening to these three charismatic men, Bob Yandian, Willie George and Michael Goldsmith.  Just as they construct the worldview of their church and congregation, they also actively constructed my perception of their respective churches.  Therefore, my subsequent analysis and reflections often stem from their words and their preaching.      
Church on the Move


Church on the Move is truly a ‘megachurch’ in all senses of the label.  It is estimated that ‘COTM’ as it is called has somewhere between ten to fifteen thousand members and about 9,000 individuals attend the church each weekend to hear Pastor Willie George speak the Gospel.  Between Saturday evening at 7 PM and Sunday at 11 AM, there are four worship services that contain identical messages.  The 10 AM service is advertised as being “Younger, Louder and Later” and is held in the auditorium of the separate Oneighty building located across two parking lots and a small field from the central part of the church.  The main auditorium seats between 2,200 and 2,800 people.  Dee Ann informed me that the weekly youth services draw about 2,000 high-school kids to the Oneighty building on Wednesday evenings.  


As mentioned earlier, I chose to study COTM based on my contacts with Dick and Dee Ann, because I knew that they attended regularly.  However, I had no idea of the dimensions and immensity of the church.  The first Saturday evening that I attended COTM, I had planned on meeting up with Dick and Dee Ann before the service so that we could sit together.  I figured that I could find them in the church lobby, but their insistence that it was necessary to choose an exact meeting spot – which was in front of the church store – should have been an indication of the church’s humongous size.  


Although I had lived in the Tulsa area practically my entire life, I had never chanced to drive by COTM and had never seen it before beginning my research.  COTM is located on the outskirts of northeast Tulsa right at the point where two major interstates intersect.  After exiting from the highway, the several policemen directing traffic indicate that the church is near.  From 129th E. Ave, there are four separate entrances to the church, Oneighty and Lincoln Christian School.  

The first time I went to COTM, I drove up in awe.  I had seen big, sprawling churches before, but nothing like this.  It looked more like a big shopping mall than a church.  I could see the big football stadium and the Oneighty building in the distance and much more space in their parking lot than even a super Wal-Mart.  As I drove into the parking lot, parking volunteers with orange vests and orange wands waved me to the proper direction.  Light poles in the parking lot had different colors on them to presumably help one remember their car was parked.  One time after a particularly crowded and packed Wednesday evening service, it took me more then ten minutes to figure out where I had left my car.  I agree completely with Nancy Eiesland’s statement in her discussion of megachurches: “These very large congregations harmonize with the suburban institutional scene’s mega-malls, warehouse supermarkets and the multiplex cinemas”(1997: 193).
  The resemblance of the exterior and even the interior of the youth’s Oneighty building to a multiplex cinema are quite striking – or it was to me, anyway.  As I walked up to one of the many entrances to the main church for the first time – there did not seem to be a front door or a main entrance – volunteers in suits smiled at me, shook my hand, opened the doors for me and said, “Welcome to church.  We’re glad to have you with us.”    

Willie George created Church on the Move in 1987 with an emphasis on kids and youth ministries.  In 1995, Willie George founded the first “Oneighty” program for Tulsa youth.  Pastor Willie’s intention for his church and youth program is to make them both as fun and attractive as possible in order to bring many more individuals to Christ.  In a sermon entitled “Living with Teenagers: Heaven or Hell?” Pastor Willie discussed how he always tried to have the latest fun things to do – like video games and basketball hoops - at his home in order to encourage his sons and their friends to spend more time at his house where he could keep an eye out on them and monitor their behavior.  During a single sermon, he stated: “I love teenagers,” “Fun is my middle name,” and “Let’s make our parties bigger and funner than the bad guys’ [parties].”
  If any of the three pastors at the three churches that I attended could be considered an influential celebrity, it would be Pastor Willie.  He supposedly lives out in the country on a big piece of property with Garth Brooks, a much more famous Oklahoma celebrity, as his neighbor.      

Dick and Dee Ann told me that there is really no difference between ‘Willie George Ministries’ and Church on the Move.  They said that publications, radio and TV shows, textbooks and educational materials are released under the auspice of Willie George Ministries, but that there is little distinction between the church and the man behind it.  Willie George, they said, is essentially the “boss” of their church and since it is non-denominational, there are no committees and no boards and so Pastor Willie basically runs things and can get rid of anyone who disagrees with him.  Dick suggested that the former associate pastor might have been ‘released’ because he disagreed with Pastor Willie about building the new football stadium with artificial turf.  Dick and Dee Ann really admired Willie George and saw no problem with one man governing the whole church, but they did wonder what would happen to the church if something were to happen to Willie.  


Willie George first gained notoriety as ‘Gospel Bill’ in his national television program, The Gospel Bill Show, which he began in 1983.  The show was directed towards kids and youth and is still on the air, at least in Tulsa, on a Christian television at an obscure time in the morning once or twice a week.  Dick asked me if I had heard of the Gospel Bill Show for he told me that the show was not just popular in this part of the country.  He told me he was once cutting a customer’s hair at his barber shop and that this guy was incredulous that ol’ Gospel Bill was preaching at a church in Tulsa for he had grown up watching The Gospel Bill Show in Boston.  

On the internet home page of Willie George Ministries, (www.williegeorgeministries.com), it states, “reaching the future before the future reaches us.”  Next to a photo of Willie George, it also reads, “Welcome.  We are waiting to put the tools into your hands so that you can get out there and reap the harvest.”  Currently, Willie George Ministries oversees Oneighty, Dry Gulch, U.S.A., The Christmas Train and the Lincoln Christian School all of which are intertwined as ministries of Church on the Move.  Additionally, Willie George Ministries also markets and sells audio, books and video products for other Christian leaders or ministries, Christian living, parenting, etc. and for the curriculum of Christian education.  The curriculum includes ‘Faith Roots School of the Bible’ curriculum and “the Kids On The Move video-interactive curriculum, which are used by over 25,000 churches in over 66 countries.  In addition, over 250,000 ministers have been personally trained in Willie George Ministries' Conferences.” 
  

Dry Gulch, U.S.A is a rustic retreat center northeast of Tulsa, which hosts conferences, summer camps, and other getaways.  Dry Gulch boasts horseback riding, go-karts, hiking, basketball, volleyball, water slides, canoeing, sea-doos, and other water sports.  Dry Gulch has the country’s largest Old West movie set, and has been used for some wholesome Western productions.  When a renowned Hollywood producer offered Willie George 6 million dollars for the use of the Dry Gulch movie set, Willie George refused because he did not approve of the violent content in that individual’s movies.          

Dry Gulch, U.S.A. is also home to the Christmas Train, an old-fashioned steam train ride that explains the first Christmas story to the train riders.  Fifty thousand visitors ride on the Christmas Train each year.  After riding on the train, there is Christmas shopping, food and sweets available for the guests.  Each year, the Christmas Train is made possible with the support of volunteers from the body of members of Church on the Move.  Dick and Dee Ann usually volunteer each year with the vocal group to sing non-stop Christmas carols for the visitors.  Dick emphasized that the important aspect of the Christmas Train is to bring others to Christ.  The COTM website claims that since 1996 over 50,000 people have “made decisions for Christ” after going on the Christmas Train.
  

It seems that Willie George has been quite successful in producing profit for Church on the Move and in proliferating educational materials for other churches, other pastors and especially other youth ministries.  COTM is home of ‘Oneighty World Headquarters.’  When I was growing up in the Tulsa area, I heard of kids going to 180, and that a plethora of video games could be found there, but I never went there as a youth and had not realized that it was a part of Church on the Move.  In the “About Willie George Ministries” section of the WGM website, it states, 

“In the fall of 1996, Pastor George founded the largest local-church youth ministry in the nation, Oneighty, which draws over 2,200 teenagers in average weekly attendance. Oneighty also has a summer missions program called, 180World, which has seen over 72,000 people won to Christ since 1997.  With over 300 affiliate churches in the United States, Canada, Africa and Ireland, and its summer missions program, Oneighty is not only impacting teenagers from Tulsa, Oklahoma, but all over the world.”

 The Oneighty program has been implemented in churches all around the country.  One Wednesday evening at COTM, I heard a guest speaker, Pastor Richard Salazar (the 2004 Father of the Year in Los Angeles County) praise the work and ministry of Church on the Move, especially their Oneighty program.  He called COTM “one of the greatest congregations in the U.S.” and spoke of the 180 program at his church.  He said that it had become an alternative to the overcrowded and often ineffective juvenile detention system.  Courts and judges in LA can refer kids to mandatory 180 church services three times a week or they can go to juvenile hall.  Salazar proudly explained that his Oneighty program was connected with the Sheriff’s Department and had become the number one alternative to juvenile detention in Los Angeles. When Salazar boldly stated, “kids are court ordered to come to Oneighty Saturday Night,” the COTM congregation burst into applause.  More attention will be dedicated to these youth ministries later.

Church on the Move, like the megachurches that Nancy Eiesland studied, offers all sorts of age-based programs.  During the services at the main church, the adults go to the auditorium, 7th and 8th graders go to the adults’ original and smaller auditorium, while 5th and 6th graders attend ‘Heir Force,’ and each age of kids is grouped together and attends an appropriate service for their age group.  The Heir Force room was quite militaristic and decorated with black and white camouflage and barbed wire.  This room and the 7th and 8th grade auditorium contained a stage with instruments and a drum kit that the youth play themselves during their services.  There is a whole hallway of nurseries with separate rooms for 16-19 months old and 20-25 months old and each subdivided age group.  Many of COTM’s programs – such as the ‘Whitetail Fever’ deer hunting workshop, the young adult financial seminar or a weight-lifting competition – are directed towards the predilections of specific people, some of whom might not ordinarily be interested in attending church.     


Historically, anthropologists have often written ethnographies of non-literate peoples, and their ethnographic texts may be the only representation of a certain community or peoples for a Western audience.  However, Christian churches, in contrast to many of the societies anthropology has traditionally studied, have access to modern means of communication, which they use quite self-consciously to represent themselves and their identities to others.  COTM is no exception.  At one of several ‘information desks,’ I, like any other interested individual, was able to take a variety of very professional brochures and leaflets answering potential questions about Church on the Move and explaining topics such as tithing, water baptism, COTM Sports, Christian retreats, and COTM’s Statement of Faith.  Thus, if I were a potential Christian or a potential member of COTM, I could pick up a copy of Church on the Move’s Statement of Faith (also available on their website) and see if their basic tenets of faith appealed to my own views.  Or, as anthropologist, I can use their ‘official’ Statement of Faith as an indication, or at the very least, a starting point, of the priorities, beliefs and worldview of the church.  I would guess that this brochure, which looks quite professional, has been crafted with care and can be read as a self-conscious representation to the public and for the church members of the type of Christianity found at Church on the Move.  


The Statement of Faith in the brochure and on the website is accompanied by a letter from Pastor Willie George: 

“As you attend Church on the Move, you will discover our love for the integrity of the Word of God. In order to unlock everything your future holds, you must allow God’s Word to be your daily compass. The Bible says that faith comes by hearing, and hearing comes by the Word of God.  

Listed here you will discover statements of faith concerning what we believe. These statements are important. They are fundamental to sound, Biblical teaching. You can feel comfortable at Church on the Move because our teaching is grounded in the Word of God. We will teach these truths in practical, easy-to-understand, and applicable ways.

Although our methods of communicating these truths may vary from time to time, you can be assured that our message will never change. I hope by reading these statements you will be strengthened while you are here at Church on the Move.

                             Sincerely, Pastor Willie George”

Note that biblical scripture supports everything in the Statement of Faith:

THE SCRIPTURES
The Bible is the inspired Word of God, the product of holy men of old who spoke and wrote as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. The New Covenant, as recorded in the New Testament, is what we accept as our infallible guide in matters pertaining to conduct and doctrine (I Thessalonians 2:13, II Timothy 3:16, II Peter 1:21).

THE GODHEAD
Our God is one but is manifested in three persons - the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit being co-equal (I John 5:7). God the Father is greater than all, the Source of the Word (Logos) and the Begetter (John 1:14; 14:28; 16:28). The Holy Spirit proceeds forth from both the Father and the Son and is eternal (John 15:26).

MAN - HIS FALL & REDEMPTION
Man is a created being, made in the likeness and the image of God, but through Adam's transgression and fall, sin came into the world. "For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God" (Romans 3:23). "As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one" (Romans 3:10). Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was manifested to undo the work of the devil and to give His life and shed His blood to redeem and restore man back to God (I John 3:8). Salvation is the gift of God to man, separate from works and the Law, which is made operative by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, producing works acceptable to God (Ephesians 2:8).

ETERNAL LIFE & NEW BIRTH
Man's first step toward salvation is godly sorrow that worketh repentance. The new birth is necessary to all men, and when fulfilled, it produces eternal life (John 3:3-5, II Corinthians 7:10, I John 5:12).

WATER BAPTISM
Baptism in water by immersion is a direct commandment of our Lord and is for believers only. The ordinance is a symbol of the Christian's identification with Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection (Matthew 28:19, Acts 8:36-39, Romans 6:4, Colossians 2:12). The following recommendation regarding the water baptismal formula is adopted: "On the confession of your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and by His authority, I baptize you in the Name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen."

BAPTISM IN THE HOLY GHOST
The Baptism in the Holy Ghost and fire is a gift from God as promised by the Lord Jesus Christ to all believers in this dispensation and is received subsequent to the new birth. This experience is accompanied by the evidence of speaking in other tongues as the Holy Spirit Himself gives utterance (Matthew 3:11, John 14:16-17, Acts 1:8; 2:4; 2:38-39; 19:1-7).

SANCTIFICATION
The Bible teaches that without holiness no man can see the Lord. We believe in the doctrine of sanctification as a definite yet progressive work of grace, commencing at the time of regeneration and continuing until the consummation of salvation (Hebrews 12:14, I Thessalonians 5:23, II Peter 3:18, I Corinthians 1:30, II Corinthians 3:18, Philippians 3:12-14).

DIVINE HEALING
Healing is for the physical ills of the human body. It is wrought by the power of God through the prayer of faith and by the laying on of hands. It is provided for in the atonement of Christ and is the privilege of every member of the Church today (Isaiah 53:4-5, Matthew 8:17, Mark 16:18, James 5:14-16, I Peter 2:24).

RESURRECTION OF THE JUST & THE RETURN OF OUR LORD
The angels said, "This same Jesus...shall so come in like manner..." (Acts 1:11). His coming is imminent. When He comes, "... the dead in Christ shall rise first: then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air..." (I Thessalonians 4:16-17). Following the tribulation, He shall return to earth as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Then, together with His saints, who shall be kings and priests, He shall reign for a thousand years (Revelation 20:6).

HELL & ETERNAL RETRIBUTION
The one who physically dies in his sins without Christ is hopelessly and eternally lost in the Lake of Fire, and therefore, has no further opportunity of hearing the Gospel or repenting. The Lake of Fire is literal. The terms "eternal" and "everlasting" used in describing the duration of the punishment of the damned in the Lake of Fire carry the same thought and meaning of endless existence as used in denoting the duration of joy and ecstasy of saints in the presence of God (Hebrews 9:27, Revelation 19:20).


Dick and Dee Ann have been members of Church on the Move for about four years and were among my best informants.  Before attending COTM, they were members at my parents’ First United Methodist Church.  They told me that their attachment to and regard for their former church was “on and off” when they had a friend invite them to check out COTM four years ago.  Dick and Dee Ann told me that they really felt like Church on the Move has changed their lives (for the better).  They spoke highly of their Pastor Willie George as the centerpiece of their church and they also emphasized that he experienced a really rough childhood and was able to find God and become a Christian despite his difficult upbringing.  

Church on the Move is different in many ways from the churches they grew up in and the Methodist church.  At COTM, there are no crosses or traditional Christian symbols in the auditorium, but Dick emphasized to me more than once that, “Everything here is backed up by the Word.”  The difference between COTM and the traditional American Church is evident by the response of Dee Ann’s mother after attending COTM for the first time while visiting Dick and Dee Ann.  She attends a traditional and solemn Church of Christ, and after witnessing the spectacle of Church on the Move, she exclaimed, “This is not right.  This is not church.”  

Dick and Dee Ann were both raised in Protestant Churches in Illinois and they have been Christians their entire lives. They consider themselves to be “strong believers” and both pray everyday and Dee Ann reads the Bible everyday.  Dick told me that, “If I don’t go to church, I feel empty.”  They believe in speaking in tongues and that the End Times are coming soon, which includes the rapture, the second coming of Christ and a chance for all those not yet saved to turn to God.  Their goal is to bring as many people as possible to Christ before the End Times.  Dick and Dee Ann also identify themselves as liberal democrats who dislike President George W. Bush.  


When I asked them how being a Christian affected their lives outside of attending church, participating in Bible Study and singing in their vocal group, Dick said, “I don’t think about my faith continuously, but I think about it a lot.”  Dee Ann said that they both feel lucky because they feel that their particular occupations enable each of them to minister to or help others daily.  Dick is a barber with his own barbershop and thinks that God calls on him to help others.  He told me that sometimes he prays while cutting people’s hair, little small prayers, sometimes for those getting their hair cut.  Dick said, “I had a guy come in one time and he wanted me to pray with him and I did.  And I think God calls on me to do that.”  Dee Ann added, “Dick is in a position where he actually gets to “put his hands on” people, because we believe that God can heal…no does heal through us.”


In my conversations with Dick and Dee Ann, they both often spoke of God’s plan for them.  They say things like “God called me” (to do something) or “God opened doors for me.”  Good things that happen to them are explained as “blessings from God.”  Dee Ann said, “I think God does have a plan for our lives.  I think sometimes I stray from His plan, but He does have a plan for me.”  Dee Ann is now the Religious Services Director at Rader Juvenile Detention Center and she feels blessed to be in a position where she can positively affect others.  In discussing her job, Dee Ann talked about steps that led to God opening more and more doors for her.  She participated in the Kairos Prison Ministry, which was life-changing for her, subsequently made it difficult for her to “do church,” and her dissatisfaction ultimately led to her and her husband switching to Church on the Move.

Grace Fellowship


Grace Fellowship is a charismatic church in South Tulsa.  It facilities and buildings are on eighty acres and the church, like Church on the Move, is located right off of a major highway interchange: where US 169 ends and where the Creek Turnpike becomes the Liberty Turnpike.  From the highway, Grace Fellowship’s large, two-sided digital sign prominently advertises the presence of the church.  There is even a highway entrance and exit ramp leading to the church parking lot.  Grace Fellowship was founded in 1972 and Pastor Bob Yandian arrived in 1980.  It boasts a membership of over 3,500 and a staff of over 15.    

The focus of Grace Fellowship as stated on their website and emphasized to me by Scott Burnett, my primary informant at Grace Fellowship, is to equip the saints to do the work of ministry.  Scott, who has attended Grace Fellowship for eleven years, described Grace Fellowship as a charismatic church that believes in God’s Word and the Truth.  Grace Fellowship is one of Tulsa’s largest congregations, but is still dwarfed by Church on the Move.  Scott told me that Grace is not about getting friends, but it is about evangelizing ministry everyday in society.  He also maintained that the main reason to go to church is to hear the teaching of the Word.  However, his pastor stated, “The most important reason to come to church is to be in the physical presence of God; He inhabits the praises to Him.”
  


The first time I attended Grace Fellowship, I was surprised to see that their worship services are held in a large ‘gymnasium’ with several basketball hoops folded up to the ceiling.  I was also amazed that Grace Fellowship houses the Covenant Federal Credit Union, a credit union open exclusively to Grace Fellowship members or parents of children enrolled in Grace Fellowship School.  During my first service at Grace Fellowship, they asked for first-time visitors to raise their hands.  I did so and an usher came by to give me a Grace Fellowship packet/folder with all sorts of information about Grace Fellowship.  Included in the packet were Growing with Grace, a small monthly magazine of news and information for and about the church, a pamphlet for Bob Yandian’s School of the Local Church, a card for a complimentary tape or CD, an invitation to coffee in the hospitality room with Pastor Bob and his wife Loretta after the Sunday morning service, a coupon for a free gourmet coffee at the Master’s Blend coffee shop located in the Children’s Building, a small pamphlet on Edge Youth, Grace’s youth ministry, a pamphlet entitled Meet the Staff and a pamphlet entitled Welcome! with a letter from Bob and Loretta Yandian and an explanation of Grace Fellowship’s vision, fundamental truths, doctrine, and some of its ministries.  


In the Meet the Staff brochure, there are photos of each staff member with their spouse and a brief description of the person.  The staff positions include Associate Pastor, Grace Christian School Superintendent, Director of School of the Local Church, Director of Bob Yandian Ministries, Finance, Youth Ministry, Worship Arts, Children’s Ministry, Counseling, Director of the Word Shoppe (Grace’s Christian bookstore), Director of Operations, Director of Church Ministries, Media Services and Information Services.  


The small brochure entitled Welcome! displays a photo of Bob and Loretta in the upper left corner and reads:

As the pastor of Grace Fellowship, I would like to thank you for visiting today.  Loretta and I are sure you are going to be blessed by the Word of God and the moving of the Holy Spirit.  No matter what need you have, we teach of a God who will supply ALL your needs according to His riches in glory.  

If you are already attending another church, please remain faithful there.  If you are looking for a church home, I invite you to attend again and pray about becoming a part of Grace Fellowship.  

There are many areas of ministry offered at Grace Fellowship which will bless every member of your family and help each of you to fulfill the Great Commission.  I invite you to read through this information booklet and enjoy your complimentary tape.  Grace Fellowship is here to serve you.  



Yours in Christ Jesus, Bob and Loretta Yandian  

Within the booklet, the section under Our Vision states:

Our Vision at Grace Fellowship is for the perfecting of the saints to do the work of the ministry.  Emphasis is placed on the four main elements of Acts 2:42: Doctrine, fellowship, prayer and involvement.  A commitment to each of the following is strongly encouraged for all members.     

Doctrine. Receiving instruction from the Word of God on a regular basis through a pastor-teacher and personal study is essential for every believer.  Pastor Yandian normally teaches at all services. 

Fellowship. Fellowship groups formed around our Sunday School classes for Adults offer an opportunity for meeting people and forming friendships.  For more information, contact the Outreach Department.

Prayer.  Intercessory prayer takes place on Friday in the Chapel at 6:00 AM.  Emphasis is on praying for the sick, leaders of our country, and people and ministries in the church.

Involvement of every member in some facet of ministry according to his or her particular gifts and calling is encouraged.  Please see the listing of church staff and ministries and contact the appropriate department for more information.   

On two other pages is written the church’s basic statements of belief.  (The referenced scriptures are in the footnotes.)

Grace Fellowship accepts the Scriptures as the revealed will of God, and adopts these statements of 

Fundamental Truths and Doctrine

1. The Bible is the inspired Word of God and the revealed will of God.

2. There is one true Godhead comprised of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  All are co-equal and co-eternal.
  

3. Man was created in God’s image.  By voluntary transgression he fell and his only hope of redemption is in Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

4. Salvation of Man.

(a)  Man’s only hope of redemption is through the shed blood of Jesus Christ.  On the cross Jesus Christ became sin and sickness providing both salvation and healing for all mankind.
  This salvation comes by believing in your heart that God raised Jesus from the dead and confessing with your mouth, Jesus as Lord.

(b)  The inward evidence, to the believer, is the direct witness of the Spirit.
  The outward evidence to all men is a life of true holiness and love.
  

(c) Salvation is by faith in Jesus Christ and not by human works; however

our works are evidence of our faith and will determine our rewards in eternity.
    

5.  Baptism in water is a declaration to the world that a believer has died with Christ and that they have been raised with Him to walk in newness of life.

6.  The celebration of the Lord’s Supper by eating of the bread and drinking of the cup is a remembrance of Jesus.
  

7. All believers are entitled to, and should ardently expect and earnestly seek, the 

promise of the Father, the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, according to the command of Jesus Christ.  With this comes the endowment of power for life and service, the bestowal of gifts and their uses in the work of the ministry:  This experience is distinct from and subsequent to the experience of the new birth.

8. The evidence of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit.  

The full consummation of the Baptism of believers in the Holy Spirit is evident by the initial physical sign of speaking with other tongues as the Spirit gives utterance and by the subsequent manifestation of spiritual power in public testimony and service.

9. The Church is the Body of Christ.  Each believer is an integral part.
    

10.   Total Prosperity.  

(a) Spiritual

(b) Mental

(c)   Physical

(d) Financial

(e) Social

11. Blessed Hope: Jesus is coming to gather all His saints to Heaven.

12.   Those who have not accepted the redemptive work of Jesus Christ will suffer eternal separation from the Godhead.  They will burn in the Lake of Fire.

13.   The Millennial Reign of Jesus: The return of our Lord Jesus Christ with His saints from Heaven to rule and reign for one thousand years on earth as the Scripture promised.
  After this, there will be a new earth.

The back of this information booklet lists and explains “a few areas of ministry,” 

which include Ministry to the Sick, Membership, Communion, Water Baptism, Baby Dedications, Premarital Counseling, Nursery & Children’s Ministry, Youth Ministry and Bob Yandian Ministries (“an outreach providing teaching to those outside Grace Fellowship.  Information regarding the quarterly publication, Precepts Partner Newsletter, can be obtained by contacting Bob Yandian Ministries”).  In a letter I received from Grace Fellowship after visiting the first time, the church listed again “some of our ministries:”


-Children’s Services


-Adult Sunday School


-Boy Scouts, Cub Scouts, Campfire Girls


-Youth Services


-Singles Sunday School


-Intercessory Prayer


-Foundations of Grace Classes


-Membership Classes


-Grace Fellowship Christian School


-School of the Local Church: ministry school


-Counseling: by appointment


-Outreach: ministry to the suffering and needy


-Fellowship Groups: small circles of love within the large body of Grace F.


-Word Shoppe: tapes of services and other items for reading and listening


In the same letter, it states, “We are a family church and desire to meet the needs of the whole family.”  Grace Fellowship’s emphasis on families, youth ministries and children’s ministries is evident from its elaborate facilities that house these areas of ministry.  Its kids’ and youth ministries, called Grace Kids and edge youth, respectively, will be described in detail later on.     


Sunday worship services are held at 8:30 and 11:15 AM and there is an additional Wednesday service at 7:00 PM.  Grace Fellowship also offers a variety of Sunday School classes for adults stratified mostly by age groups.  These classes are held in between the two worship services on Sunday from 10:05-11:00 AM.  The Intro page of the Adult Sunday School brochure reads:

Grace Fellowship’s Sunday School for Adults started on January 5, 1992.  We provide a place where the Word of God is taught in lecture and discussion style that creates a very exciting a “lab” type learning environment.  But just as important, we also make available the opportunity for everyone to enjoy good Christian fellowship with other believers.  

Our vision is to help you grow in the grace and knowledge of the Lord by:

BUILDING FAITH, FINDING FRIENDS, and 

CREATING COMMUNITY FOR ALL PEOPLE OF ALL AGES.

Although our classes are arranged by age, we encourage you to visit a couple of different classes and find the one that will best help meet the needs of you and your family.  Join us in Sunday School, and see why so many members of Grace Fellowship belong to a Sunday School for Adults class.  We make a large church feel small.  

In its description of Sunday School classes, the church emphasizes the importance of community, of fellowship and friends and the function of these classes to create smaller groups of church members that know each other personally.  Even though there are classes available for Singles, the passage, “the needs of you and your family,” assumes that the reader has an immediate family and the church usually assumes that “the family” is their targeted audience.  Each Sunday School for Adults class also has its own name.  The Singles class is called the Single Alliance.  For Young Adults (20-35), there is Boomer Bible Society, Fate Seekers, Gameo and Impact Generation.  Those in the Mature in Age group (30-50) can choose among The Dream Team, God Chasers, Good News, Handfuls of Grace, New Creations, Relying on Christ, Tower of Faith and Wisdom Seekers.  The States Persons category (50+) includes Covenant Family, Manna and Overcomers and Seniors (60+) have two classes called Amazing Gracers and His Image.   


In a conversation with Scott Burnett, a long-time Grace Fellowship member, he told me that most of his friends are not members at Grace, but most are strong Christians.  He added, “I would imagine most closest friends go to the same church.”  Scott also told me that attending worship services and Sunday School is beneficial for understanding the Bible for a teacher or a pastor can help us see things in Scripture that we would miss.  

Scott was wearing a bracelet that read, “God Bless You,” when he discussed with me his personal history as a Christian at a Starbucks Coffee location that he had suggested as a meeting place.  Scott was raised in Tulsa and first received the Lord at age 10 in the Baptist Church.  His Grandmother ministered to him and while in high school he began attending a charismatic, non-denominational church.  In high school, Scott started a revival in his school and began a Bible Study with about 45 students.  After graduating from high school, Scott said that he was “still living in the world” and had turned away from God.  Scott told me that because he was aware of the Lord’s love, he “knew so much that [he] couldn’t get away” from God.  He said that while in the construction business, he hit rock bottom and thought that the brush with reality was good for him because it turned his life around.


At age twenty-two, the Holy Spirit was pulling and convicting Scott, and he surrendered to God.  Scott let the Lord change his life and he cut off all friendships and relationships with people who were living for themselves rather than living for God.  He began attending Victory Christian Center, one of Tulsa’s largest charismatic congregations, and “started hanging out with friends in the Lord.”  He said, “I released who I was to the Lord to mold me and shape me.”  Scott purchased hundreds of cassette tapes of ministers and Christian music that he listened to while working construction.  


One day Scott was veritably down and out financially, with no job and no home.  Two days after living out of his El Camino, two Christian brothers gave him a job with the first three weeks’ pay in advance for an apartment and Scott moved in that same day.  Scott told me that there is no doubt in his mind that he was blessed with such a great job as a result of letting the Lord take charge of his life.  He later started his own business, a successful siding installation company, “to glorify the Lord.” 


Scott stated, “Most people don’t know how to handle riches,” and told me that God wants businesses to give about 50% of their profits away.  He donates money to ministries, missionaries and organizations like the John 3:16 mission.  Scott explained, “You give, you receive, but you can’t out-give the Lord.  I’m a steward.  Anything I own is really His.”       


I asked Scott what he thought of the prosperity teachings at his church, and he told me that he had a problem with them. He claimed that blessings do fall upon those who follow the Lord and who do right, but prosperity should not be a motivation for being a part of the church.  He said, “the only motivation one should have is to get right with God.”  “Material things are just materials; I don’t strive for them.”  “The only greater blessing than my family is my relationship with the Lord.”  


Scott is a strong Christian and he does not hide his beliefs.  He seems like a happy man and he emphasized the importance of positive thinking and being in continual praise and thanksgiving. He asked me, “How can anyone look up at the stars and not be in awe of the Creator?”  Once he spoke in front of civic leaders and told them that he would have been a “bum in the gutter if it were not for the salvation of Christ.”  He explained that God took him and re-arranged his way of living and thinking.  “Lord means Master,” Scott told me, and he answered, “of course He speaks to me” when I inquired.  Scott continued, “He’s continually on my mind.  You can’t get Him out of mind and I don’t want to, because it’s fun.  He affects every thought I have.”  During our conversation, Scott also intimated, “I’m not a real smart guy.  If there is anything smart that I’ve ever done, it was becoming a Christian and having a relationship with Jesus Christ.”    

Broken Arrow Assembly of God

The first time I drove to Broken Arrow Assembly of God Church, I drove to the location where it had been during my childhood.  When I arrived and saw that it had been replaced by a Baptist church, I made some phone calls to figure out where BA Assembly had moved.  As it turned out, First Baptist Church of Broken Arrow, once the largest church in downtown Broken Arrow, had moved to a larger location next the highway and a couple years ago BA Assembly moved a couple blocks into the vacant and more spacious facilities of the former First Baptist Church.  Interestingly, for several years there has been a giant cross and sign on the corner of another Broken Arrow intersection announcing the site to be the future home of Broken Arrow Assembly of God Church.  It seems as though BA Assembly has had intentions to construct a new church for many years, and I think the move to First Baptist’s old building was a temporary solution for a larger home for the congregation.  In Broken Arrow, church expansion is not uncommon.  Churches are often adding on to preexisting facilities or buying up properties in between housing subdivisions for their new locations.     


Broken Arrow Assembly, unlike the other two churches I regularly attended, is not independent but is part of the Assemblies of God, a loosely knit fellowship of churches that is sort of like a denomination, but was originally created in opposition to established denominations.  At the beginning of the 20th century, there was a great Pentecostal revival in the southern United States.  A brochure on the 16 Doctrines of the Assemblies of God explains that during this revival people were being baptized in the Holy Spirit, were being filled with the Holy Spirit and were speaking in unknown languages.  

“This was more than a revival – it was a sovereign move of God’s Spirit…  In this revival people began experiencing the baptism in the Holy Spirit in similar fashion as that recorded in the New Testament…Outstanding miracles and signs of God’s presence and anointing were openly visible.  People were saved and lives were magnificently changed.  Participants of the revival were given the name Pentecostals.”
  

Some of these “newly filled” Christians were mocked.  In response, Pentecostal leaders decided that they should create an organization to support their ministries and they considered starting a new church.  However, they recognized the problematic bureaucracy and disagreement in the old denominations and so they decided that it would be best for the local churches to remain independent.  Thus, the Assemblies of God were born in 1914 in Hot Springs, Arkansas as a fellowship that emphasized baptism and manifestations of the Holy Spirit.


Broken Arrow Assembly was formed in 1912 as a result of a tent meeting.  Now it has a staff of almost 75 and a congregation of over 1,000 members.  BA Assembly is not a small church, but it was the smallest of the three I attended.  Several times after worship services, individual members of the congregation came up to me to shake my hand, introduce themselves and tell me that they were glad to have me at church.  More than once, Pastor Goldsmith called out individuals’ names in the congregation in the middle of the sermon, like “Brother Joshua, it is good to see you.”  Unlike the other two churches, BA Assembly could not be called a “megachurch.”  Its congregation was comprised of more elderly people.  The worship services lacked cameramen and their video screens were less sophisticated and so the church seemed less contemporary than the others, but it is possible that the church is saving up money to build its new facilities and will invest more in its new sanctuary than its current one.  

The content and dynamics of the sermons at BA Assembly seemed more old-fashioned.  The sermons often brought up Satan and the fire and brimstone of Hell.  One guest speaker yelled, “Lord, send an old-fashioned Holy Ghost revival to America, and let it begin with us!”
 Indeed, the services at BA Assembly were probably more like the old Pentecostal revivals than the services at other churches.  Unlike the other two independent churches, BA Assembly held its services in a real “sanctuary” with pews and a cross behind the stage area.  

An additional aspect of BA Assembly that was distinctive was the frequency, popularity and emotion of altar calls.  At the end of worship services, pastors invite individuals in the congregation to come forward to the front of the sanctuary to make a commitment to give their life to Christ for the first time, to restore their faith or perhaps just to go up front to have the pastor pray over them.  Usually, at COTM and Grace Fellowship, potential new members or non-saved people were the ones going up to the front, but sometimes at BA Assembly, large amounts of the congregation went forward to the front of the church to pray and cry together.  As some went forward, others –friends and family – followed to pray and place their hands on them in solidarity.  Occasionally, these altar calls were highly emotional, with lots of tissues, teary-eyed individuals and talking in tongues.  Members of the congregation moved freely from the pews to the front of the church and so the service became more interactive and collective so that the pastor was no longer preaching in front of everyone, but much of the congregation was at the front of the church praying individual prayers together.  The youth of the church were usually well represented in the front and they sometimes made up the majority of individuals crying and praying at the altar.  Sometimes during the altar call, the keyboardist played background music.  The pastor would pray aloud on the microphone and he usually walked around and prayed over the various individuals kneeling and sitting at the front.

The staff of Broken Arrow Assembly includes Michael Goldsmith, the Senior Pastor, a Children’s Pastor, Technology & Arts Pastor, Praise & Worship Pastor, SCA Administrator, Administrative Pastor, Fine Arts Pastor and a Student Ministries (Youth) Pastor.  BA Assembly also offers “Adult Bible Fellowship: A place to Connect, Develop, and Belong.”  These Sunday classes include Mysteries and Majesties of Scripture, Seekers, Harbor Lights, Home Builders, Advancing Over Adversity, Precepts, Experiencing the Heart of Jesus, Dated Jekyll/Married Hyde, the bridge (college/career), singlevision and Mad About You.  


In a pamphlet entitled The Assemblies of God: Our 16 Doctrines, the preface entitled Change and Our Culture reads:

Change is common to all human life.  We are not today what we were yesterday; we will not be tomorrow what we are today.  Like our world, much of what we are, do, and say is temporal.  However, there are a few things in life that never change – nor should they.  Such is God.  Unlike the human condition, God never changes (Malachi 3:6).  He is the same yesterday, today, and forever.  And like Him-His truth is also everlasting. It remains the single constant in our ever dynamic world of shifting cultural values.  These truths of God are His word.  They are recorded in the Bible and are foundational to successful happy living.  

In another section explaining the Statement of Fundamental Truths, the pamphlet states:

Today’s Assemblies of God Statement of Fundamental Truths is the same as that established in 1916.  Based on the eternal, inerrant Word of God, the Statement needs no alteration of the truth it proclaims.  The Assemblies of God, like every Bible believing group, must speak God’s eternal truth to each generation and to each individual.  Sometimes a statement of fundamental truths, with its theological terminology, speaks more to theologians than it does to the man and woman on the street or in the pew.  This publication of the 16 fundamental doctrines of the Assemblies of God expresses the doctrines in non-theological terminology.  We desire that every man, woman and child understand the truth of Scripture as did our predecessors who searched the Bible, composed the Statement, experienced its truth, and left it to us as a precious heritage.  

There is no claim that the wording of this statement is divinely inspired (as is the Bible), but the truth it sets forth is felt to be essential to a full-gospel, Bible-based ministry.  Furthermore, there is no pretense that this statement contains all of the Bible’s truth.  It merely covers some basic fundamental teaching thought to be vital to successful Christian living.  

In the pamphlet, a section entitled “importance of this doctrine,” which I will omit for brevity, follows each “fundamental truth.”  The statements explain the official beliefs and worldview of the Assemblies of God Churches.  Note that doctrines #5, 7, 12 and 13 are the four cardinal doctrines of the Assemblies of God.  (The numbers are in bold as a reminder.)  The 16 Doctrines include:

1)  The Scriptures of the entire Bible are verbally inspired of God.  It was not just the ideas that were inspired; even the choice of words was inspired as the original writers were moved by God to write what He wanted them to say.  We therefore believe that 1) the Scriptures are God’s revelation of himself to mankind, 2) they are infallible (never wrong), and 3) they are the divinely authoritative guide for our faith and manner of living.  

2) There is one true God.  He has revealed himself as having always existed without any outside cause or agent bringing Him into being.  He is the Creator of heaven and earth and the One who redeems, saves, or rescues mankind from sin and its painful consequences.  God has further revealed himself as a single Being consisting of three interrelated persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  This concept of one God or Being of three persons is called the Trinity.

3)  The Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has always existed.  He too is without beginning or end.  In order to complete His earthly sacrificial mission, He became human by being born of a virgin, conceived by the Holy Spirit.  He lived a perfect life, absolutely without sin.  While on earth He worked many miracles through the anointing of the Holy Spirit.  In order to restore fallen mankind, He died on the cross as a substitute for the sins of every person.  He was raised from the dead by the supernatural power of God.  Since His resurrection He has been exalted, and is seated at the right hand of God.

4)  Mankind was created good and upright; for God said, “let us make man in our image, after our likeness.”  However, mankind by willful choice, ignored God’s instructions…choosing to engage in what they knew was wrong and evil.  As a result, mankind fell from innocence and goodness and thereby incurred not only physical death but also spiritual death, which is separation from God.  

5)  Salvation is deliverance from spiritual death and enslavement by sin.  God provides salvation for all who believe and accept His free offer of forgiveness.  Mankind’s only hope of redemption from the fallen sinful state is through the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son – blood that was shed as Jesus died on the cross.  


Salvation is received as a person 1) repents before God for his sins and sinful 


nature or inclinations, and 2) believes or has faith in the fact that the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ removes and brings forgiveness for his sin.  At the moment of salvation, a person becomes heir to God’s promised hope of eternal or everlasting life.  The inner evidence of salvation is the direct witness of the Holy Spirit giving one the assurance that God as accepted him.  The outward evidence, visible to others, is a life of righteousness and true holiness.  

6)  The Ordinances of the Church:  The ordinance of baptism by immersion in water (not sprinkling) is commanded in the Scriptures.  All who repent and believe on Jesus Christ as personal Savior and Lord are to be so baptized.  This act of baptism symbolically declares to everyone that the old sinful life and life-style of the baptized believer died with Christ at salvation and a new spiritual being has been raised with Christ to live a new life.  


The Lord’s Supper or Communion, consisting of bread and the fruit of the vine (grape juice), is a memorial of Christ’s suffering and death.  In eating and drinking the symbols of Christ’s suffering and death, the believer expresses his awareness that through salvation he, 1) has been made right with God, and 2) shares the divine nature of eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ.  

7)  All believers are entitled to receive the baptism in the Holy Spirit, and therefore should expect and earnestly seek the promise of the Father.  With the experience comes the provision of power for victorious Christian living and productive service.  It also provides believers with specific spiritual gifts for more effective ministry.  The baptism in the Holy Spirit is separate from salvation, and follows the new birth experience.  With this baptism comes such experiences as an overflowing fullness of the Spirit, a deepened reverence for God, an intensified commitment to God and dedication to His work, and a more active love for Christ, for His Word, and for those who have not yet become believers.  

8)  The baptism of Christians in the Holy Spirit is accompanied by the initial physical sign of speaking in other tongues (unlearned languages).  The audible expression of tongues should also continue to function in the Spirit-filled believer’s personal prayer life.  However, the gift of tongues operates publicly, usually in congregational worship settings.  

9)  Sanctification is an act of separating ourselves from evil and identifying with things that are good, upright, and morally pure.  Sanctification is a daily acknowledgement of our union with God through His Son Jesus.  As this identification occurs it is only natural for the Christian to offer every portion of his life to the control of the Holy Spirit.

10)  The Church is the body of Christ, the dwelling place of God through the Holy Spirit.  God’s purpose concerning mankind is 1) to seek and to save people who are lost in sin, 2) to be worshipped by all mankind, and 3) to build a unified body of believers mature in faith and knowledge like his Son – Jesus.  Therefore the priority reason-for-being of the Assemblies of God as a part of the Church is 1) to be an agency of God for evangelizing to the world, 2) to be a unified body in which man may worship God, and 3) to be a channel of God’s purpose to build a body of saints being perfected in the image of His Son.   


11)  Involvement in ministry in response to a divine call is ordained in the Bible.    

It is a provision for the purpose of leading the Church in evangelization of the world, worship of God, and building a body of believers conforming to the life of Christ.     

12)  Divine healing from God is an integral part of the gospel.  Deliverance from sickness is provided in the Atonement (Christ’s suffering and death for our reconciliation with God).  Healing is a privilege of all believers.

13)  All Christians who have died will one day rise from their graves and will meet the Lord in the air.  Christians who have not yet died will be raptured or caught p with them, to be with the Lord.  Then Christians of all ages will live with God forever.  

14)  The second coming of Christ includes the rapture of all Christians followed by the visible return of Christ with His saints to reign on the earth for 1000 years.  This millennial reign will bring the salvation of Israel as a nation and the establishment of universal peace.  

15)  There will be a final judgment in which the wicked dead – those who have died without accepting Christ’s salvation – will be raised and judged according to the way they lived.  Anyone whose name is not found written in the Book of Life (the recorded list of people who received Christ’s forgiveness), together with the devil and his angels, the beast and the false prophet, will be sent to everlasting punishment in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone.

16) According to God’s promise, we look for new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness will dwell and reign forever.  

For the most part, the official doctrines of Church on the Move, Grace Fellowship, and Broken Arrow Assembly of God are quite similar.  They all believe in the divine inspiration of the Bible, God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, mankind’s fall and redemption and eternal salvation.  They all emphasize the importance of water baptism, and baptism in the Holy Spirit.  All three also believe in the second coming of Christ and in Hell and eternal retribution for those who have not accepted Christ as their Savior.   

The Bible Belt

The ways in which people speak, their dialects, their accents, much like their ideas, trends or fashions are often local or regional; they are confined – though never completely – or are rather concentrated - in a given geographical location.  Similar political views, lifestyles and perceived truths about the world are often assembled in particular geographic areas and particular social environments.  What I think to be central to culture is human interaction for which contact, communication, and proximity are necessary.  The unique nature of the anthropologist’s fieldwork, which usually means relocating to a different geographic location,
 implies a relationship between the society under study and their specific geographical location, for the researcher would remain at home if the geographic shift were not necessary.  Maybe this is painfully obvious, but sometimes the things that are painfully obvious are invisible just because they are so obvious.  

Growing up in Tulsa, Oklahoma, the so-called Buckle of the Bible Belt, it felt to me like average, mainstream America.  Only after living outside of Oklahoma for several years did I realize that most of America’s population is not located in the middle of the country and that for most Americans, meeting an Oklahoman is rare.  Oklahoma is in the center and somewhat south among the forty-eight states.  In Oklahoma, the wind really does come sweeping down the plains, the air smells sweet and the night sky is large and full of bright stars.  It is landlocked and located rather far inland, quite distant from any coastal waters and far from any mountains.  Oklahoma has a population of about 3.5 million people and contains on average about 50 persons per square mile.
  In comparison to the densely populated, coastal areas of the United States, Oklahoma, like the other states that make up the Great Plains, feels sort of isolated.  My grandfather was a one-armed cattle rancher in Southwest Kansas, and having spent some time there, I can say that I have felt the sense of desolate loneliness in the rugged, windswept, expansive, and beautiful landscape of the Great Plains.   

So, is there anything about Oklahoma’s geographic position, any environmental factors, or its social milieu that contributes to its Christianization?  Why does the Bible Belt exist where it does?  While working at the Oklahoma Summer Arts Institute prior to formally beginning my research, I attended a poetry reading by the writing instructor, Gary Hawkins, who had arrived the week before from Washington State.  At the end of his reading, he stated, “I understand why Oklahoma is part of the Bible Belt.  Everything is so wide open here that you feel so small that I think everyone must believe in God or not at all.”  Although his comment is certainly not scientifically authoritative, it expresses the impression of one not accustomed to the Oklahoma geography and landscape.  And I think any individuals who have had the experience of driving across the open plains would understand and possibly share his sentiments.  Something about the infinite space in the sky and on the horizon makes one feel tinier, and closer to or part of the universal infinite, which in this cultural context would often be called God.  The cultural construction of ‘God’ shapes and mediates the way individuals perceive and conceive of their environment.       

Yet I do not think that geography and the environment completely determine Oklahoma’s Bible Belt status nor do I believe that the religious phenomena in Oklahoma are entirely unique to the Bible Belt.  Culture is transmitted and re-created from generation to generation and within communities and an individual is likely to share the same religious values as the other individuals in geographic proximity.  For many in the Bible Belt, Christianity is their way of life.  Religion becomes a tradition (or vice versa).  For example, my mother declared, “I have gone to church so much in my life that my Sunday is not a Sunday when I don’t go to church.  That’s what makes Sunday a Sunday is going to church.” While still at the Oklahoma Art Institute, I had an interesting conversation with a friend, Allen, whose father had been the pastor at my parents’ Methodist church in Broken Arrow for many years while I was in middle school and high school.  I remembered that Allen had been active in the church youth group and had lots of friends at church.  In conversing with him, I learned that he had attended Oklahoma Christian University in Edmond and majored in philosophy and was now halfway through a master’s degree in theology and ethics at Columbia University in New York.  I found it useful to talk with him about Christianity for he was quite knowledgeable.  During one conversation, he confided to me that he had been a Christian his whole life and it only took one year of living in the social milieu of New York City and attending Columbia University for him to become an atheist.  

Although Allen has never been the type of Christian that I am focusing on in this ethnography, his personal story and the transformation of his religious identity from Oklahoma Christian to Manhattan Atheist made me consider throughout my research the dynamism of culture and the tremendous influence that society and surroundings can have upon an individual.  America encompasses diverse cultural traditions within and outside of its borders and has no single, overarching shared culture.  However, as in some other Southern locations in the United States, the political and religious climate in Oklahoma is such that some small towns have passed laws banning the teaching of the theory of evolution in high school biology classes, because Darwin’s evolution theory conflicts with their Fundamentalist Creationist beliefs.  At the end of the summer, I had a telephone conversation with Allen after he had been living with his parents in a small, Oklahoma town for the duration of the summer.  I told him that I had reflected a good deal on what he had told me at the beginning of the summer about his religious identity change.  To this, he replied that he had felt rather atheist at the time, but was not so sure that he would call himself an atheist anymore.  After living in Ada, Oklahoma for the summer with his parents – one of whom is a Methodist pastor – Allen’s ideas, views and religious identity had once again been influenced by his social and geographic surroundings.        

The Holy Bible: Scriptural Authority


In conversations with Allen, he argued that a major fallacy of some American Christianity is the indelible belief in the Bible as absolute truth, for our English version is “like a translation of a translation of a translation.”  He told me that he would want to learn Hebrew and read the Old Testament in its original language to find out its true message.  For example, Allen told me that in the original Bible, the word “Hell” was “ghenneh” or something like that and that the word signified the trash dump on the outskirts of town.  He explained that over time the concept of Hell as a hot, fiery and torturous place had developed from influences such as the River Styx in Greek mythology and literature such as Dante’s Inferno.  


The Holy Bible is the text, comprising the Old and New Testaments, that is the basis of Christianity.  The Bible is considered to be the divinely authoritative guide for Christian worldview, morality, history and way of life.  In the Statements of Faith/Truth or Doctrines of all three churches, their first statement proclaims their belief in the Bible as the inspired Word of God.  The rest of the doctrines are based on the content of this holy text.  The Assemblies’ of God doctrine claims that the Bible is never wrong.  Church on the Move’s Statement of Faith calls the New Testament “our infallible guide in matters pertaining to conduct and doctrine.”  While Grace Fellowship does not maintain in their official doctrine that the Bible is infallible, all three churches believe the Bible is the absolute truth and this belief is one characteristic that differentiates them from other Christians and is what gives them their reputation as Fundamentalists.

While attending these three churches, I always brought a Bible into the service.  I thought that bringing a Bible was a good practice, because it gave me a good surface to write my notes on, it enabled me to look up Bible verses that were referenced or quoted in the service and having the Bible helped me feel like I blended in to the congregation, because most of the congregants also brought their Bibles to church services.  In fact, many of the churchgoers brought their Bibles in carrying cases.  Some were pink with lace and others resembled Bible briefcases with pockets for pens and stationary.  I saw these Bible carrying cases being sold at local Christian stores.  One shop called Family Christian Stores, sold lots of different varieties and brands of Bibles.  The store provided three guidelines for choosing a Bible: 1) Choose the version, NIV, KJV, Good news, etc.  2) For what purpose do you want the Bible? E.g. devotional, reference, straight up, (no commentary), cross-translational (with different versions and translations side by side), etc.  3. For whom? Man, woman, child, couple, etc.   (All the options had more detailed explanations of each possible choice and their pros and cons.)  The store also sold “scripture candy,” peppermints, bubble gum, lollipops all with wrappers with various Bible scriptures on them.

When I was little, I remember being given my first Bible in a ceremony at church.  My parents had my name, Kevin L. Haas, engraved on the leather cover in gold lettering.  I remember my mother teaching me the books of the Old Testament when I was in grade school.  My mother reads the Bible every night.  In 2004, she completed a reading plan in which she read part of the Bible everyday in order to complete it in one year.  Now that 2005 has arrived, she plans on reading the entire Bible once again this year, because she says that she hopes to get more out of reading it the second time.  

The Bible is a map; It is like directions for your life, explained a guest speaker at Broken Arrow Assembly.  He continued, “Life will be complete and you will arrive at your destination if the Bible is your map… We can’t evaluate our lives on the world’s standards but on the Word’s standards…The Word of God is not to keep us from having fun, but to keep us safe.”
  Joel Triska, the former youth pastor at Broken Arrow Assembly of God, declared that the Bible really is the Word of God, indirectly expressed through the vessels of people.  He also told me that God’s opinion, voice, and nature are all concretely revealed through scripture.  When I asked Scott Burnett of Grace Fellowship if the Bible is the Word of God, he responded, “I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that He inspired every Word.  Men were inspired not only how to write but what to write.”  He added, “God’s proven it to me.”  


“There’s power in the Word of God.  That Word is incredible…It was written for us, given to us… The Word of God is our light,”
 claimed Joe McGee, a guest speaker at Church on the Move.  He intimated that, according to Scripture, the Word of God brings health, laugh, (or maybe ‘life’ pronounced with a deep southern accent), and healing.  Later, this inspirational guest speaker proclaimed, “[The Bible] puts hope back in the heart of a child… Every time you read this, (holds up his Bible), you feel God’s love more.”
  

At Church on the Move, Pastor Willie George maintains, “We’re a Word Church.”  Dick told me, “Everything here is backed up by the Word,” but the tone of his statement made it seem like a defensive justification.  Pastor George called the Bible a cleansing agent and when he noted, “Sometimes people get fed up with what I’m saying and walk out, but it’s the Word, ” his congregation applauded.
  “What is ultimately going to change your life,” Pastor George insisted, “is hearing the preaching of the Word.
  “The Bible way is the best way and it is the easiest way.  It’s the most productive, but Satan wants you to believe that this way is hard and tough…  God’s word provides everything that we need in life.”

The belief in the entire Bible as infallible seems to me to be rather preposterous and irrational.  Some passages seem outrageous and obsolete by today’s American standards.  For example, in the Old Testament, it is written, “For six days, work is to be done, but the seventh day shall be your holy day, a Sabbath of rest to the Lord.  Whoever does any work on it must be put to death.”
  How can some argue that the Bible is completely infallible when it prescribes killing those who work on Sunday?  In the book of Leviticus, various laws are laid down and there are passages that some Christians use to condemn homosexuality as a sin.  Yet in the same chapter among these passages, it is also written, “Do not plant your field with two kinds of seed.  Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material,”
 and “Do not cut the hair at the side of your beard or clip off the edges of your beard.”
  Although I never observed any female pastors or guest speakers at the three churches, I do not imagine that contemporary women would agree with sexist passages such as this found in the New Testament: “women should remain silent in the churches.  They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says.  If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.”
      

Furthermore, the Bible is full of contradictions.  Moses taught, “if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise,”
 yet Jesus taught his followers to turn the other cheek.
  The Bible presents God as caring, but also violent: “The LORD is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love.  The LORD is good to all,”
 and “I will smash them one against the other, fathers and sons alike, declares the LORD.  I will allow no pity or mercy or compassion to keep me from destroying them.”
  The Bible states, “your enemies will fall by the sword before you,”
 but also, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
   Some of these contradictions are differences between the Old and New Testaments.  COTM recognizes these differences and only accepts the New Testament as “their infallible guide in matters pertaining to conduct and doctrine,” but contradictions are still present within the New Testament alone.  Much of what is written in the Bible seems, in this day and age, to be obscure, outdated and irrelevant, but the Bible is quite large and Christians, their pastors and their churches inevitably emphasize and privilege certain biblical passages and ignore others.        

The Holy Bible is the textual basis for all Christian beliefs.  It provides the basis for their beliefs about mankind, the creation of the world, their cosmology of Heaven, Earth and Hell, their conception of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Jesus as their Savior and eternal salvation.  Their beliefs about baptism, prayer, communion, healing, speaking in tongues, the Church’s mission, the Final Judgment, the second coming of Jesus, the Rapture and the apocalypse are all supported by passages in the Bible.  Joe McGee commented, “If you don’t have a biblical worldview, the world will mess you up.”
    

Worldview   

Believing in God or having faith in God’s existence is central to what it means to be a Christian.  Pentecostal Christians believe “the earth was created for man by God”
 and some think that by becoming Christians, they are transformed and become more like God.
 When at the beginning of my research I spoke with my mother about the importance of friendship and fellowship in a church community, she was quick to point out, “belief in God is part of it too.”  Christians’ beliefs shape the way they see the world: “The moon doesn’t keep its orbit,” Pastor Yandian explained, “God puts it there.”
 

Any Christian will tell you of the importance of faith, and at one point during my research, I thought that I wanted to explore the differences between belief, faith and knowledge.  However, my intentions were dashed when I questioned Joel about these differences.  “I believe in God, I know God, I have faith in God.  I use all of them,” Joel said.
  

Joel explained that faith is putting your trust in what you do not see and he described life as a challenge, in which our faith is tested.  He clarified, “God made me with a rational mind, but I have to let part of that go to believe in God.”  Joel acknowledged that believing in God is irrational, but he described all of this as God’s mode of operandum.  “God purposefully leaves a gap so that we’ll have to take a personal leap that requires faith,” explained Joel.  He then cited Christ: “Blessed are those who see me, but even more blessed are those in the future who believe but do not see.”  In other words, God created us as rational beings so that we would have to stretch our faith in order to defy our rational minds to believe in Him and receive eternal salvation.  In the same conversation, Joel told me, “People have to recognize that they have a need, an emptiness, something lacking before God can fill that.”

Speaking in Tongues

A well-known attribute of the Pentecostal tradition is the belief and practice of speaking in tongues or “glossolalia.”  Pentecostals emphasize the importance of the “supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit,” and believe in “baptism in the Holy Spirit.”  Some Christians have criticized Pentecostals for their focus on the Holy Spirit and neglect of the other members of the Trinity (God the Father, and His Son, Jesus Christ).  According to the Assemblies of God, however: “Pentecostals have brought back into the Christian experience an appropriate emphasis on the person and work of the Holy Spirit.”
 Steve Durasoff writes, “Human responses vary greatly, but Pentecostals maintain that each will speak in tongues upon receiving this spiritual baptism.  Most will sense the nearness of Jesus as never before and will receive added power to serve the Savior”(1972: 5).
  Durasoff claims that some will experience the Holy Spirit and begin speaking in unknown languages in a quiet whisper, while others may experience this baptism in Spirit and explode in ecstatic shouting in tongues.


Pentecostals believe that speaking or praying in tongues is a form of praising and glorifying God and demonstrates the reality of Jesus Christ.
  Praying in tongues is praying with your spirit and shows that the Holy Spirit is moving through you.   In the Assemblies’ of God Statement of Fundamental Truths, it is written, 

“The Pentecostal position maintains that speaking in tongues is the initial physical evidence of the baptism in the Holy Spirit, and is separate from salvation… Sadly, many Christians because of anti-Pentecostal teaching, fear, or lack of understanding, never open themselves to receive this wonderful gift.  To some non-Pentecostal Christians the idea of speaking a language one has not learned is disturbing if not frightening.  But to the millions of Pentecostals who have spoken in tongues under the impulse of the Holy Spirit – it is a precious gift.”

Joe McGee argued that one does not need intellect or understanding of theology to be filled by the Holy Spirit.  The speaking in tongues that I heard in church services usually sounded like murmured whisperings throughout the congregation.  The closer I sat to the front, the louder and more passionate were the people around me.  Often, the congregants began speaking in English, repeating increasingly fervent phrases such as, “Praise Jesus, Praise Jesus, Praise Jesus,” or “Hallelujah, Hallelujah.”  From the English utterances, the sounds were transformed into what I can only describe as gibberish.  I heard praying in tongues that sounded similar to Spanish and other sounds that might have resembled Arabic.  


Pentecostals differentiate between speaking in tongues and “gift of tongues” or “messages in tongues,” which operates publicly, usually in congregational settings.  I was unclear whether this “gift” is the ability to prophesize or to interpret glossolalia.  At Rhema Bible Church in Broken Arrow, I witnessed a man stand up to prophesy in first-person a message from God following a particularly riveting and impressive display of speaking in tongues.  I do not know if he was interpreting a message spoken by him or by someone else.  The message was preceded by the loudest, longest and most collective bout of praying in tongues that I ever experienced.  This transpired at one service of Rhema’s Campmeeting 2004 in Broken Arrow that comprised over twenty services in one week with speakers and attendees from all over the world.  The pastor was praying in tongues over the microphone, and I could feel a swell of energy wash over the room as the entire congregation began wailing in gibberish or possibly foreign languages.  At some point during this time of prayer and being filled with the Holy Spirit, we were told to hold hands.  The lady next to me who exclaimed, “Jeez!” when her cell phone rang unexpectedly, came across the aisle to hold my hand with a couple of her fingers while her other fingers clutched a crumpled and soggy tissue.  The women on both sides of me were shouting in tongues.  The one on my left sounded like she was speaking an Asian language, while the one on my right sounded like she was speaking gibberish with a little bit of Hebrew mixed in.  Everyone around me seemed to be overcome with the Holy Spirit, but I was silent and unmoved.  I closed my eyes and tried to relax as much as possible – maybe in the half hopes that if I stayed passive, the Holy Spirit or something would induce me to commence speaking in tongues.  Although I could feel the immense amount of energy in the giant room, I never felt the Holy Spirit move through me.  The congregation was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues for at least ten minutes, to my fascination.


The praying in tongues at Grace Fellowship, Broken Arrow Assembly and Church on the Move was less dramatic and more subdued.  Sometimes, I was not sure if the congregation was speaking in tongues or murmuring quiet prayers.  A friend of mine, Natalie, whose mother had compelled her to attend Grace Fellowship for about ten years while growing up, recounted to me the first time she spoke in tongues there at age 11.  Natalie said that everyone around her was waving their arms in the air and was speaking in tongues when she was swept up with the crowd’s fervor and felt the force of the Holy Spirit.  She said that speaking in tongues took an initial, conscious effort on her part to begin, but then Natalie felt like she was not in control of the words coming out of her mouth.


Scott of Grace Fellowship takes his praise and worship very seriously; his daughter Sarah told me that he prays in tongues loudly and freely and that she sometimes sees tears on his cheeks in worship services.  I asked Scott about speaking in tongues and he told me a story about a best friend of his who is the pastor of a Presbyterian Church in Tulsa.  Years ago, after his first marriage, Scott attended his friend’s church and they remained friends for years afterwards, but they disagreed with regard to belief in speaking in tongues.  The two had many discussions on the topic, but Scott could not convince his friend of the power of the conviction of the Holy Spirit.  Then, one night, Scott received a phone call from his excited friend.  The Presbyterian pastor had suddenly begun speaking in tongues in the shower and had immediately called Scott to share his revelation.  “Amazing,” Scott pronounced to me.  Scott’s daughter also told me of attending an intercessory prayer session that her grandmother periodically hosts at her house.  At these prayer sessions, people come together in a room, turn out the lights, speak in tongues, and pray for over an hour.  

The phenomenon of speaking in tongues usually occurs among a large group of people, such as in the congregation at worship services.  However, solitary individuals can also become filled with the Holy Spirit, like the Presbyterian pastor in the shower.  Pastor Willie George spoke of praying in tongues casually, as an everyday occurrence.  In a sermon on parenting, he stated,  “Every time I drive with my kids, I pray in tongues.”
 

Prayer


Pastor Willie George asserted, “God wants you to have a life of prayer.”
  Praying may be thought of as a one-way conversation with God, in which the Christian may voice his or her gratitude, request financial gains, ask for protection, praise God, or say just about anything he or she wants God to know.  Evangelical Christians believe that prayer is powerful and that they may achieve or obtain what they want from God – prosperity, health, confidence, etc. – through prayer.  In church services, some congregants pray with their heads bowed and hands clasped and others may pray with both hands in the air and palms open; almost everyone closes their eyes.  

The guest speaker Joe McGee at Church on the Move argued, “There’s power in prayer.”  He cited a Gallup poll that reported a 51% divorce rate in America. 27% of those divorced, he said, “claim to be born again Christians.” He added that the divorce percentage rate of non-denominational Christians, (“people that don’t count, Pentecostal people, people like us,”
 joked Joe McGee), is at 34%.  He then claimed that the Gallup polls’ statistics showed that couples who pray together daily have less divorces: 1 out of every 11,000.  

All churches have available “Prayer Request Cards” that one can fill out, and church staff or members will pray for those who submitted cards.  At Church on the Move, one can grab a “Prayer or Ministry Requests” card.  After filling out your name and contact information, you may check a box for the type of request: Prayer, Hospital Visit, Counseling, Visitation or Other and there is a space for a brief description of your request.  On the Grace Fellowship “PRAYER” card, it reads, “Please pray for…” and you can write the name of an individual that you think needs prayer.  There is also a question about hospitalization and you can include the name of hospital and room number.  On the prayer card, depending on what you need, you may check a box for Salvation, Infilling of the Holy Spirit, Healing, Family Problems, Guidance, Employment, Financial Need, Business, Ministry, and Other.  On Grace Fellowship’s Offering Envelopes, there is a space on the back to write under “Pastor, my financial prayer request is…”         


The top of the “Prayer Request” card of Broken Arrow Assembly reads, “Let us be your prayer partner.  Please complete this information below and place this in the offering container or give to an usher.  Our Prayer Partners will pray for this need in our church prayer time and in our personal time of prayer.”  One Wednesday evening, when I walked into the sanctuary of BA Assembly, an usher handed me a photocopy of someone else’s Prayer Request card.  Ken had written, “APPLY teaching position” as a prayer request from the month of May.  There came a time during the service when the congregation was asked to pray for the requests we had received.  I was a little unsure of what to do.  I was not in the sanctuary for the same reasons as everyone else; my mind state and intentions were more for observation than participation.  I could not remember the last time I had actually prayed to God.  Yet, the rest of the congregation was participating, and I felt obligated not to shortchange Ken and his hopes for a teaching position.  I certainly remembered how to pray, for I did it frequently as a child.  So, while many others around me were praying out loud, I decided to say a quick and silent prayer for Ken.  I prayed, “Dear God, help Ken with his application for a teaching position and help him believe in himself and have faith that he can achieve what he wants if he is worthy of it.”  I sort of felt bad that my prayer was of little conviction, but I think I would have felt worse had I ignored and dismissed the prayer request entirely.  Yet now, I wonder what compelled me to pray for Ken even though I do not consider myself to be a religiously observant person.  In the same worship service, the guest speaker prayed for military leaders, injured soldiers, and grieving families who have lost loved ones.  “We need to pray for our country, our nation,” he proclaimed.
         


My parents’ Bible Study meeting always concludes with a lengthy, final prayer before they start cutting up slices or scooping up bowls of the week’s dessert.  They all state various prayer requests, which are then assigned to each person and they pray aloud one by one.  At a Bible Study meeting in August 2004, they prayed for various events and individuals: the start of school, (one of the members is a public school teacher), safe travel for myself and my oldest brother, a co-worker, Francis, whose mother died, a difficult job decision for a daughter, another co-worker, Susan, and my father prayed that all of their children and parents would come to know and accept Jesus into their hearts.  

Jesus Christ: Lord, Savior, Son of God


In a brochure entitled What is Christianity? that I received in the mail, it is written, “Christianity stands unique among all the world’s religious systems because its founder, Jesus Christ, is the son of God.”  Pastor George asserted, “the Word is Jesus revealed to us… Everything in the Bible is about Jesus.”
  Jesus appears in the New Testament of the Bible and his life is told four times in the four Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  Jesus is considered by Christians to be the Messiah, the Savior foretold in the Old Testament, but religious Jews think that this promised Savior has not yet come.  

Christians believe that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary through the Holy Spirit.  They think that Jesus is the only human being that has ever walked on earth without sin and they consider him to be perfect.  According to Christian tradition, while living on earth, Jesus performed many miracles and great deeds; he was also a teacher and chose disciples to help him spread the “good word” throughout the world.         

During a worship service at Grace Fellowship, Pastor Yandian characterized a relationship with Jesus as the “most important thing of all,” and Joel of BA Assembly echoed this sentiment.  Joel explained that the miraculous thing is “knowing Him,” and having actual interaction with Christ.  When I inquired about how one experiences a relationship with Christ, Joel responded that one experiences a sense of forgiveness, a releasing of guilt and shame, a feeling “like a weight has been lifted.”  He added that results of the relationship include connection, inspiration, encouragement and wisdom.  Others also spoke about their personal relationships with Jesus.  One of the songs that is sung at Church on the Move contains the phrase, “Jesus, you’re my best friend,” in the chorus.

Pastor Yandian enthusiastically shouted, “Folks, Jesus is our everything.”
   He insisted, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.”
  Pastor Yandian also claimed that one can live longer through Christ and that Jesus Christ is the base of our freedom.
  He also declared, “The Lord has never let you down, never failed you.”
  “Without Him, we’re nothing.  You can do nothing, have no strength, no ability, can’t do a thing.”
  Pastors intimated that we need Jesus, and some affirmed that Jesus is God.  


As the story goes, during his life on earth, Jesus was persecuted and ultimately killed by the will of the Pharisees and the Jewish leaders whose teachings he wanted to unravel and reform.  The Gospels tell us that Jesus predicted his own death and that he would rise from the dead and walk on earth again.  When some of his friends went to visit his corpse in the tomb where he was laid, his body was gone for it had supposedly risen up to heaven.  He later appeared to some of his disciples who were incredulous of his return.  


Christians believe that God sacrificed His Son on the cross to redeem all of mankind from their sins because He loves us all that much.  Christians believe that this ultimate sacrifice of Christ is God’s greatest gift to humans, for everyone is forgiven for their sins through his crucifixion.  Humans have only to accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior in order to receive eternal life in Heaven.  Pastor Yandian clarifies, “There were sacrifices in the Old Testament, but when Jesus Christ was sacrificed, that was God’s eternal sacrifice for everyone… Jesus was the sacrifice and now he is the high priest.”
  Pastor Yandian also explained, “The reason that you’re here on Earth is to accept Jesus Christ before the final judgment,” and added, “after we die, it’s too late.”

 “Saying yes to Jesus is the greatest decision of your life because it changes your eternity.”
  “If you haven’t accepted Jesus Christ yet, you will be forced to when He returns.  Because every knee will bow, every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”
  “Knowing Jesus confirms you will go to Heaven.”
  
Afterlife


During my experiences attending church and in my conversations with Christians, the theme of the afterlife was pervasive.  Christians believe that we all have souls and that when we die our souls will go to either Heaven or to Hell.  “You are a spirit, you have a soul, and you live in a body.”
  “God has one thing on his mind: souls, souls, souls.”
  Pastor Willie George told his congregation that Heaven is located to the North of the Earth beyond the farthest stars.  Pastor Yandian explained, “Every person will face the judgment when they die,”
 and on this day the Creator of the Universe decides your soul’s eternal fate.   

According to the Christian worldview, eternity only offers two choices: Heaven and Hell.  To some, this dichotomous concept of the afterlife as either eternal paradise or eternal torture is reason enough to be Christian.  Many who think this scheme of afterlife is possible, would rather not take the risk of having to spend an eternity in Hell.  Christians take this idea of the afterlife very seriously.  Zola Levitt, a Jewish convert and televangelist who spoke at Church on the Move called the choice to accept Jesus Christ “the only decision of any importance you’ll ever make, [because] it’s for all the marbles.”
 

Christians may look forward to living eternally in Heaven, for it is described as Paradise.  Pastor Yandian mentioned that in Heaven Christians will be able to see other Christians whom they knew here on earth so that Christian friends and family will be united in the afterlife.  “The best days of a Christian are ahead of ‘em”
 and “The best is yet to come”
 were sentiments that I heard many times in worship services.  

One Saturday in the Fall of 2004, I went to the Portland County Fair in Connecticut with two of my housemates.  While there, I met Steve who had a booth set up to evangelize to those at the fair who might be interested.  Steve was cordial and friendly.  He and his wife had matching white hair, matching plumpness and matching shirts displaying the logo of their small, two-person evangelical association.  Steve explained to me that although they are members of the Baptist church, he does not want to affiliate himself with his church when he goes to these sorts of events, because he wants to spread salvation to those who are willing to listen, not advertise for his church.  Steve’s booth displayed free pamphlets and brochures and also contained a simple interactive bible trivia quiz with multiple-choice questions.  You could flip a switch to answer a question and a little bulb lit up to show your answer while another light turned on to show you the right answer according to the Bible.  My Jewish friend took the quiz and got every answer correct.  Steve had another interactive display with the title: “See 3 Things God Will Not Do.”  


We chatted for a while and then I asked Steve what he would tell an individual who wants to know something about Christianity but knows absolutely nothing about it.  I asked him what he believed to be the most important aspect or characteristic of Christianity.  Steve replied, “Christianity is a door to eternal life.  That’s the most important thing.”  Steve told us that the most common mistake that people make on his electronic bible quiz is on the question: What does one have to do to go to heaven?  The possible answers were: a) performing good deeds b) going to church and c) accepting Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior.  Steve explained that some people think that they can go to heaven just by performing good deeds, but he assured us that “it doesn’t matter if you’re a good person” for the only way to enter heaven is through trust and belief in Jesus Christ.  He did not deny the value of performing good deeds or going to church, but stated that those who believe in Jesus Christ would do those things anyway.  


Before I left Steve’s tent/booth, I grabbed one of his little pamphlets with the title “Are You Going To Heaven?” on the cover.  It explains, “according to God’s Word,” keeping the Ten Commandments, gifts to charity, doing one’s best, leading a good life, good works, trying to obey the Golden Rule, tithing or giving to the church, church membership, regular church attendance, prayers, fasting, baptism, Holy Communion, being born of Christian parents, confirmation, penances and extreme unction are altogether insufficient ways to gain access to Heaven and salvation.  The pamphlet states, “The one and only means of spending eternity with God in Heaven is faith in the Lord Jesus Christ alone,” (emphasis in the original).  Evangelical Christians’ view of salvation is adroitly explained in what the pamphlet goes on to state:

“Because we cannot save ourselves by good works, good character, personal effort, or merit of any kind, God sent His Son to die as a substitute for sinners like you and me.  When the Lord Jesus died on the cross and rose again on the third day, He finished the work necessary for salvation.  Now all God requires of you is to receive Christ as your Lord and Savior: ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved.’
  

So when you trust in Jesus you are saved and are destined to spend eternity in Heaven.  Jesus said, ‘he that heareth My word, and believeth on Him that sent Me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life.’
  

Will you accept God’s way of salvation?  The choice is yours.  You may continue to trust in those things listed [above].  If so, you will go to the grave without Christ and wake up facing God’s eternal punishment.  Or you can believe in Jesus Christ and be saved.”  

The end of the pamphlet offers a prayer that one can say in order to accept Jesus Christ and obtain eternal salvation in Heaven:

“Be wise!  Choose Christ!  Then indicate the choice you have made by praying to God from your heart:  Dear God, I admit that I am a sinner and cannot go to Heaven based on my own works.  Thank You for sending Jesus to pay the punishment for my sins by dying on the cross, then raising Him to life again.  I turn now from my sins and receive Christ as my Lord and Savior.  Amen.”  

Thus the pamphlet not only explains how one can go to Heaven, but also provides a prayer that one could use to facilitate genuine acceptance of Jesus as one’s Lord and Savior.  Steve also displayed on his tent the passage of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Steve said that in talking to people, he likes to omit the words ‘world’ and ‘whoever’ with an individual’s name so that they can relate to the statement and promise of eternal life on a more personal level.  As an example, he told us that he might say, “For God so loved Steve that he gave his only begotten Son, that Steve, who believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”   


At the first Bible Study meeting that I attended, the topic of discussion was the afterlife.  My parents’ Bible Study group is comprised of some of their closest friends. There are currently only three couples in this group, my parents, Jim and Jessica and Dick and Dee Ann.  Each week they have a short, assigned reading, one of the hosts prepares an informal lesson and they discuss the lesson and the reading, but also spend much of the time socializing, joking and cajoling.  The Bible Study group has been around for as long as I remember, but Dick and Dee Ann just joined in the last couple years although they had known my parents for many years before that.  My mother told me, “Now you know that Dick and Dee Ann are Fundamentalists, so they take the Bible literally.  We have enjoyed having them in the group because they add a different perspective.”  

That week’s reading on the afterlife was a chapter from Rick Warren’s New York Times Bestseller, The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For?  My mother told me that Dick and Dee Ann had suggested the book and to my surprise I saw a large display of these books on sale by the checkout lines at Wal-Mart later that week.  The writing in the book seemed to me accessible if somewhat simplistic.


When I first arrived at Jim and Jessica’s house where I had been several times before, everyone greeted me in a friendly manner and several times they offered me something to drink, popcorn and other snacks.  After we had all arrived and had chatted for a little while, we sat down at the dining room table.  Everyone knew me and asked me questions about school and my summer.  I had not been in Oklahoma for more than a couple of weeks and I could not help but notice how prominent the Oklahoma twang was in some of their speech.  At the beginning of the meeting, Jim announced that they were glad to have me there and that I was welcome to return to their Bible study anytime because they enjoy it and because it is for a purpose very worthwhile: eternal life.  The group then began discussing the reading, which employed various metaphors to describe life here on earth and eternity.  In their reading, Rick Warren suggested that life is just like a dress rehearsal for the real thing that is eternity.  Those in the group tended to agree with what Warren had said in his book.  The individuals at the dining room table made comments such as: “All great minds think there must be more than just this” and “We have an innate spiritual thirst for God.”  Someone said, “I feel sad for those who search for God but do not believe in afterlife or do not find Christ before they die.”  Another said that, “God has given us an instinct for immortality because God has designed us for immortality.”  However, the discussion was fairly light-hearted and included a couple of jokes made by the men about wealth, alcohol consumption and their spouses. 


They discussed why some people would refuse to become Christians.  Some said that it is because there is no proof and because a leap of faith is necessary.  Jim said that to him it was a “no brainer.”  “What person in their right mind would reject His love and His eternal salvation?” Jim asked.  He also said, “I don’t know how people don’t believe because it’s in here” (pointing to his heart).  At some point, my mother spoke up possibly to provoke more thought and discussion.  She said, “Some would say that our concept of eternal life was created to give us solace, for the purpose of giving us the possibility of having meaning and hope in our lives.”  After this statement, I eagerly waited to see what sort of response the comment would elicit.  To my surprise, no one answered and all sort of nodded their heads in agreement and passed on to another topic.  


They then talked about how they conceptualized Heaven.  One person said, “You can’t explain eternity to us, just as one can’t explain the internet to an ant.”  Charlene replied that she imagines “streets of gold and harps playing,” while her husband said, “I think I’ll be able to play the banjo.”  Another said, “ya know it’s gotta be good so why waste time trying to explain it?”  


In my notes from the evening, I wrote that this Bible Study is “a forum for shaping and perpetuating their own worldview and finding solace in the like-mindedness of their friends.  Their discourse on their beliefs constructs their imaginative universe of here, Hell and Heaven.  That is their cosmology.”   

Evangelism and Conversion


Evangelical Christians are so certain, so absolutely sure of their eternal salvation through Christ that they feel that it is necessary to spread what they believe – or know – to as many non-saved people as they can.  For them, their beliefs are not beliefs; it is the Truth.  One guest speaker stated, “The world doesn’t know the truth.  That’s why they need us.”
  Evangelical Christians think that their way of looking at the world and perceiving reality is correct and so they feel morally obligated to try and force others to share their same values, beliefs, morals and reality.  They see the world as made up of two kinds of people: those who are, like them, “saved” and who will go to Heaven when they die, and those who are “not saved” and will go to Hell.  According to Joel, all Christ followers are saved.      


Evangelical Christians thus seek to “save” as many non-believers as they can.  They share or impose their beliefs on others out of love and sympathy; they want everyone else to rejoice in Christ’s love and join them on their chosen path to receiving eternal salvation.  “The world is evil and wicked”
 and so those living in “worldly ways” need to be saved from their sinful lives so they will not have to endure indescribable suffering in Hell after they die.  Dick commented, “the most important thing is bringing people to Christ.”  In the Assemblies’ of God pamphlet on their doctrines, it is written, “a primary mission of the Church is evangelizing to the world, seeking to save as many as possible from the judgment to come.”   

 
The importance of salvation and spreading salvation to others is always emphasized in the three churches’ worship services.  At Grace Fellowship, Pastor Yandian spoke about the United States’ War on Terror as a chance to bring Christ to those people in Afghanistan and Iraq.
  When speaking about Grace Fellowship’s recently completed Vacation Bible School, there was resounding, vigorous applause when the pastor proudly announced that 127 kids were saved and there was more applause for the 46 kids who “felt the Holy Spirit.”
 

A similar event occurred at Church on the Move.  One weekend, at the start of the worship services, the church turned out the lights and played a video entitled “Peru 2004” on the three jumbo screens in the auditorium.  The video was made from a recent forty person, six day, youth mission trip in Lima, Peru.   The video depicted the youth performing street theater and testimonies of youth who spoke about their wonderful experiences of healing tumors, curing a man with arthritis, and a man with a lame leg who ran after COTM’s youth prayed over him.  The video also contained dramatic music and black and white images of cute Peruvian kids.  When the video ended, the screens turned white and the large word “Healings” appeared on the screens and then the number “117” appeared below “Healings.”  The congregation clapped loudly.  Then, “Salvations” appeared on the screens, followed by the number 10,453!
  In response, the congregation erupted into wild applause.  I do not know how COTM or the youth group quantified the total number of salvations, but in the time of 6 days, they would have had to convert an astounding number of 1,740 individuals each day to total the claimed 10,453 salvations.  

At the closing of all of the worship services I attended, there was always an altar call in which the pastor invited or pleaded with congregants who were not yet saved to come to the front of the church to be saved by accepting Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  However, the altar calls were not always directed only at the non-saved.  Once at Grace Fellowship, the pastor addressed three groups to come up front for the altar call: those who have never been saved, those who have been saved, but have fallen out of fellowship, and Christians who believe, but have never been filled with the Holy Spirit and have never received the gift of power of speaking in tongues.
  It often seemed to me that the individuals going up to the front were also interested in becoming members of the church.  The exception in this case would be BA Assembly, whose altar calls were more participatory and involved.   


Towards the end of a worship service at COTM and immediately preceding the altar call, the pastor stated, “This is the most important time of the service; when we bring people to Christ.”  He added, “You can’t save yourself alone.” 
  The first time I heard the altar call at Church on the Move, I was surprised.  To me, it seemed liked the Associate Pastor employed sneaky tactics to compel individuals in the audience to raise their hand.  After saying a prayer, the Associate Pastor, Blaine, asked us all to close our eyes and he charismatically spoke, “I want to reach out to all of you out there who still aren’t sure where you stand with Christ.”  He adopted the first-person to identify those  who were not certain about their salvation.  “Some of you might be saying to yourselves,” Blaine continued, “I don’t know if I’m ready to let Christ into my heart or I’m not sure if I’m going to Heaven or I don’t know if I believe in God’s kingdom.”  Blaine continued and kept imploring those who he was identifying – which turned out to be anyone who was not a member of COTM and who was not under firm conviction that they believed in Christ and would go to Heaven – to just raise their hand for a second.  I seriously considered raising my hand, but I was glad I did not, for those who did so when all of our eyes were closed were then individually encouraged to come to the front of the large, 2,200 person capacity auditorium.  Pastor Blaine put enormous pressure –with the whole congregation knowing that you “slipped up your hand” - upon those unlucky or maybe lucky souls to get out of their seats and come to the front of the auditorium where they disappeared into a back room with special counselors who supposedly pray for/with the individuals.  This practice only seemed sneaky to me the first time because, ignorant of what the repercussions would be, I had thought about raising my hand.


What follows is one particular altar call at COTM transcribed from an audio recording. “Bow your heads and close your eyes,” instructed Blaine, the Associate Pastor.  He then prayed: 

“Father, I thank you for every single person that is here tonight.   Lord, tonight, I ask you to help me to find any person in this place that may not be a Christian.  Lord, If there is someone here tonight, that has never given their life to Christ, that has never made the decision to be a follower of Jesus, to be passionate about their relationship with God.   Lord I pray that you’ll help me find them.  Help them have the courage to make that choice.  Lord if there’s someone here that has fallen away from God.  (Talking louder and faster.  Keyboard music begins slowly in the background) somebody here that has kinda left the church or left the things of God and Lord they’ve found their way here tonight and they know that they gotta repair or restore that relationship, I pray that they have the courage to do that tonight.  

As heads are bowed, eyes are closed for just a moment, nobody moving around, I’m gonna ask you to remain in your seats for just the next coupla minutes.  If you’re here right now and say Blaine, I don’t know tonight if I’m right with God.  In fact, I know I have sin in my life and I’ve done some things that aren’t right and I want to get forgiven and I wanta know that I’ve been cleansed of this wrong and sin that stands between me and God.  I want it erased.  I want to have a new start.  

Or maybe you’re here and you say I’ve fallen away from the church.  I’ve kinda turned my back on God, but tonight I want to come back.  Tonight I want to confess my sins and let Jesus bring forgiveness into my life.  

Who is that?  Is there one like that? Or two or three?  You’re here right now, you say I wanna know I’m right with God.  I want my sin forgiven.  I wanna know Jesus.  Raise your hand as high as you can.  And I’m gonna pray for you in just a moment.  I see a hand right there; God bless you.  Is there anyone else?  Just slip your hand up and as soon as I see your hand, I’ll acknowledge you and then we’ll pray for you in just a moment.  I won’t embarrass you in anyway, but I want you to make that choice and that decision tonight.  Who else would slip up a hand and say yes, pray for me.  I wanna know if I’m right with God.  I wanna know before I leave this place tonight that Jesus Christ is Lord of my life.  Is there anyone else that would raise a hand right now?  

Let me pray for you.  Give your heart to God.  Give your life to Jesus.  Don’t hold back one more day.  You may never have another chance to make this decision.  You may never be in an environment again like this where God is dealing with your heart and he’s saying make it right.  Tonight, if that’s you, raise your hand.  I’m gonna wait maybe five, ten more seconds (Beginning to sound like an auctioneer).  Is there one more? Is there anyone else that would say yeah pray for me.  I wanna know that Jesus is Lord of my life.  Anyone else?  

Alright, this is what I want to do.  I saw one person right in the middle just a little ways back.  Would you stand up ma’am?  And I want you to come and meet me right down here.  We’re gonna pray with you tonight.  Bring any belongings you have or your purse or whatever you brought tonight.  People will help you make your way up into that aisle.  And I’ll have you meet down here.  Pastor, Scott, er, or Dr. Greg, I want you to come and I want you to meet this young lady.  Ma’am, just come right over here to this side and Pastor Greg is gonna meet you tonight.  We’re gonna pray with you.  We have a prayer room just back in the side and we’re gonna give you some material and we’re just gonna let you know all that God wants to do in your life.  If you would, just follow him and our counselors are just gonna spend a moment with you.  Let’s give her a big hand.”(Resounding Applause)

Throughout the summer while attending COTM, I kept telling myself that I would someday slip up my hand during the altar call so that I could find out exactly what those counselors tell the individuals who come up to the front.  I wanted to have the experience of going into the prayer room to see what it was like, but I unfortunately never worked up the courage to raise my hand.  


The altar call is a method of converting those who have already entered through the church doors and who are attending a worship service.  All these churches continuously and actively recruit new members.  At the beginning of services, all of the churches asked first-time visitors to raise their hands to be recognized.  At COTM, the congregation only clapped for the visitors but at Grace Fellowship and BA Assembly, ushers distributed packets or brochures to the visitors.  The first time I visited each church, I filled out guest registry cards with my phone number and address.  At Church on the Move, I checked the box next to the statement: “I want to know how to establish a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.”  Soon after, I received a letter from each church and phone messages inviting me to call them back if I wanted to learn more.  The week following the first time I attended BA Assembly, a couple from the congregation visited my house.  I was not home, but they left my mother with a goodies bag.  “Building Great People: Broken Arrow Assembly” was written on the front of the bag and this motto was also inscribed on pens and a coffee mug inside.  The church’s website, www.BAAssembly.org was also written on the coffee mug and the bag also contained a bag of Arabica coffee, a baggie of homemade cookies and an oversized bookmark with 10 Bible verses and services times on it.  A letter from BA Assembly arrived promptly.  The letter read:


“Dear Kevin;

Thank you for attending Broken Arrow Assembly.  I realize there are many outstanding churches in the Tulsa Metro Area and we are highly honored you chose to visit us.  I hope you experienced the presence of God and the warmth of our church family.  

We believe in providing a dynamic worship experience applicable to your daily life.  As Pentecostals, we believe God still moves among His people.  Combine this Pentecostal flavor with the warmth of our Broken Arrow Assembly family and you have an exciting atmosphere energizing everyone.  

Be sure to join us on another Sunday or Wednesday.  You will find that we have much to offer.  For your convenience, here is a list of our weekly schedule:  (Schedule of Services)

Thank you for being our guest.  Our office staff can provide you with more information regarding the people and activities of Broken Arrow Assembly. I hope to see you again next Sunday.  

Building Great People, Michael Goldsmith, Senior Pastor” 

I received two phone calls from Church on the Move and two letters.  One letter read:


Dear Kevin, 

Greetings to you in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  I’m so glad that you paid us a visit recently.  It was a pleasure to have you in our service, and I hope you were blessed by the preaching of God’s Word and by the moving of His Spirit.  

As we prepare for each service here at Church On The Move, we have three things in mind.  First, we want to worship God and establish His manifest presence in our congregation. Second, our purpose is to deliver a powerful message with practical applications for your life.  And finally, we want to allow the Holy Spirit the opportunity to manifest Himself through one of the nine gifts of the Spirit as listed in I Corinthians 12.  

I trust that you sensed God’s presence in our service and that you received something you could use from the message.  I also trust that you were edified by the manifestation of the Holy Spirit.  Psalm 92:12, 13 tells us that, “The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree: he shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon.  Those that be planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the courts of our God.”

Every believer needs to be planted somewhere in a work of God that is vibrantly alive and in action for Jesus.  Though our physical church building is not God’s house, collectively speaking, our congregation is.  If this is the place where God directs you to be, we’ll be happy to receive you and work beside you in the Kingdom of God.  If not, we pray that if you’re not already planted, you’ll find a place where you can sink some roots and bring forth much fruit for these end times.  Again, thank you for choosing to worship with us.  May God’s richest and best be yours.  In Him, Pastor Willie George”

The other letter from COTM regarded membership.  It reads:


“Dear Prospective Member, 


Greetings in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ!

I am excited about the fact that you are interested in becoming a member at Church On The Move.  Being a COTM member is exciting and fun.

The word of God says in Psalms 92:13-15,

Planted in the house of the Lord, they shall flourish in the courts of our God.

Growing in grace they shall bring forth fruit in old age; they shall be full of sap

Of Spiritual vitality and rich in the verdure of trust, love and contentment.

They are living memorials to show that the Lord is upright and faithful to His promises; He is my Rock, and there is no unrighteousness in Him.

I want you to know you are important to Pastor George and to Church on the Move as a local body of believers.  Pastor George is looking forward to seeing you grow in the Lord and watching God’s plan unfold in your life.  

In order to become a member of COTM, you will need to attend all three of our Membership Classes.  The first of these classes is the Newcomers Membership Class.  If you stop by the Guest Services Desk in the COTM Lobby, you can find out more information and sign up to attend…

In His Service, Scott Campbell, Assistant Pastor”

Each letter was printed on paper with the church’s letterhead and logo at the top.  The letter from Grace Fellowship read:


Grace To You:

We are please you visited Grace Fellowship in your search for God’s will regarding your church home.  God’s Word is taught at Grace Fellowship and we encourage you to examine our teachings with the scriptures.  We are a family church and desire to meet the needs of the whole family.  If you have any questions, feel free to contact us.  

There is a place for you at Grace Fellowship, if you desire to learn the Word of God or assist in the ministry.  For your information, below is a list of some of our ministries: (14 ministries listed)

Please refer to the monthly publication and visitor’s brochure for further information.  A nursery is provided for most services and activities.  

Wherever you choose to worship, grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  To Him be glory both now and forever.  Amen.            

(II Peter 3:18)  


Yours in Jesus Christ, Rev. Bob Yandian, Pastor

In the letters, the churches demonstrate to some degree their worldview in the religious language they use and in how they talk about Jesus Christ. They also emphasized the importance of family in the church and COTM emphasized excitement and fun.  The pastors often encouraged the congregation to invite their friends to come visit their church for services and special events.   Church on the Move has two red billboards near its highway exit with its website in large letters to attract potential members and Grace Fellowship possesses a large double-sided sign next to the highway reading “Grace Fellowship Church” with a digital marquis below announcing the church’s services and events.  Churches also emphasize their resources and facilities to attract new members, such as nurseries and childcare, a climbing wall, a weight training room, etc.  COTM’s Whitetail Fever deer hunting workshop is an example of an attempt to attract a certain segment of the population who might not ordinarily be interested in attending church.  For $15, a deer hunter could obtain, according to the worship program, “fantastic food, hunting supplies, ATV’s, great workshops on hunting tactics, food plots, supplemental feeding and much more!” 

Evangelism – the spreading of the good news of Christ – is certainly a major priority in these Evangelical churches and they all employ various methods and ways to turn others to Christ, not only in their local communities, but also abroad.  The goal of evangelism is to “save” more souls.  This practice is supported in the Bible by “The Great Commission” in which Jesus told his disciples in some of his last recorded words to “go and make disciples in all the nations, baptizing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and then teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you.”
  “When it comes to evangelism, we freeze, ” commented Pastor Goldsmith.  “The best evangelists are the newly, freshly saved Baby Christians because they remember best what it was like to live without Christ.”
    

Some churches in the Tulsa area have haunted Halloween houses in late October.  These haunted houses do not contain the typical scary and frightening monsters, but instead attempt to convey to their guests (usually kids or teenagers) the horror and atrocities of Hell.  The implied and intended result in this enterprise is that young people will see the undesirability of Hell and will be compelled to choose a lifestyle that will earn them a spot in Heaven rather than Hell.  These haunted houses at church are just one strategy to evangelize, especially to youth, to “save” them from their sinful lives and from an eternity in Hell.

Sometimes Evangelical Christians embark upon mission trips to travel somewhere to evangelize to others, such as COTM’s youth who went to Peru.  Yet not everyone can take time off from work to travel and be a missionary.  Pastors often tell their congregation that by giving money to the church, they are helping to fulfill the Great Commission because much of that money is directed towards missions and missionaries all over the world.  One Sunday evening a missionary, Bill Thomas, working in Chad Africa came to BA Assembly to talk about his experiences and work.  I learned that 85% of Chad is Muslim and that Bill is affiliated with an organization based in Missouri called Center for Ministry to Muslims.   

When Pastor Goldsmith was introducing the missionary, he explained that Chad borders Sudan and the pastor told us that there was great turmoil with all of the refugees coming over the border.  I was disturbed that the pastor referred to the tragic genocide in Sudan as “a great opportunity to work for God!”
  It was disappointing to hear the pastor refer to others’ tragic suffering as an opportune moment to convert them.  

The missionary showed a video of the city where he worked and he described his work among “Satan-filled idolatrous tribes.”  He explained, “There’s so much culture involved in the Islamic religion that they won’t come to us; we gotta go to them.”  He called Chad a “pitiful place,” a dying world full of despair, and desperate for the hope of Christ.  Any positive aspects of his experiences were explained as either God’s will or as a miracle.  Bill also described his efforts in constructing and running a Christian radio station in Chad.  At the end of the service, Pastor Goldsmith excitedly and ostensibly spontaneously pledged to Bill that the church would provide him with the 25,000 dollars he needed for a better radio station.  The ushers then collected another offering specifically for this project and Pastor Goldsmith promised that whatever was not collected would be covered by the church’s missionary fund.  The impetus behind this generous contribution is of course to convert and save the non-Christians of the world.  

End Times

Dick and Dee Ann told me that their goal is to bring as many people as possible to Christ before the end times and at my parents’ Bible Study, they suggested that the end times have not yet come because God still wants to save more people.  This belief and emphasis on the imminent end of the world is especially characteristic of Evangelical Christianity.  One guest speaker at COTM stated that when in a restaurant he always orders his desert first just in case the End happens during the meal.  Another guest speaker at COTM told the congregation, (half-joking and exaggerating… I think), “Don’t buy green bananas because the Coming is happening soon.”
  During worship services, it was common to hear phrases such as “we’re livin’ in the last days,”
 and “we know the end time is upon us.”
  

Now here is an idea to consider.  Someday soon, Jesus will return to Planet Earth and the predicted Rapture (which literally means taking up) will transpire.  When this Rapture occurs, all of the bodies of dead Christians will arise and be taken up into Heaven.  Then, all living Christians will be taken up in “clouds of believers” to meet the Lord in the air where all Christians of all Ages shall be together.
  One bumper sticker found in the Bible Belt reads: “Warning! If the Rapture comes, this car will be unmanned.”  I was never exposed to these ideas of the end times in the Methodist Church, but they are prominent and typical aspects of Evangelical Christians’ worldview and they are based on their literal interpretation of the prophecies in the Bible.  


As I understand, once the Rapture occurs, the Antichrist will rule the earth and there will be seven years of all sorts of tribulations foretold by biblical prophecies including plagues, natural disasters and wars.  Evidently, the Church and its members will not suffer during these end times for they will be in Heaven before the arrival of the Antichrist.
  God will demonstrate his wrath in the seven years, and Jesus will descend from Heaven to Earth to battle against the Antichrist.  Those who are not yet saved – including the Jews, God’s Chosen People - will have the chance to recognize Jesus as the Messiah and as their Savior before it is too late.  I am omitting many details including flying horsemen, numerology and the seven seals, for much of these prophecies are laden with confusing symbolism and are hardly comprehensible.  Suffice it to say that the “End Times” refer to a final apocalypse, an Armageddon that will destroy this planet as we know it.  John of Patmos, who supposedly wrote the book of Revelations, which contains much of this end time’s prophecy, discusses “red-hot stars” falling from the sky, which Pastor George interprets as a prophecy of nuclear holocaust.  After all of this, there will be literally Heaven on Earth and all Christian souls who made it through Heaven’s pearly gates will live in the city of Jerusalem for one thousand peaceful years under the reign of Christ.  

Many Evangelical Christians are Zionist, for they believe that Israel is God’s Holy Land and that they will live there during Christ’s Millenial Reign.  Evangelicals also believe that the Jews are God’s Chosen People; they have just fallen out of favor with God because they rejected the first Messiah He sent them.  Zola Levitt, a Jewish convert to Christianity and a televangelist who came to Church on the Move to speak, not only stated, “Israel is blameless,” but also claimed that the three most important aspects of Christianity are Israel, Israel, Israel.
  Many current political events are interpreted as signs of the imminent end times.  The return of Jews to the Holy Land, natural disasters, violence and conflict in the Middle East are all seen as part of God’s plan and proof (sometimes as fulfilled prophecy) that the end times are coming soon.


Bizarre as these ideas may seem, if one third of Americans identify as “born again,” as many suggest, then these views may be quite widespread in America.  A poll from ten years ago suggests that 61 percent of Americans believe in the Second Coming of Christ.   60 percent and 49 percent believe that the Bible should be interpreted literally in its descriptions of a final Judgment Day and the Antichrist, respectively.  33 percent believe that the end of the world will occur within a few decades, and 53 percent of Americans believe that some world events of the 20th century fulfilled biblical prophecy.
    

The End Times beliefs are also represented and propagated in the immensely popular Left Behind novel series, which Melani McAlister calls, “unabashedly fundamentalist fiction.”
  The authors of these novels, Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, have sold more than thirty-two million copies since 1995.  Their books are a tale about those “left behind” after the Rapture and they present an adventurous and fantastic scenario of the end times.           

 “I believe Jesus is coming soon!” Pastor Yandian exclaimed.  When he asked, “How many people think the End is near?” many in the congregation raised their hands.
  Scott, of Grace Fellowship, acknowledged that Jesus’ returning is coming quickly.  Dick and Dee Ann of COTM also think the end times will happen during their lifetime.  Pastor Yandian is so certain that the world will end soon that he encourages his congregation to ignore the warnings of environmentalists.  He claimed, “I don’t care what the environmentalists say about global warming and all that, because I already know how the end will come.”
  He explained that every generation will see death except the rapture generation.  He went on to clarify that after the 2nd coming of Christ, CNN will be the Christ News Network because it will all be good news, there will be no wars, and peace marches won’t be necessary because there will be world peace when the Prince of Peace comes again.
  

Modernity and American Culture


Perhaps the most striking characteristic of these three churches and their worship services – especially Church on the Move – is the degree and extent to which they embrace particular aspects of contemporary American culture.  If we can assume that television watching, consumption of goods, strip malls and mega-stores, the internet, football and basketball, pop music and a mentality that demands instant gratification (for entertainment, fast food, and even medicine), are aspects of American culture, then these Pentecostal churches have blended traditional Fundamentalist Christian doctrine with selective, popular cultural forms.  The Christianity found in these churches does not even seem like the same religion that is practiced in the old, Roman-Catholic churches from which Western Christianity originated.  These churches differ greatly from the old European cathedrals of astounding and intimidating beauty.  These churches are more like holy mega movie auditoriums or Wal-marts, where one can find just about all the amenities one wants or needs, such as billiards rooms, Krispy Kreme Donuts, an ice cream store, a federal credit union, a football stadium with artificial turf and a weight-lifting room.  These churches’ close association with modernity and American pop culture is a result of where they exist in space and time – deep in the Heartland of America in the beginning of the 21st century – but it simultaneously functions as an evangelical strategy to lure individuals and families into a rock n’ roll, Starbucks coffee, televised atmosphere that is already familiar and appealing.  Interestingly, the messages of these churches often condemn the “worldliness” and sinful nature of American secular pop culture.  These criticisms of American culture were frequent.  They berated the American government for forcing a Louisiana judge to take the 10 commandments out of the courthouse and for not allowing prayer in public school classrooms.  A guest speaker and televangelist at BA Assembly claimed, “We are in a culture that fights the existence of God.”
  In response, Evangelical churches offer an alternative, Christianized, ‘moral’ version of pop culture for contemporary America.  

Nowhere is the influence and feel of American contemporary consumer and pop culture so evident as it is at COTM, which is also the newest of the three churches, (founded in 1987), and the biggest and most successful (at recruiting new members or converts) with a membership somewhere between 12,000 to 15,000.  Even the name, “Church on the Move,” implies a place of worship that is progressive, active and going forward.  The first time I attended COTM I was taken aback by the entire experience; it was like no church I had ever seen.  As I walked into the giant, wrap-around auditorium, the scene, the colors and the immensity of the room were all surprising, but I was utterly astounded at what was displayed on the three jumbo screens (and two small televisions on the sides) that hung from the ceiling and encircled the stage.  The giant screens all read, “We Proudly Brew Starbucks Coffee.”  Below that was the Starbucks logo and underneath: “Prior to each service, enjoy a free cup of freshly brewed coffee at our self-service stations.”  A jumbo-sized promotion for a global coffee corporation?  In a church?  Was this blasphemous?  What would Jesus say?        

The chain of Starbucks coffee shops just arrived in Tulsa in the last few years, and I am sure that some Tulsans saw the corporation’s arrival as a symbol of progress in Tulsa.  Finally, Tulsan yuppies were fortunate enough to drink the exact same caffeinated beverage in the same Starbucks cups as the trendy urban residents in California and New York, for in Tulsa we heard about the legendary Starbucks – in the media, on television, in the movies - way before we saw or entered one.  The arrival of the famous coffee shop corporation swiftly and resolutely put Tulsa’s former and local coffee chain, Java Dave’s, out of business.

Now I think Jesus Christ’s global popularity is greater than Starbuck’s Coffee, but to combine the flavor, aroma and appeal of a huge corporation’s coffee that is consumed from Seattle to New York and even in Europe with the loving forgiveness of Jesus Christ is quite a brilliant marketing strategy.  Therein lies an important issue.  The professional and well thought out evangelization strategies – with television commercials, attractive church facilities and amenities for the whole family – resemble cunning, commercial marketing.  These Evangelical churches are like professional businesses constantly advertising and searching for new consumers/converts, yet they are not ‘selling’ commodities but eternal salvation.


By associating itself with a contemporary and popular corporation such as Starbucks, the church accrues a progressive and trendy appearance and utilizes its appeal (free Starbucks coffee before the services) to attract “customers.”  But the corporate references at COTM do not end here. COTM also provides free Krispy Kreme donuts
 at its “Younger, Louder, Later” service.  The winners of a friendly male and female bench-press competition on the basketball court following a Sunday service in the youth building were awarded gift certificates to the Gap and Barnes and Noble.  Furthermore, the logo of Home Depot was evoked on the cover of COTM’s service program that volunteers hand out at the entrances to the auditorium.  For several weeks, Pastor Willie George was preaching a series on “Home Improvement” (lessons for parenting, marriages, etc.) and each weekend during this series the program cover was designed with Home Depot’s font and logo of an orange apron with the word “Depot” replaced by “Improvement.”  Thus, there was no paucity of allusions to American corporations at Church on the Move, and the church’s tremendous financial success made me wonder if COTM itself, despite its non-profit status, could be considered a corporation.   

After the Starbucks advertisement was displayed on the jumbo screens, the screens intermittently changed to different messages and announcements.  Before and after each worship service at Church on the Move, its jumbo video screen and television monitors located outside the auditoriums cycle through a series of displays, including a statement of prayer etiquette, a statement about prayer requests and needs, other events and happenings such as a night of Barbeque for those who assist with directing traffic in the enormous parking lots, and, of course, the Starbucks announcement.  

One of the more striking aspects of the worship services at all three churches was the presence of the large video screens.  Americans are accustomed to watching screens for information and entertainment and many churches have incorporated these elements of media viewing into their services.  COTM had three jumbo screens in its main auditorium, two in its youth auditorium/theater, Grace Fellowship had two, BA Assembly had two and one church I visited in Broken Arrow, Rhema Bible Church, had six jumbo video screens in its mega, wrap-around auditorium.    The screens were used to display song lyrics, bible verses, and at COTM, the screens were sometimes used as visual aids to show images pertaining to the sermon or to jokes of the pastor.  Grace Fellowship and COTM played video announcements, (like Grace’s Around Grace In 60 Seconds), on the screens and all three churches occasionally or always played concurrent live video footage of the worship service.  At Grace Fellowship and at Broken Arrow Assembly, the screens sometimes displayed still images of nature to accompany music performances.  At Grace Fellowship, they occasionally show personal video testimonies of members on the screens and once they put the contact information of Oklahoma elected officials up on the screen so that the congregation could contact them to encourage them to vote for anti-homosexual legislation. 

The auditoriums at Grace Fellowship and Church on the Move have the feel of a television studio.  Several cameramen and women film the service from elevated platforms with large, professional-looking equipment.  In fact, one of Pastor Yandian’s television programs, Real Answers with Bob Yandian, is filmed in Grace Fellowship’s auditorium.  During worship services, the congregants can watch close-up shots of the pastor speaking or of vocal group members singing on the screens, and looking around, I noticed that most people have their heads tilted slightly back, watching the screens for most of the service.  Actually, it is hard not to watch the screens, because the people speaking or performing are shown much larger and I think we are conditioned to watching video.  I thought it was a poignant point that the praise leader at BA Assembly made when he interrupted the singing to say, “I think the most distracting thing in worship are these two screens.”
 

In the Fall, COTM showed a video announcement/commercial for its flag football league and in January, they showed a commercial for its basketball league.  These advertisements for COTM Sports were intense, professional, and very impressive.  The church showed these at the very end of the worship service and turned out the lights for the showing.  Afterwards, the congregation laughed, cheered and applauded at the humor and high quality of the commercials.  The commercials looked like parodies of ESPN commercials, and were of the same professional quality.  “Get your bottom into BOTM”(Basketball on the Move), concluded the basketball spot.     

Church on the Move organizes several intra-church sports leagues and distributes a brochure on its sports offerings entitled “COTM SPORTS.”  The Mission Statement reads, 

“The purpose of COTM Sports is to provide Christian fellowship within the context of competitive sports, promote health and physical fitness and build relational bridges into the life of Church on the Move… Whether you consider yourself a competitive athlete still in your prime or someone who just wants to have fun and get in shape, there is a place for you in COTM Sports.”  

The church boasts a basketball court and a weight-lifting room, but the pride of its sports facilities is its huge, 3,000-seat football stadium with synthetic turf used by the church’s high school football team.  The church offers many athletic leagues and programs which include Men’s Basketball, Fitness & Weight Training, Co-Ed Volleyball, Hockey, Cycling Club, Men’s Softball, Men’s Flag Football and Ladies Aerobics classes, which include Progressive Step Aerobics, Body Tone, Beginning Fitness and Kickboxing.    


It is easy to see why “being a COTM member is exciting and fun.”  The first time I attended a worship service at COTM, it felt to me like an entertainment extravaganza.  As I watched the band and the vocalists, the TV cameras, the theatrical skits, the changing colors of the lights behind the musicians, the crowds of people swaying to and fro with the music and as I listened to the soloists, the jokes of the pastor and the laughing and singing of the congregation around me, I did not feel like I was in church; I felt like I was being entertained in a theater.  If you are like many Americans and have an attention span only long enough for a 30-minute sitcom and much too short to endure a traditional Christian worship service, then Church on the Move is suited for you; there is hardly a boring moment.   


Praise and worship (music and singing) are central activities in the services of all three churches.  Music always pervades the first 15 to 30 minutes of the services.  Each church had its own band that provided the music, with usually around 7 musicians, playing drum kit, keyboard(s), guitar, bass guitar, percussion, saxophone, trumpet and trombone.  The music was not old, traditional hymns, but was contemporary Christian pop music.  In all the churches, a vocal group/choir and additional soloists led the music and the singing.  The crowd follows the lyrics on the screens and sings along.  Many congregants are “moved emotionally” by the musical praise and worship and some may say that they feel the power of the Holy Spirit in the music.  Often, members in the congregation hold one or two hands up in the air in reverence or in jubilation.  Services concluded with a final song and there was often soft, instrumental music (usually just keyboard) played in the background while the pastor spoke during certain times of the service such as the altar call.  


After attending church services for a few months, I began to despise the music, especially at Grace Fellowship and BA Assembly.  It just was not my type of music, it always seemed to drag on indefinitely and the worst of it was that some of the catchier, and more repeated choruses began to embed themselves in my mind and I could not get certain Christian tunes out of my head.  


“God of glory beyond our galaxy, you are ho-o-oly, holy.  The universe declares your majesty.  You are ho-o-oly, holy.”  This song from Grace Fellowship would pop into my head while driving, while brushing my teeth, and just about any other time of the day.  The praise music in my head convinced me that attending church had started affecting the depths of my sub-consciousness and this bothered me.  Many weekends I attended at least three church services, which subjected me to an average of 75 minutes of live Christian music, and which eventually became too much for me to digest.  So, towards the end of my research, I began showing up to services late in order to skip all the songs and music I had heard so many times before.  But the music and the lyrics were nonetheless still interesting for my study.  Beliefs and worldview are often reflected in the lyrics of the songs, such as in this excerpt from Grace Fellowship:  “Jesus your loving kindness is greater than life itself.”                  


In my opinion, COTM’s band was clearly the best and most professional.  Dick and Dee Ann are members of COTM’s vocal group, which makes them “VGers.”  They only sing at COTM’s Saturday evening service, and they meet on Friday, the day before to rehearse, but they only perform periodically and so they might perform twice a month.  Both Dick and Dee Ann claim to really enjoy being a part of the vocal group.  Performing with a full band and in front of a couple thousand people, they must practically feel like rock stars.  Dick is one of the few soloists with a microphone in the center of the stage and separated from the rest of the vocal group who inhabit the sides of the stage.  During the music, I enjoyed seeing Dick’s face and occasionally Dee Ann’s magnified to huge proportions on the church’s jumbo screens.  


They informed me that all of COTM’s instrumentalists are professionals; they are paid and even the youth who play music for the kids’ services are paid.  Dick told me that music moves people.  It gets them ready and in the mood for praise and worship and then he quickly noted that the music and singing are themselves a form of praise and worship.    


Each of the three churches had its own website.  I think that these websites are indications of how the respective churches seek to represent themselves to the general public.  The websites are a resource for members; they contain news articles, photographs, and event information, but they also function as an advertisement in cyberspace inviting and encouraging others to be a part of their community, to share the belief that Christ is Lord and to participate in the church’s collective culture.  The websites are digital, on-line representations of the church communities. 


As you might guess, Church on the Move possesses the savviest and most sophisticated website of the three churches.  It even boasts multiple domain names all under the organizational umbrella of COTM: churchonthemove.net, oneighty.com, drygulchusa.com, thechristmastrain.com, lincolnchristianschool.com, kidsonthemove.com, and williegeorgeministries.com.  Church on the Move’s members are on the average younger than those at the other churches and this age difference is even evident on the website.  The members in the professional-looking photographs seem attractive, cool and young.  On the COTM website, one can find elaborate news stories about members such as in the Volunteer Spotlight.  Or one can check up on the activities of the church like special guest speakers, a seminar on the 7 Pillars of Health, the beginning of Basketball on the Move, aerobics classes, baby dedications and age-based programs.  There is general information, a message from the pastor, and the church’s Statement of Faith.  There are links for different age groups such as Nursery, Pre-school, Kids on the Move, (with all sorts of photos of cute little kids and babies), Heir Force, Oneighty, MONO, (young adults 17-29), OASIS (50+) and also a link for Solo Moms and HELPS Ministry.  Finally, there are separate sites for Lincoln Christian School, the Oneighty youth program, Dry Gulch, the Christmas Train and for Pastor Willie George and his array of products and Christian learning materials.     


From Grace Fellowship’s website (grace-fellowship.org), the curious internet surfer can find information about Grace’s history, its Mission Statement and Tenets of Faith, a calendar, service audio, Map and Service Times, Sunday School, Single Alliance, volunteer schedules, Grace Kids, Growing with Grace Newsletter and the weekly video announcement called Around Grace in 60 Seconds.  There are also links for Pastor Yandian’s ministry school, School of the Local Church, (slctulsa.com), Grace Christian School, (gcstulsa.com), Covenant Federal Credit Union, (covenantfcu.com), edgeyouth, (Tulsa-edge.com), Bob Yandian Ministries and his television show, Precepts, (precepts.com) and his other TV show, Real Answers with Bob Yandian, (realanswers.tv).  


Broken Arrow Assembly’s website, (baassembly.org), is more primitive than the others, but is probably sufficient for its purpose.  Their website offers audio recordings of some past services, a staff directory, an event calendar and a page of the church’s ministries, which include Adult Ministry, Care Ministry, Children’s, Education, IT/Media, Fine Arts, HELPS, Hospitality and Student Ministry.    

Youth Ministries


These churches thus all consciously employ modern methods of communication –such as the internet – to represent and advertise for their Christian community.  I heard some pastors comment on how tragic it is that most young adults in their twenties stop attending church.  Because of this dramatic decline in attendance among high school graduates, many churches have adopted unorthodox measures to attract and retain teenagers and young adults in their churches.  In the special on CNN about Evangelical Christians in America, the reporters claimed that Evangelicals have become savvier about utilizing popular culture to attract young people to Christianity.  The program discussed how some ministries have packaged Christianity in a soft-serve format for a younger, 25 and under audience.  They showed footage of a Christian music festival in Minneapolis where rock musicians and professional skateboarders testified about their faith while teenagers were being saved in a skate park.   


My experiences in these churches absolutely verifies CNN’s claim and nowhere was this as evident as it is at Church on the Move’s Oneighty World Headquarters.  The Oneighty building was probably one of the most amazing things I witnessed during my research.  The 6 million dollar, 92,600 square foot facility with a 1,500-seat auditorium contains enough video games, Apple computers, snacks and distractions to attract even the most apathetic and cynical teenagers.  Besides the large auditorium, which resembles a modern movie theater with stadium seating, the Oneighty building contains a lobby, a registration booth, guest services, internet stations, (16 Apple computers), 16 IPOD stations along a counter with Christian music and headphones, a café and dining area, (which looks exactly like a concession stand at a movie theater), a custom basketball court, (with glass walls and an open ceiling that can be looked into from above), a bookstore, (selling the Oneighty devotional book and How to Remain Christian in College), the Oneighty Turn Life Booth, and the Altar Counseling Room.  On the second floor, there is a game room (with 64 sleek, silver, 42-inch plasma flat screen televisions with 32 Sony Playstations and 32 Nintendo Game Cubes), a DJ booth, a performance floor, and an incredibly decadent and trendy-looking billiards room (with 21 new pool tables) and water bar with 13 varieties of H²O!  The whole interior resembled a movie theater, shopping mall, video arcade and trendy coffee shop all mashed into one giant complex of Christian adolescent entertainment.  The immensity of the building, the quantity of expensive games, the incredible money that must have been used to construct it, the fact that all of this “stuff” exists to lure youth to love and accept Jesus Christ and the fact that churches never pay taxes despite their extravagant expenditures, was, needless to say, quite staggering.       


On Wednesday evenings, over 1,500 Tulsa youth attend the oneighty.varsity or oneighty.jv worship service.  In order to attend, youth must register at a desk and procure an ID badge; without the badge, they are not allowed inside.  Dee Ann, who works at a juvenile detention center in Tulsa, told me that a oneighty-bound shuttle picks up kids from the center and that “troubled youth” are often encouraged to attend oneighty and, as a result, there are young rival gangs in attendance with full gang-color regalia.  Subsequently, there are two drug dogs present at the service, a metal detector and security wands at the door.  Security personnel are even present in the aisles during the worship services; Dee Ann told me that they have to enforce rules and those who stir up too much trouble are not allowed to return.  She explained that this may be the only church that many of the youth will ever be exposed to.  Dee Ann also informed me that Tulsa’s Oneighty is the original and there are now 180 programs all over the country and world and that Willie George sells the ideas, curriculum, and organization to other churches that want a 180 program.  


At the oneighty website, (oneighty.com), one can check the calendar for events, read personal testimonies, read the latest sermon/message, ask the oneighty counselors a question, learn about oneighty’s history or take a virtual tour of the facilities.  In the “About” section, the website reads, 

“Oneighty is evolution… Oneighty believes change begins when each of us does a oneighty: making the choice to turn away from the destructive forces of selfishness, immorality, alcohol and drugs, prejudice and so many other things that steal away our future.  But more than that, it’s turning our hearts toward God and His Son, Jesus Christ, allowing God’s Word to guide us in each step of the amazing journey He has for us all… the new Oneighty facility offers a diverse blend of both activities and a meaningful worship service.  From the 16 Internet stations or the tables wired with iPod mp3 players to the 42-inch plasma flat screen gaming stations and old-school full-court, you won’t be looking long for “something to do.”  Then immerse yourself in one of Oneighty’s two incredible student services packed with great music and worship.  

Oneighty is for you.  Middle school or high school.  Black or white.  Male or female.  Maybe you’re not really into the “church” thing.  That’s okay, too.  Just come and check it out.  Oneighty is unique.  We believe in keeping the 10 commandments but breaking most of the other traditional rules associated with church.”

Oneighty prides itself on being different from the traditional Church.  It is a church for those youth who do not want to go to church, but still want to follow Christian principles and have fun in a Christian atmosphere, or just have free access to tons of video games.  


One of the three Sunday worship services at Church on the Move is held in the Oneighty building and it is open to everyone, not just middle and high school kids.  The first time I pulled up in my car for the “Younger, Louder, Later” service, (“designed for the young at heart”), three people in orange vests with those orange wands that reminded me of the guys who direct taxiing planes at airports pointed me to a parking space.  The outside of the 180 building looks like a mega-movie theater.  The front reads, “oneighty” and on the facade there are four giant posters of adolescents that look like huge Bennington or Gap ads.  I noticed that there were all sorts of people and ages in the service.  The car I parked next to contained two, high-school aged blonde girls who were staring into mirrors diligently caking on more layers of makeup and when I walked into the building the couple in front of me were decked out in punk-rock apparel with neon colored hair and one bleached mohawk.  Most of those attending the service were teenagers or in their twenties, but there were also older adults and families.       


The beginning of the service felt like a concert.  The musicians were younger and the music was slightly more youthful and rockin’ than at COTM’s main auditorium and the blue lights, colored spotlights and many small candles on stage created an emotional and dramatic ambience.  The worship (music and singing) leader was Yancy, who looked like an emo-rock star and I noticed that her CD’s were for sale in the oneighty bookstore.  


Modern Christian rock music is also emphasized at Grace Fellowship’s youth program, “edge youth.”  When I think of “The Edge,” I think of Tulsa’s alternative rock station that I listened to while in middle school.  Certainly, the “Edge” name for Grace Fellowship’s youth ministry is an attempt to evoke something of the alternative youth pop culture as a way of appealing to young people.    The youth ministry is housed in its own freestanding building with “edge youth” written on the front and the worship services are held in a dark room with a stage.  Occasionally, touring Christian rock bands like Bleach, Sanctus Real and Hawk Nelson use the edge youth building as a venue for concerts sponsored by a local radio station, The Cross.  The edge youth building also contains a climbing wall, four televisions with Nintendo Game Cubes, a mini-basketball court, air hockey, foosball, half a dozen pool tables, a ping-pong table and a café/coffee bar.  The website for edge youth (Tulsa-edge.com) is much more contemporary looking than Grace Fellowship’s main site.  From the site one can click on links for What We Believe, Meet the Pastors, Sermon Notes, Services, Announcements and Activities, Worship, Contact and Location, INTO IT Groups, and Photo Gallery.        


I visited with Joel about his youth program, called “MPACT,” at Broken Arrow Assembly, which he actually attended as a youth.  There are about 175 kids in middle and high school in the youth group.  Youth services are held on Wednesday evenings in the gymnasium and Student Bible Fellowships are held on Sunday mornings.  At the time that I talked with Joel, he was teaching a series entitled “Uncensored Reality: a conspiracy of truth,” in which he was using reality TV shows – familiar to youth – as an analogy for the “extreme makeover of the soul.”  He explained that by employing their already existing instruments for understanding the world, he is better able to connect with them and convey his message.  


Unlike Oneighty and edge youth, MPACT does not have its own domain name and snazzy website.  Its site is just a link from BA Assembly’s site and states,

“Our services are designed to cater to the millennial generation.  With postmodernism thriving, our goal is to communicate to teenagers with methods that match their thinking methods.  Modernism is out of the picture, so we tend to raise as many questions as we answer.  Although we are unashamedly Pentecostal, we understand the validity of more creative methods of communicating the Gospel through dramas and videos that push students toward making healthy decisions on their own.”
     

Joel formed different “Root Groups,” which are sub-groups within the youth group that perform various tasks or volunteer work, for he believes that teenagers get more involved once they start helping.  These sub-groups include the drama team and visitation team.  Joel was trying to build community through events and programs, like team-building workshops, prayer, lessons, working for Habitat for Humanity and the Day Center for the homeless and mission trips.  Joel went on about a dozen trips a year with his youth group and over the summer Joel went to Mexico City with the high school kids and Pine Bluff, Arkansas with the middle school kids.  He said that mission trips are a combination of social service and spreading the Word.  Joel declared, “I want them to know what it feels like to be used by God.” Around the time of Independence Day, MPACT youth ran their own fireworks stand in Broken Arrow to raise money for their mission trips. 

Joel lent me a videotape that the kids had made of various MPACT trips and activities.  The footage showed previous mission trips and showed white youth performing street theater and evangelizing in a predominantly black community in Arkansas.  Christian rock music pervaded the video.  In a section of personal interviews and testimonies of MPACT youth, many of the kids emphasized, “friends are here,” “connecting with friends,” and “being accepted by friends” as reasons to be part of their church’s youth ministry.  Joel also iterated to me that kids with best friends in the youth group would stay and get involved, while kids with best friends outside the church would usually not become integral members of MPACT.    

Churches also make an effort to appeal to families and parents with little children.  For example, Church on the Move promotes Kids on the Move and several age-based programs for the little ones.  Grace Fellowship places a strong emphasis on its children’s ministry.  On the side of the Children’s building, the large words “GRACE KIDS” are displayed prominently with “KIDS” in multi-colors; the words are clear and easy to read from the highway.  Inside the Children’s Building on the first floor, there are nurseries and there is a full-size carousel that kids ride after church.  There is also “Bob and Loretta’s Ice Cream Shoppe” and a coffee kiosk called The Master’s Blend.  The kids’ Sunday School classrooms are upstairs in a long hallway called “Main Street International” that is designed to look almost like a version of Disney World’s “It’s a Small World After All” ride with elaborate facades on the walls tastelessly imitating an Italian pizzeria, a French bakery and Morocco.  From the upstairs of the building one can look out upon the bustle of the coffee shop and carousel down below which reminded me of the carousel scene located at a nearby mega shopping mall in South Tulsa.  

Christian Private Schools


I was surprised to learn that all of the three churches that I was investigating ran their own Kindergarten through 12th grade Christian schools.  All of the pastors stressed the importance of raising children with a biblical worldview.  In Community Spirit, a free, local, monthly Christian magazine, the July 2004 issue contains an article called “Looking for a Christian School for your Kids?”  The article lists and describes thirty-one Christian schools in the Tulsa metro area.  One of these was my high school, which is affiliated with the Episcopal Church.  Three of the schools listed, Lincoln Christian School, Grace Christian School and Summit Christian Academy, were each founded by the three churches central to this study.  

The trend of Pentecostal churches starting up Christian schools in an attempt to separate their children from the “worldliness” found outside of the church walls and to firmly implant Pentecostal Christian beliefs and values in their minds at an early age has been noted by others:  

“‘The Christian School Movement,’ flourishing among numerous Pentecostal, ‘Bible,’ and Independent Baptist Churches, seeks to remove children from the influence of the public schools’ godless, relativistic philosophy of ‘secular humanism’ and bring all aspects of education back to biblical absolutes, instilling in Christian children a respect for order, propriety, and authority”(1991: 73).
 

COTM’s Lincoln Christian School has only been around since 1997, but its football team already has its own 3,000-seat stadium and the student body has access to the wide array of church amenities.  In fact, while exploring the Oneighty building, I noticed that the rear of the building contained hallways with lockers and classrooms and so I would assume that at least part of the school is run out of the huge building and that the students have access to the Oneighty auditorium.  One page of LCS’s impressive website, (lincolnchristianschool.com), states, 

“At Lincoln Christian School, godly character is number one.  We’re not an outreach or a rehabilitation program for students with character problems.  Our mission is to partner with parents who desire to develop strong character in their children…We really believe that it is important for kids to value Christ-like character more than anything else.”

According to the website of Summit Christian Academy, their motto is “setting a new standard of Christ-centered academic excellence.”  BA Assembly’s school is only in its fifth year and graduated its first class of only six seniors in 2004.  They started off the 2004 school year with 338 students through Kindergarten to 12th grade.  “Our goal is a student body of 1,000 students, learning how to serve God with a biblical worldview,”
 proclaimed Pastor Goldsmith.  Pastor Goldsmith claimed that their school is a ministry of the church and in a worship service on ‘teacher dedication day,’ Pastor Goldsmith asked the congregation to give above and beyond for the church’s school.  After the service, the church prayed for all of its teachers in the upcoming school year.     

Pastor Goldsmith repeatedly underlined the value of Christ-centered academic excellence, but he also called on all of the public school teachers and students in the church to become missionaries.  “I am a proponent of public school and Christian education,” Pastor Goldsmith explained, “We have to touch both.”  “I believe that every teacher, every student in public school needs to see themselves as a missionary of Jesus Christ to that campus… For way too long the Christian community has been too silent both publicly, politically and in the area of education, and as a result, there is an erosion of Christianity in the United States.”
  

  
One Friday morning, Pastor Goldsmith hosted the “Praise the Lord” program on TBN (Trinity Broadcasting Network).  The topic of his show was Christian education and he stressed that the institution of education is rooted in the Bible and in Christianity.  His guests included the director of Small World Learning Academy, (a Christian daycare associated with BA Assembly), a public school principal and member of BA Assembly, and the superintendent of Summit Christian Academy.  At the daycare, the kids over the age of two are encouraged to live according to the Word and by the Lord.  In his conversation with the superintendent, they discussed the quality of the academics at Summit Christian Academy and mentioned that they teach Creationist Science.  They also stated that it is a school that prepares kids for a Christian college, equips the students with a Christian worldview so that they have great potential to do anything, and also teaches them a lifestyle of right Christian living.  Goldsmith also affirmed that the previous year’s valedictorian wants to be a chaplain for Nascar, which may sum up the epitome of Oklahoma values and culture more succinctly than anything else I have written.  


On the same Sunday morning that Pastor Goldsmith was espousing the virtue of Summit Christian Academy, Pastor Bob Yandian was doing his own advertising for Grace Christian School and School of the Local Church.   When I walked through the door of the gymnasium at Grace Fellowship I was given a brochure for Pastor Yandian’s School of the Local Church’s personal enrichment classes.  Pastor Yandian’s ministry school is where one is “taught the essentials of the Word, church government, Greek, music, counseling, and New Testament church history” and “given practical hands-on training in all areas of church ministry and administration.”    

However, before the pastor began heavily promoting both schools, he explained that on Wednesday the church was facing a lawsuit.  Two and a half years ago a staff member who is now in prison molested some boys at their school and some of the parents were now suing the church.  Pastor Bob announced that there would be an immediate prayer mediation.  He then asked the church congregation to come down to the front of the church to surround Pastor Chip and himself, pray for them and lay their hands on them to prepare the two and give them wisdom for the lawsuit on Wednesday.  

I stayed in my chair alongside the family seated next to me who I think were visitors, while about 95% of the church went to the front, encircled the two pastors, laid hands on them and prayed that the two pastors would have the right words to say in court and that the Holy Spirit would fill them and speak through them during the settlement on Wednesday.  The entire time the keyboard was playing in the background.  I had never seen a whole church congregation go up to the front like that before.  I thought about going up front to better hear what all those praying out loud were saying, but I felt like the parents had a right to sue Grace Fellowship for its negligence and so I remained seated.  After a couple minutes of the prayer mediation that involved hundreds of congregants, Pastor Bob said, “Amen. Hallelujah,” and “Let’s just give the Lord a big hand this morning,” and the congregation erupted in clapping and cheering and I even heard a few “woo hoos.”     

According to the Tulsa World, the former employee of the school was an assistant athletic director and physical education teacher who had molested boys on school grounds, at his home, and at a summer camp.  Evidently, the convicted molester had attended Grace Christian School himself.  The previous year, the teacher pleaded guilty to sixteen counts of lewd molestation and two counts of sexual abuse involving nine boys of Grace Christian School.  The newspaper reported on the victims’ civil lawsuit against the church and school officials.  The victims’ families claimed that the church was responsible for the sexual abuse because the school failed to intervene and dismiss the perpetrator even though they may have had some knowledge of his inappropriate behavior.    

Minutes after the mediation for the sexual abuse lawsuit, I was surprised to hear Pastor Chip mention their “tuition incentive program” for Grace Christian School, which was starting its classes on the following Thursday.  The church was offering a $1,000 discount off your child’s tuition if you “help us communicate what a great school this is” and recruit another student to join the school.  Not only would you get the discount, but the new recruit would also get a $1,000 discount.
  I can understand that the school’s reputation has been scarred by the molestation incident, and that the church probably needs to work extra hard and offer incentives to recruit more students, but I could not believe that they were discussing the molestation lawsuit and promoting the school practically in the same breath!  It was awful timing; they should have preceded the explanation of the discount with a tale of an alumnus who is now a star football player or a famous Nascar driver rather than the one who returned to teach physical education and molest young boys.  I cannot think of much worse publicity than that.  

Grace Christian School was founded in 1978 and has a current enrollment of around 650 students.  The school’s website, (gcstulsa.com), says their vision is “to form a partnership with believing parents in the task of establishing our children in a total biblical world view.”  The site also states, “Christ-like behavior is the primary responsibility of each student.  Our student body is one of strong, obedient Christians.”         

 “Grace Christian School should be a priority, even if you think you can’t afford it,”
 stated Pastor Yandian.  

Show Me the Money!


When I brought my friend Whitney to a Saturday evening service at Church on the Move, as we were pulling into the parking lot, she asked me, “Where does all the money come from to build such a place?”  I replied, “Just wait.  You’ll see.”  Churches obtain most funds from their members’ tithes.  Tithing is an important aspect of church services and of being a church member.  In a service at COTM, it was said that the money you give is a form of worship and it becomes alive.
  Churches ask that members give at least 10% of their annual income – before taxes – to the church.  Let’s do a really rough estimate.  If we assume that 12,000 of COTM members give 10% of their income, (many give “above and beyond”), and we pretend that the average annual income of COTM members is fifty thousand dollars, then Church on the Move would collect around sixty million dollars annually!  (When I asked Dick about COTM’s finances, he told me that he thought it was none of his business.  He fully trusts Willie George with the money and has faith that his pastor is using the money wisely and distributing it to valuable ministries and missions around the world.)     

Every worship service, time was set aside for the offering.  Pastors almost always cited a Bible verse espousing the benefits of giving and generosity before the offering to encourage the congregation to give money.  For example, Proverbs 11:24-25 reads, “One man gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty.  A generous man will prosper; he who refreshes others will himself be refreshed.”  Pastors frequently spoke of the importance of “sowing your seed in order to reap the harvest.”  Often, the congregation would hold their offering envelopes in the air as the pastor recited a prayer to bless the tithes.  Spouses sometimes held the envelope together as they prayed over their offering.  


Music typically played in the background while ushers walked among the aisles and passed out buckets for the offering.  One can give money in the form of cash, check or even credit card, debit card or on-line.  On the offering envelope one can indicate if the money is a tithe/offering or for a building fund or for a special offering.  For example, COTM’s offering envelope gives one the choice to give money for “tithe, offering, oneighty building project, willie george ministries, dry gulch, u.s.a.” or “special.”  COTM also prints a small brochure entitled Honoring God with the Tithe that contains the “Top 7 Questions of the Tithe,” including “What if my spouse is not saved and does not allow me to tithe?” and “Is the tithe limited to just ten percent?”              


Before the offering, Bob Yandian at Grace Fellowship would announce, “Let’s worship God with our giving!” and the congregation cheered and applauded for they are taught that tithing is a form of praising God and it should be done with joy.  “Make your checks out to Grace Fellowship,” Pastor Yandian would say and he often emphasized that God wants “cheerful givers” and that tithing is an opportunity and a privilege that blesses you and the Church.  

It was not uncommon for tithing to be emphasized as a way to become prosperous for God rewards those who give to Him.  This ideology is often termed ‘prosperity teaching’ and is prominent among televangelists.  At Church on the Move, the speaker claimed that being generous is guaranteed to make you prosperous and stated at the beginning of the year, “I believe according to the Word of God that you will prosper in 2005.”
  During the offering at COTM, the auditorium is suddenly inundated by an army of male ushers wearing matching black sport coats and pastel button-up shirts.  They all wear earpieces that give them the appearance of secret service agents and they quickly pass out white buckets with a COTM logo on the side.  Despite the speaker’s claim about guaranteed prosperity through giving, after the bucket had been passed down my aisle, it was still empty.  

Pastor Yandian often read aloud praise reports of members in the church who had experienced direct financial gain from tithing to encourage others to give.  One individual tithed and received 100 fold that same day.  God blessed another individual by giving back an increase of 30% in their income.
  Pastor Yandian also commented, “Why we believe in prosperity is because we give to the kingdom of God…  How can we give to others unless we are prosperous ourselves?”
  

Tithing is also considered a form of evangelization because much of the money goes to support ministries and missionaries around the world, and so it is a way to help fulfill the Great Commission without having to travel or personally convert others.  

 “Every time you give an offering, you are helping send out the Gospel financially to the world.”
  “Giving money is saving souls all around the world.”
  At Broken Arrow Assembly, it was stated, “It’s the church body that finances the kingdom of God,” and

“The Kingdom of God comes to Broken Arrow through us.”
 


Often, the pastors ask for special offerings for a particular missionary, for a church project, or for such causes as tsunami victim relief and evangelization.  At Church on the Move, the pastor sometimes asked for special donations for individuals in the church that needed assistance.  During the summer, the pastor began asking for members to donate unwanted or old automobiles to the church so that they could redistribute them to single mothers in need of new cars.  The church eventually collected a total of sixteen cars from its members and the pastor proudly announced the make and year of the donated cars and the older ones that were being replaced.  The church also pledged to pay off the sixty thousand dollar mortgage of a handicapped mother of four children whose husband had left her.  The pastor asked the congregants to give above and beyond for their fellow church member and I think the money was collected in two weeks as well as the amount to cover her tax exposure from the donation.  


At Grace Fellowship, the pastor asked the congregation not for a donation to a handicapped single mother, but for a plasma TV to embellish the background of Pastor Yandian’s television broadcasts.  What follows is a transcription of Pastor Yandian’s request:   

“And I wanna ask also: You know, we buy things around here for different projects and things.  But I’ve often had people come to me and say, ‘well, I’d like to buy something, you know.  Can I buy something specific?’  Well I just wanta put something out there for somebody to purchase.  We need a plasma screen TV, for our TV broadcasts.  We’ll put it right behind us.  We have a small one, but we need a large one.  We need one that is 46 inches.  It costs about three thousand dollars with the stand.  They’ve come down drastically.  Those things started out at twenty, twenty-five thousand dollars.  If one of you would like to do that, just approach me after church.  Come right back here in the back, uh, room back here.  Or else you can approach the guys in the sound booth and they’ll show you and tell you what we’re looking for…  And it will also be used also up here during the church services, right up here on the platform.  You can show certain things while I’m preaching or scriptures can come on or pictures of different things they can use it for.  Again, we’d like to have that and we’ll put that out there to you as a project if someone would like to do that or if you want to pitch in with a friend or something and do that, please come and talk with us after church service today.  Praise God.”

Two weeks later, Bob Yandian had this to say: 

“As you can see on the blackboard up here, we do have a plasma screen TV.  A couple weeks ago, I mentioned, you know, We usually buy things like that but sometimes people come up and say, ‘I would have loved to have bought that,’ and so I asked if anybody wanted to do that, and not only did we get one plasma TV screen, we got two of them.  So, we had two people give.  That’s wonderful.  (Applause).  And so the second one will go in the Word Shoppe and we’re looking forward to that.”

Tithing and offerings on Sunday mornings are by no means the churches’ only source of revenue.  Money is donated online and through television and radio broadcasts.  

Christian Commercialism 

Additionally, pastors and churches sell their products and wares to whoever is willing to buy them.  At Grace Fellowship, from the pulpit the pastor announced a 30% off inventory reduction sale at the Word Shoppe, their church’s Christian bookstore.  The small store in the church lobby sells Christian books, greeting cards and music.  It surprised me to discover fifteen books and nine journal/pamphlets written by Bob Yandian on the shelves.  There were also many Bob Yandian CD’s and an entire wall devoted to Bob Yandian videos.  


If the Christian consumer seeks more Bob Yandian products, they can peruse the Product Catalog of Bob Yandian Ministries Online Store at precepts.com in the categories of ‘What’s New From Bob Yandian, On Sale, Broadcast Specials, Audio Cassette Library, CD Library, Books by Bob Yandian, Music’ or ‘Precept Partner Specials.’  Or you can request a hard copy of the Bob Yandian Ministries’ Product Catalog, (which I did), and you can choose from products in such areas as Christian Living, Family & Marriage, Angels & Demons, Finances, Healing, and Prayer.  One can find even more products on another one of Bob Yandian’s websites for a television show: realanswers.tv.  Besides the Word Shoppe, Grace Fellowship is also home to the Covenant Federal Credit Union whose goal is financial freedom in the lives of their members to help give to the gospel.  Their website states, “Covenant Federal Credit Union is a financial institution owned by Christians who share a common bond – their faith in Jesus Christ.  Sound Scriptural principles are the foundation for all of the counseling, education, training, and financial services offered by this unique organization.”    


Before my research, I had never seen a bookstore in a church before.  Church on the Move had two: a shop that seemed like a Christian Hallmark in their main building and a different store for the teenagers in the 180 building.  I was really amazed by the COTM Bookstore.  The shop smelled like potpourri and sold the usual Christian books, devotionals, tapes and service audio, but they also sold items like Burt’s Bees lip balm, Twix and Mentos.  Also for sale were bath and body products like lotions, soap and shampoo, candles, pens, bookmarks, and stationary.  They also sold home decoration items like rugs, salt and peppershakers, olive oil bottles, picture frames and paintings.  


If the Christian shopper is not satiated by the church bookstores, they can frequent one of Tulsa’s large, Christian specialty stores.  One Saturday afternoon I inspected Family Christian Store.  It, like COTM’s Bookstore, was like a Christianized Hallmark, except with a music section of CDs.  The store carried books, music, cards, a little bit of jewelry, bumper stickers, fish emblems, stationary, t-shirts, and lots of Bibles. 

Afterwards, I checked out Mardel Christian Store just down the street about ½ mile away and near Woodland Hills Mall.  Mardel was rather big.  Inside was a home accents section, with different decorative crosses, various paintings with bible verses at the bottom of the frame, and other knickknacks for hanging on the wall.  There were lots of books: fiction, prophecy, reference, Bibles, more Bibles, bible carrying cases, and textbooks for Christian home schooled kids.  I noticed two books about George Bush’s personal faith.  One discussed on the back cover how his strong Christian faith determined his political decisions and foreign policy.  I saw another book in the prophecy section with a title about the coming of the Antichrist or about it already being here.  On the back cover, it listed evidence that the Antichrist is coming, and the creation of the European Union was the first example listed.  Mardel Christian Store also sold toys, music books, stuffed animals, puppets and videos.  There was also a section resembling Hobby Lobby with construction paper, scissors and markers.  Also inside was a large t-shirt area with many fashionable Christian shirts and hats.   There was also a sizeable CD area with Gospel, Contemporary, and ‘Praise and Worship’ sections; shoppers with headphones occupied many of the listener stations.  In fact, the store was bustling with people, and I was probably the only one walking among the aisle in astounded curiosity rather than absorbed in purchasing Christian products.  


Evangelical Christians listen to Christian radio and Christian music and they, like most Americans, watch movies, although some would oppose the values espoused in American cinema and some might prohibit their children from viewing certain Hollywood movies.  Joel Triska told me that many of the older Pentecostals in his church do not usually frequent the movie theater because they think it is a sin, and that many went to the cinema for the first time in order to go see The Passion of the Christ.  This film, when released in movie theaters in America, became the eighth highest grossing film ever.  


One of the first things I noticed when entering the two Christian retail stores were big movie posters in the windows advertising Mel Gibson’s recent film The Passion of the Christ.  The posters were announcing the opportunity to save money by pre-buying the film on DVD or VHS before it was released on video.  In the Christian stores, there were even “Officially Licensed Products” for the Passion of Christ movie with a little card containing a Mel Gibson photo and quote.  One such product was a leather necklace decorated with an ornamental old-fashioned nail.  

A couple of my informants told me that I needed to watch the movie, and so I rented and watched The Passion of the Christ.  The film is a contemporary, cinematic representation of the last twelve hours in the life of Jesus.  Mel Gibson’s dramatic depiction of Jesus’ last hours departs from the traditional representations found in the gospels.  This cinematic version is more glorious, bloody and violent than the Bible’s versions and is mostly just a celebration of suffering masculinity.  I think the film represents a convergence of movie pop culture with contemporary Christianity.  It demonstrates that the representations in the Bible are continually being re-interpreted in different forms and ways and it shows that Christian culture  - though it should not be assumed that there is one Christian culture – is continually being altered, created and shaped by various forces and movements.  Churches and Christian practices have been modernized and so why should the story of Jesus’ life not be put into the contemporary medium that is most accessible and digestible for American society?   

God Bless the USA


In the worship services of all three churches, strong sentiments of patriotism were expressed by the pastors and by other guest speakers.  In the orations of pastors, there were often strong associations between America and Christianity.  These pastors also provided a sense, sometimes implied and sometimes stated explicitly, that the majority of Americans are Christians and that America is a Christian country founded on Christian principles.  I do not know if the patriotism in these churches was particularly strong in the summer of 2004 as a result of a general increase in American patriotism after the events of September 11th, 2001, the fact that we were and are engaged in a war in Iraq, and that those months preceded November’s presidential election, or if patriotism has always been this strong in Tulsa’s evangelical churches.  


For the most part, these Christians are proud to be Americans and it is not uncommon for them to think of America, as well as Israel, as God’s chosen countries.  Pastor Bob Yandian of Grace Fellowship often espoused that the United States was founded on the principles of the Bible and it should continue to be rooted in the book.  He often made statements that claimed that the congregation was part of the dominant majority of American society.  These Christains’ sense of religious patriotism is not hidden but is brandished on their bumper stickers, in their sermons and in their music.  Every time that I drove from my parent’s house in southern Broken Arrow to Tulsa, I took the newly constructed toll highway to expedite my trip.  Grace Fellowship is located on a large plot of land right next to the highway.  Driving from Tulsa to Broken Arrow, one passes a small green sign reading “Liberty Turnpike” right before passing Grace Fellowship’s looming, double-sided digital billboard that often displayed patriotic messages in addition to the hour, their service times, different church programs, advertisements for Pastor Bob’s television show and other announcements.  For part of the summer, the sign read, “The Bible is the Cornerstone of Liberty.”  Later the sign showed a small girl kneeling and praying with her hands clasped together.  The sign read, “God, please protect my Daddy,” and then it changed to: “He’s fighting in Iraq.”  In the beginning of 2005, the sign read, “Lord, Protect Our Troops As They Protect Us.”    


The latter message is an affirmation of the church’s solidarity with the American troops in Iraq and that God is on their side.  The message with the image of the little girl may serve as a reminder to Christians that they too should be praying for the American troops in Iraq and that Grace Fellowship may have “Daddies” in its congregation who are performing their patriotic duty by participating in the war in Iraq.  It also shows that those in the church, including the children, (Grace Fellowship certainly appeals to families and children with its impressive Kids’ Center), are praying for the safety of American troops fighting in Iraq.  Driving on the Liberty Turnpike in either direction, one cannot avoid noticing Grace Fellowship’s prominent sign.  The message on the sign is a conscious representation of how the church wants to be seen by the general public or at least by those who drive on the Liberty Turnpike.  The sign functions simultaneously as an advertisement for the church and as a means of expressing some of their values or beliefs. Having American and patriotic messages on their sign might appeal to the patriotic sentiments and sympathies of others who might be interested in visiting Grace Fellowship.  The sign always displays the times of the worship services, so if one were to find the patriotic message attractive, they would immediately afterwards be informed of when it would be possible to visit one of Grace Fellowship’s church services or watch Pastor Bob on the television.


Messages of the interconnectedness of patriotism and Christianity can also be found on bumper stickers on the backs of cars.  One of the myriad Christian bumper stickers seen in the Grace Fellowship parking lot and around Tulsa reads “Blessed is the Nation whose People Worship God,” which seems to be a reference to Psalm 33:12, “Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.”  Another bumper sticker that I saw at Grace Fellowship is of the American flag with “Psalm 91” written over it.  Psalm 91 is a short chapter in the Bible that essentially explains that those who love the Lord or who “dwell in the shelter of the Most High” will be protected, kept safe and given refuge by the Lord.  If you choose to take refuge in the Lord, this passage states, 

“You will not fear the terror of the night…nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at midday.  A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you.  You will only observe with your eyes and see the punishment of the wicked.  If you make the Most High your dwelling- even the Lord, who is my refuge- then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent.  For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.  You will tread upon the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent.  ‘Because he loves me,’ says the Lord, ‘I will rescue him, for he acknowledges my name.  He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.’”
  

This biblical excerpt addresses an individual, specifically a “he” who chooses to find refuge in the Lord. However, I think that the bumper sticker, by superimposing “Psalm 91” on a waving American flag, implies that this Bible verse can refer to the nation under which those stars and stripes wave.  The bumper sticker asserts that if America, as a nation, takes refuge in the Lord, then it will be protected, should have no fear and will have the power to trample modern day lions and serpents.  At Grace Fellowship Church, there are at least two security trucks and one of them had a “W ’04” sticker and a NRA sticker on the back windshield.     


At Broken Arrow Assembly of God, a guest speaker claimed, “We need to be one nation under God.”
  I also heard Pastor Michael Goldsmith proclaim several times, “If God is with you, it doesn’t matter who is against you.”
  In the first sermon of his that I heard, Pastor Goldsmith shouted about achieving victory and triumph over Satan.  He explained, “Satan is anti-Christ, anti-Christianity.  He is anti-Israel” and he is responsible for conflict in the Middle East, beheadings in 2004 and a growing gay agenda.  Pastor Goldsmith also claims that terrorism and the pro-gay movement are “the work of the demonic enemy.”  He described the cause of terrorist attacks on America and Israel.  “It’s simple.  It’s the work of the devil.”  “The devil has been on a rampage recently, unleashing his venom.”  “We don’t like to talk about him, but he’s real, out there and angry.”  


Pastor Goldsmith continued to get more and more worked up, passionate and fiery during the sermon.  He was yelling about winning and prevailing against the demon, against gays and terrorists.  Much of his discourse revolved around the ultimate story of good vs. evil, the Lord vs. the devil, “better than most Hollywood blockbusters,” according to Pastor Goldsmith.  He explained the story of how Lucifer, (Satan), was a fallen archangel who attacked the throne of God and God “threw him out.”  The devil brought disease, distress, war, murder, briars, thorns and everything not perfect to the Earth.  This battle has continued ever since and still prevails today, but Pastor Goldsmith is intent on achieving victory.  At Broken Arrow Assembly, the battle of God against Satan is equated with America’s moral battle at home and its international conflicts.  Simply put, America is seen as good, the terrorists, liberals and homosexuals as evil.  


Pastor Goldsmith and the church are optimistic about defeating Satan for he has never won.  The pastor shouted “he didn’t win at the cosmos (creation of universe), he didn’t win at the creation (of humankind), he didn’t win at the cradle (Jesus) and he’s not gonna win tonight” and the congregation responded, “Amen.”  Towards the end of his sermon, Pastor Goldsmith was getting really worked up.  He was yelling, “The dragon will not win against the Kingdom of God.”  He shouted out that he was ready to go into the ring for another round, said he was ready for God to ring the bell, “ding-ding.”   

The Sunday before Grace Fellowship’s Wednesday evening program entitled “Celebrating Freedom,” Pastor Bob was announcing the event and encouraging everyone to come and invite their friends.  While speaking of the church’s Independence Day celebration on the Wednesday before July 4th, he stated: “Patriotism is powerful.  It will break Satan and will bring people to Christ.”  Maybe patriotism can break the devil and encourage people to come to Christ, but what really draws a crowd to a patriotic celebration around the Fourth of July are the fireworks.  At some point during my childhood, I recall that my parents and I went to Grace Fellowship’s Independence Day celebration to watch the fireworks.  I had planned on attending this year to enjoy the event and to take advantage of the unique opportunity to photograph church members outside where the light is better and where I might be less imposing.  

Unfortunately, it had been drizzling earlier in the late afternoon and the church decided to postpone the fireworks and have their concert in the auditorium, where the church services are held.  When I entered inside, I was given a plastic American flag on a stick with a bald eagle and its spread out wings superimposed on the stars and stripes.  The program for the evening was mostly just music, sort of like a musical talent show of various church members.  I thought that most of the music was particularly bad and boring and I thought of leaving throughout the program, but I stuck it out.  Some of the music had a country influence; “America, Ain’t It Beautiful” was sung as well as “A Man of Constant Sorrow” from the soundtrack of the film “O Brother, Where Art Thou.”  Later, a vocal group decked out in stereotypical 50’s garb sang some doo-wop as well as ‘Surfin’ USA and other Beach Boys songs.

After some music, we all stood for the national anthem and some saluted while the rest of us directed our attention and gazes to the digital American flags flapping on the video screens on both sides of the stage.  There were also red, white and blue banners on the back part of the stage and four giant bunches of balloons of the same patriotic colors.  The associate pastor began speaking and asked all of the veterans in the audience to stand up.  The congregation applauded and the speaker declared, “Freedom is not free.”  He then asked relatives of soldiers stationed in Afghanistan and Iraq to stand up after which more applause ensued.  He then dedicated the next two songs, “American Soldier” and “God Bless the USA” to those who stood.  

Throughout the music, there was intermittent stock footage of war memorials, scenes of Iraq, American soldiers in the field and embracing their wives, military planes, and the firing of heavy artillery being displayed on both video screens.  Parts of the footage reminded me of US Army recruitment commercials.  In this nation’s heartland, a celebration of our independence is also a celebration of the hard work and sacrifices made by the US military.   

 When the song “God Bless the USA” began, everyone in the auditorium stood up and started vigorously waving their new plastic flags.  At the end of the song, “I’m proud to be an American, Where at least I know I’m free, And I won’t forget the men who died who gave that right to me, And I gladly stand up next to you and defend her still today, ‘Cause there ain’t no doubt I love this land…God Bless the USA!” people clapped and cheered.  During the following song “America the Beautiful,” images of the US flag, the Bible and the statue of liberty were shown on the video screens.  

After more songs about America and Jesus, Pastor Bob Yandian spoke.  He said, “The base of freedom is a person, Jesus Christ.  We have double freedom: living in America and knowing Jesus Christ.”  Pastor Bob immediately attacked Michael Moore for talking to crowds in Europe about Americans being “dumb” and how Michael Moore is sorry to be an American.  To which Pastor Bob asked: “Why are the dumbest people on this earth the most powerful, wealthy and happy people on Earth?”    The “Celebrating Freedom” service was not the first time I heard Pastor Bob mention Michael Moore.  On the previous Sunday, Pastor Bob had said that the movie Fahrenheit 911 was against our president and that “those who went and saw it are in opposition to our country and the values it stands for.”  Pastor Bob then attacked those who criticize President Bush.  “Our president is doing a great job.  (The congregation applauded)  He has integrity and is a born-again man with great faith.”  “Those leaving the theater after seeing Michael Moore’s movie said that they wanted to leave this country, and you know what?  I’ll help those people leave.”  This last statement was followed by another resounding round of applause.  Because Michael Moore is known as a ‘leftist -liberal’ and for criticizing America and American policy, in this church, he is seen as anti-American.  I suspect that I was the only one among the congregation who had seen Fahrenheit 911 and that no one at Grace Fellowship has seen Michael Moore’s other movies or read his books, especially since those who do are “in opposition to our country and the values it stands for.”  

Returning to the “Celebrating Freedom” program, Pastor Bob threw a couple more insults at Michael Moore and continued to express his admiration for the glory of the United States.  “I see the most smiles in America.”  “In America, we are not searching for the truth, we have the truth, because we are a Christian dominant nation.”  “I know this is the greatest country on Earth because of all of the gospel we are spreading worldwide and because of all of our missionaries all around the world.”  At some point, Pastor Bob began talking about Iraq and asserted that “Most of the Iraqi people welcomed us with open arms and were glad that we came and got rid of the Taliban or others who were over there.”  He then mentioned how this war to bring the Iraqis freedom can also be a chance to bring Christ to those people.  Towards the end of the service, Pastor Bob apologized for the disappointment of not setting off the fireworks, and then stated, “Well, we own the fireworks and can blow ‘em up at anytime.”  He then suggested that we blow up the fireworks to celebrate when Saddam is sentenced.    

 On the Fourth of July, which fell on a Sunday this year, Broken Arrow Assembly of God had an Independence Day celebration.  They brought in a special singer to perform for the event and also brought in extra musicians.  I spoke with Orien, a recent high school graduate and Mormon who was asked to play bass trombone at Broken Arrow Assembly that morning.  He said that his former band director had hooked him up with the job and that he was getting paid 150 dollars plus a tuxedo rental for the gig.  Right away, Orien told me, “It was the most interesting and weird experience I’ve ever had.”  Evidently, Orien and his high school band director were the only two musicians performing who were not members of the church, and Orien supposed that they were the only ones getting paid.  Orien told me that the weirdest or at least most surprising part of the service was at the very end when explosions unexpectedly began behind his head.  Confetti canons positioned right behind him suddenly began shooting paper confetti out above and into the church congregation.  

This patriotic fervor is not only found in the Evangelical churches.  One Sunday, after I went to church and my mother went to her First United Methodist Church of Broken Arrow, we met up for lunch.  She told me that all the military and patriotic songs the choir sang did not perturb her.  She said she enjoyed those songs including the theme songs for the different branches of the military, which were played while the veterans of the different branches stood up for their respective songs.  She told me that she did not have a problem with those things in her church.  However, she was very angered when continuous “warm and fuzzy” photographs of American soldiers in Iraq holding little happy Iraqi kids in their arms and joyful U.S. soldiers with smiling Iraq families were projected behind the choir while the choir sang the hymn “Holy, Holy Holy.”  She did not like the implication that the war was somehow holy or approved by the Lord and she thought that the photographs were an inaccurate representation of the war.  
Morals in the Church

In my personal interactions with American Evangelical Christians, I have found most to be genuinely kind people.  Jesus Christ is not only their savior, he is also their role model and a good Christian strives to be more like Jesus.  The popular ‘What Would Jesus Do?’ bracelets are an example of this mentality.  Most Christians aspire to conduct themselves and lead their lives in the best, most moral way they believe to be possible.  In fact, Christians pride themselves in being morally righteous.  They believe themselves to be the harbingers of American and global morality.  They believe that they represent the True America and its righteous path towards salvation.  

Christians seek to embody their ideals of morality and to be as loving and selfless as possible.  In my childhood, I remember singing the song “They will know we are Christians by our love.”  Arriving in Oklahoma City after exiting off of the turnpike from Tulsa, there is a prominent billboard that reads “Christians” in big yellow letters that take up almost the whole sign.  Underneath, it reads: “Notify Your Faces: Let others see Jesus in You.”  There is this assumption that Christians are or should be recognizable by their smiles, good deeds and by their moral superiority.  Pastor Bob stated, “How sad is it that sometimes sinners are better than some Christians?  Christians should be the most moral.”
  “Believers and Christians should leave things better than they find them… We should leave this planet better than we found it.  That’s what Jesus did.  We should leave everything better than we found it.”

So, what is their moral code and how is it created?  Their sense of morality and their ideas of how they should live their lives essentially come from the Bible, but that book is a dense compilation of instructions, narratives, histories, songs and confusing contradictions.  Thus, I posit that most Christians – or at least those in the churches that I observed – perceive the Bible through the interpretations and explanations of their pastors.  There is so much in the Bible that what becomes privileged or prioritized in a church depends to a great extent on the personal leanings and beliefs of the pastor.  

Morality refers to the absolute principles of right and wrong conduct.  For Christians, acting in accordance with God’s wishes, the instructions of the Bible and the teachings of Jesus would be considered morally right.  Living a life of sin is, of course, regarded as immoral.  Everyone is a sinner including good Christians, but they should strive to eliminate all sin from their lives.  Joe McGee quoted Galatians 5:19-21 and stated, “The acts of the sinful nature are this: sexual immorality, impurity, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, arguments and strife, factions, drunkenness and excessive indulgence.”
  Pastor Yandian called sin “childish and immature.”
        

In sermons, pastors often preach about how to live morally and prescribe proper ways of conducting relationships, parenting and marriage.  A dichotomy between the moral righteousness of the church and the immorality of the rest of the world is usually assumed.  Pastor Willie at Church on the Move claimed, “the world is evil and wicked.”
  Yet, an agreed upon moral code is not universal even among American Christian churches, and so morality and sin, as they are taught in the Bible and in churches, are flexible, amenable and open to interpretation, although these Evangelical Christians would not consider them so.  Convincing others of their own moral and religious superiority and converting others to Christianity is just about the best and most moral action these Evangelicals can do, for by saving non-Christians, they are giving them eternal life after death and liberating them from ‘worldly things’ and lives of turmoil and sin.

After the last presidential election in which Republican George W. Bush defeated Democrat John Kerry, many of the ‘experts’ in the media claimed that moral issues decided the presidential race.  What this really means is that many Americans based their vote on the issues of marriage and abortion.  With many sources claiming that 33 to 43 percent of Americans identify as Evangelical Christians, this religious group represents a considerably large political bloc, and the effect of Evangelical Christianity upon American politics has been recognized as significant.          

The extent to which a church or pastor promotes particular political views varies from church to church and from pastor to pastor.  Grace Fellowship was the only church of the three that I investigated that I saw openly and explicitly advocate for political action in its congregation.  The church sometimes set up a table in the lobby where the congregation could sign anti-gambling petitions or register to vote.  As a direct contrast, Dick and Dee Ann (COTM members) are democrats who think most of their church is more conservative than themselves and they said they were glad that their pastor was not pushing politics.  

So, how exactly would a pastor employ a ‘moral’ message or issue to foster political action?  In July, the United States Senate voted against a proposed constitutional amendment that would have banned gay marriage.  Before the day of voting, Pastor Bob Yandian at Grace Fellowship encouraged his congregation to contact their senators to vote for the constitutional amendment.  What follows is transcribed from a July 11th worship service at Grace Fellowship.  Pastor Bob discussed the constitutional amendment after the service’s initial music as sort of an announcement.  This announcement preceded the regular church announcements and was completely separate from the topic of the sermon, which was about the restitution of pastors.  Audible comments made by members of the congregations are in parentheses.  

After bringing up the imminent vote on a constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage, Pastor Bob stated: 

“Folks, last count, first 70 and now 90 percent of America wants marriage defined as between a man and woman.  (Applause and Amens follow.)  I don’t want some minority group driving our nation. (Hallelujah yelled.)  I want the majority of what the people want in this case to be, what, again is voted on.  So, today is Marriage Protection Sunday.  All across the United States churches are banding together to pray for the protection of marriage.  Again, marriage started with God, not with men.  God defined marriage not men.  Therefore man is blessed when he goes with God’s definition of marriage. (That’s right.)  Not trying to get God to change his mind cuz God won’t change his mind.  Folks, we won’t change our minds either but across our country people know what marriage is and around the world.  So today, we are going to stand with the rest of the nation, as this is Marriage Protection Sunday.  

Tomorrow is called Call your Senator Day. And as soon as the prayer time is over, we’ll put the names up on the screen and the phone numbers, e-mail addresses.  You can contact them and that is tomorrow.  But I want us to pray because this is the week when senators will be expected to vote…And so let’s lift it up before the Lord and band together as a congregation.  Join hands with the people next to you.  Let’s unite together in faith, praise and worship for our nation, for this critical week in our nation’s history and for people to make the moral choice to vote… In one day, 1, 900,000 e-mails and phone calls came in to our senators across the United States in support of a constitutional amendment to define marriage.  Let’s join in with them with our prayers first and our actions second.”
  

Pastor Bob not only directly tells his congregation to contact their political representatives, but he even tells them the right way to go about doing so.  After the prayer, Pastor Bob told the congregation that he had talked to one his senators once and the senator told him, “Please, don’t have your people start out their letters with ‘I’m a Christian.’  There are so many ‘kooks’ out there that call themselves Christians.”  So, Pastor Bob instructed the congregation to say, “I am a concerned citizen of the United States of America and I want the good moral choice of leaving marriage as it is, defined as it is, as the union of a man and a woman.  That’s all you need to say.”    Pastor Bob then commented that he hopes that the senate will be inundated by all the phone calls and letters from all across the country asking to leave marriage as it is.  


The contact information of Oklahoma senators was displayed on the two video screens at the front of the auditorium.  Chip, the associate pastor, told the congregation that if they didn’t have time to write down the contact information, they could find it on the Grace website.  Pastor Bob also discussed how the people who are challenging the institution of marriage are lawless.  He stressed the importance of praying for our country and stated in a worship service in early 2005 that the greatest need for our country this year is new judges.  He asserted that all of the political victories of the “radical left” – Roe vs. Wade decision, and same sex marriage decisions - have been made not by the people of this country, but by the appointed, not elected, judges.  


Pastor Bob later explained that around election time it is not uncommon for someone to ask him if he is pushing Republican values from the pulpit.  

“I am doing my best to push Bible issues from the pulpit.  It just so happens that the Republican Party right now lines up with that…When you vote, you should vote for the person, not for the party.  There may be a democratic person that stands more for biblical principles than a Republican.  Sometimes that happens.  It used to be years ago that there wasn’t much difference between the parties when it came to a moral foundation. Now there’s a drastic difference between them.  I want you to know that the democratic party and the republican party through the years change places, but I still stand for biblical issues, so that’s what I push from the pulpit.”  

Pastor Yandian also commented, “We are to be involved in changing the world not to be involved in the world changing us.”  “We are to overcome the world not to be overcome by the world.” 


The following Sunday, Pastor Yandian continued his discussion on the lawlessness of homosexuality.  He pointed to judges rising up above the law and above the will of the people.  He claimed, “We see lawlessness on an international scale like never before.  No longer is it isolated to one nation, one country.”  He invoked the increase of lawlessness as seen in the increase of homosexuality and in the increasing permissiveness of society as evidence that “we know the end times are upon us.  Jesus is coming soon.  He will rid the world of lawlessness, but in the meantime, we have to know how to live in a world that has lawlessness all around us.”  Pastor Bob also declared, “We have to minister to homosexuals…But we have to be able to minister to them without their lawlessness coming into our lives.”  


Discussions such as these on homosexuality and marriage that I would assume occur at some churches across the United States apparently had an effect on the outcome of our nation’s latest presidential election.  At a Wednesday evening service at Church on the Move that was so crowded the ushers made new rows of seats with foldable chairs for the thousands of people, the televangelist Perry Stone spoke and criticized the United States for being so messed up that a homosexual judge can stay on the stand, but a judge who put the 10 Commandments in an Alabama courthouse got kicked out.  Yet not all Evangelical Christians think alike.  Dick and Dee Ann, for example, do not support gay marriage, but they do support civil unions.  They told me that homosexuality is a sin because it says so in the Old and New testaments and one of them expressed, “I feel sorry for those gay people.”


Although I did not witness Willie George endorse specific candidates or issues during my research, Dick told me that he was infuriated that his pastor all but told the congregation to vote Republican and to vote for George W. Bush.  According to Dick, Willie George explained to the congregation before his sermon that there were important completed questionnaires to pick up after the service on their way out of the auditorium.  The questionnaires had been sent to political candidates in order to discern their official positions on political issues such as abortion and gay marriage.  The questionnaires were meant to inform the congregation of where political candidates stood on key issues.  Yet, evidently no Democrat candidates sent back the questionnaires and so the only candidates presented were of the Republican Party.  Pastor George is well aware of what he is and is not allowed to state from the pulpit (for churches endanger their non-profit status by endorsing specific political parties).  

Dick was dismayed that Pastor George told the congregation that if they were to vote for a candidate that was not opposed to abortion, they would have to face the consequences of their voting decision when they meet their Creator on the Day of Judgment!  Pastor George was threatening that implicit support for abortion by voting for someone who is not anti-abortion might jeopardize one’s admission into the Gates of Heaven.  His statement could incite guilt in those who have previously voted or are considering voting for someone who is not anti-abortion.  Dick said that the more he thought about it, the angrier and more frustrated he became, but he did not feel that it would be appropriate to bring the subject up, because he feels that he and his wife are a political minority in the church.  Dick’s concern is quite valid, for Church on the Move has more than 12,000 members and so Willie George exercises a tremendous amount of influence over a great deal of people.      

Personally, I was offended that pastors would use their authority and religious doctrine to persuade their congregation to further oppress pregnant mothers and homosexuals.
  As sexuality becomes more about pleasure and an end unto itself than about reproduction in a marriage between a man and woman, and as it also becomes a badge of personal identity and political identification, Evangelical Christians increasingly see these issues surrounding sex and sexuality as the epitome of our nation’s increasing moral permissiveness and lawlessness. 

Yet, since these Pentecostals ultimately seek to be more like Jesus, I wished to remind them of Jesus’ instructions: “Do to other as you would have them do to you,”
 and  “Do not judge, and you will not be judged.  Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned.  Forgive, and you will be forgiven.”
  I think we could all learn from this lesson of Jesus:

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?  How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when you yourself fail to see the plank in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”
 

(I am aware that by citing the preceding passage and simultaneously criticizing 

Evangelicals, I could be called a hypocrite, but I am at least willing to admit this and am open to criticism.)  Furthermore, in church services I often heard, “The Lord loves us just as we are,” but Evangelicals self-righteously believe that they should impose their morals on others, convert, and ameliorate them.  Their moral certainty precludes them from being tolerant of others’ views and allowing others to be “just as we are.”    

Moreover, I wondered how the politics of gender and sexuality as manifested in the issues of abortion and the protection of marriage became the only relevant moral topics, the only important discourse on ethical principles of right or wrong, in our nation’s presidential debate of 2004.  In my opinion, I think there are graver ethical troubles in American domestic and foreign politics to consider.  Had our last election really been decided on ‘morals,’ I would have expected more outcries and concern about the atrocities of the Iraq War.  After all, in October 2004, the British Medical Journal, The Lancet, reported on a study performed by Johns Hopkins University that conservatively estimated that more than 100,000 Iraqi civilians had died due to the American invasion.  This democratic imperialism – which I believe was executed to secure American oil interests in Iraq
 - has also claimed as of date over 1,450 lives of the United States military.  Many Christians voted for George W. Bush because he is ‘pro-life,’ but I think that his total disregard for the value of human life in this Iraq war has been abominable.    

These preceding and following statements are overt assertions of my own political viewpoints, but I feel that it is necessary to convey them in this context of Evangelical Christianity.  I believe that the corporate-controlled American media has depicted this invasion of Iraq as somewhat of a patriotic video game, and they have regrettably neglected to show the human victims and suffering that have resulted.  I also think it unfortunate that in the churches that I attended, Arab Muslims are so demonized that they were portrayed as less than human.  “God loves us all equally,” 
 was often preached in worship services, but it seems that “us” did not apply to Arabs or Muslims. Furthermore, the conflicts in the Middle East are referred to as evidence that Biblical Prophecy is coming true.  Evangelicals’ belief that God has a plan for the world that is currently being enacted regrettably prevents many from questioning the principles behind American foreign policy and wars.  

The Bible states, “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.”
  I wish American Christians, in all of their numbers and self-righteousness, would pay heed to this biblical passage and also recognize the injustice and the inhumanity of the United States’ aggressive, murderous, and unethical foreign policies.  I think that a war in which our military is actively killing others, (including civilians), for our own financial interests should be considered a ‘moral issue.’     

I hope that I have successfully demonstrated that one (including myself) can utilize Bible passages to justify and defend all sorts of different positions, but I often wonder what would happen if we applied Jesus’ instructions on how to conduct ourselves in personal relations to foreign relations?  Maybe we wouldn’t be continuously creating new enemies and new terrorists through our nation’s aggressive and bellicose foreign policy that prioritizes the profits of multinational corporations rather than human rights and lives.  Mahatma Gandhi once said, “I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians.  Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”  I think that most American Christians have really good intentions, but pastors’ ‘moral’ and political prescriptions may, in my opinion, preclude congregants from acting out of love and following the teachings of Jesus Christ.  I think Evangelicals’ notion that their particular worldview is absolutely infallible blinds them to see certain realities.  Certainly, I cannot claim that my views of morality are absolutely right.  However, I think that my understanding of Evangelicals puts me in the unique position of being able to knowledgeably critique them.

Final Reflections

During and after my research, individuals – friends and family - often asked me if my views about Christianity and personal beliefs had been affected by my immersion in Evangelical Christian Churches.  I was more often that not unsure of how to respond to this inquiry, but it provoked a great deal of reflection for me.  When my father asked me if my research was affecting my personal beliefs, I told him that it was having neither a positive nor negative effect, but I certainly started thinking about the existence of “God” much more.  While I might not disagree with Evangelical Christians about the presence of some sort of divine universal infinite, they would probably tell me that my conception of “God” is wrong.   I don’t think of “Him” as an omniscient, patriarchal, personified entity that sits in the clouds and listens to prayers.  I think of God as either nothing or everything – like the Tao, cosmic energy or life force- the energy that is in the green grass and the trees and the smiles of people.  If God exists, I think that every creation, everything and every being are manifestations of God.  I do not think He created life; He is Life.  I think God is life, love, and light.  I certainly do not consider “Him” to wish for America to engage in bloody crusades in His name.  

Now, in early 2005 as I try to think back to Summer 2004, I think that what I may have thought or felt then is not the same as my current thoughts and feelings, although what I once thought is definitely still informing and comprising part of what I think now.  Sort of confusing, right?  But that is the nature of how I feel about my own views and beliefs: sort of confused.  My feelings are ambivalent.  I cannot say that I was converted, but I can say that I learned to understand Evangelical, Pentecostal Christians better than I did before.  It is a strange situation:  The more I learned about them and from them, the more I grew to respect them, - for their intentions, their faith, and their sincerity - but I simultaneously grew to despise some characteristics of Evangelical Christianity – their religious intolerance, their racism towards Arabs, their mega-financial proselytization and their self-righteousness.  I must say that in the beginning of my research, many of the beliefs, practices, and ideas in these churches seemed outrageous to me.  However, as my research continued, the more church I attended and the more conversations that I had, everything – all of it - seemed more plausible and made more sense.  

As demonstrated in the previous section, many ideas presented in worship services clashed with my views on morality, politics, and humanity.  Sometimes the messages that I heard at church seemed so outlandish and incredible to my ears that I could barely believe what I was hearing.  Snide comments about contemporary Jews stereotyped as wealthy and greedy surprised me several times.  Contradictions and hypocrisies also bothered me.  Some aspects were counter to my general, pluralistic sensibilities.  For instance, once when Pastor Yandian was sharing a couple prayer requests to lift up, he stated, 

“First of all, the Jamison family: their 8-month year old baby drowned in the bathtub, so let’s lift them up before the Lord.  I know it sounds devastating but only God can take cursed and turn it into blessing.  (In the background, I hear a couple ‘thank yous’ and ‘praise yous’ amid the congregants.)  Say yeah, but how?  It’s not up to us to figure out how, but to trust God.  God is gonna take this tragedy and turn it around.”
   

I could not believe that Pastor Yandian told the congregation that God would turn this tragedy into a blessing.  I think a baby drowns in the bathtub due to parents’ negligence, not from ‘God’s will.’  I wondered how these Christians could be so complacent about a child’s death.  I suppose that their beliefs dictate to them that all events are part of God’s larger plan with which they can use to explain away their tragedies and mishaps.        

Some statements that I found outlandish were included throughout my writing without mention of my incredulity.  I may have had the tendency to focus on or select particular issues or subjects in this ethnography that I found to be especially “incredible,” while maybe excluding more mundane and less interesting topics.  At least, I could imagine some Pentecostals accusing me of doing this, but I already warned you that this representation of these three church communities would be partial and based on my own personal selection.  For example, I just included a prayer request for the family whose baby drowned, but I neglected to cite various other prayer requests such as those for hospitalizations and deaths.

At first, the churches sometimes seemed like outlandish cults, but the more of the religion and community that I experienced, the less strange it became.  In a conversation with Scott Burnett, I was surprised at how much I seemed to agree with what he said even though I simultaneously disagreed with it.  I think I understood what he was saying and saw his perspective even though I did not conceive of things in exactly the same way.  That day, (8/18/04), I wrote this in my journal: 

I am just surprised by how much sense it all seems to make.  Hearing about it, talking about it, makes God and Jesus Christ seem real.  It makes it easier to believe.  [Scott] was so excited and enthusiastic that the creator of the universe would want to hang out with his children, his creations.  His excitement was almost contagious.  

Let me say this: I think our imaginative universes, our realities, are constructed out of language, of words, and so the more I heard others speaking of God, the love of Jesus and the Rapture, the realer it all became.  I think we are all capable of creating our own realities and are entitled to do so, but almost always our realities are conditioned and constructed by our cultures and societies that we find ourselves in.  I think God is real if you want Him to be.  I think you have a soul if you want one.        


The more I grew to comprehend Pentecostal Christianity, the more I saw its appeal.  Christianity provides an explanation of why we are here on Earth.  It gives individuals a purpose in life and promises eternal salvation.  At times during my research, Christianity appeared convenient, attractive, comforting, and reassuring; being a part of a church gives one a sense of belonging.  In worship services, I often heard that if you put your life in God’s hands, He will supply and meet all of your needs, (financial ones included).  “Put all your cares in God and God will care for you.”
  I heard that we are protected by God, and are completely dependent on Him.
  At Church on the Move, Richard Salazar, a guest speaker, told us, “Everybody say: My life is in God’s Hands. Repeat it.”  And so the entire congregation eerily chanted in unison: “My life is in God’s hands.  My life is in God’s hands.”  


Throughout my research, I saw many positive, beneficial characteristics of Christianity and believing in God and Jesus Christ.  I think that Christianity and churches can and do improve peoples’ lives.  I suppose that casting all your cares and worries upon the Lord may provide you with a happier, less worrisome life.  A guest speaker at COTM explained, “If you do what’s right, you will be happy.”
  

I think that believing in a higher power that is greater than us is humbling.  Otherwise, most of us exist in our own, selfish, egotistical, self-centric universes.  I think we should be humble, because we are really just tiny, itsy-bitsy particles of dust and carbon in the scheme of our enormous universe.  I think it is healthy to feel small and believe to be part of something greater than ourselves – be it God’s plan, God’s Kingdom, God’s children, this planet Earth, the human race, life itself, whatever – or else our insignificance can be overwhelming.  Religion adds feeling and emotion to the dismal, concrete, rational world in which we grow up, work and die.  It may give purpose so that we do not have to exist only as specs of dust and water.  How can we ever fault others for wanting to be religious?       


After months of research, I could see the efficacy of Christianity and of having a personal relationship with the Lord.  For many, it is helpful and meaningful.  I saw how Christianity and church communities offer solace and encourage positive thinking, which can lead to self-healing and happiness.  Most Pentecostals would insist that God heals through the power of the Holy Spirit and many can testify to their own divine healings.  If anything, positively believing that you will be healed – either through God or by your own body – probably increases your chances of being healed.  Additionally, many Christian principles and Biblical lessons are positive instructions for a better way of living.  Some parts of Christianity teach how to love and how to act selflessly towards others.  Some of the concepts and ideas put forth in sermons were wholly reasonable and positive and some I found to be good lessons for myself, though I noticed that some ideas I immediately dismissed and others I accepted and so everything I heard sort of went through my own personal filter.  

Throughout my research, my mother told me not to be so cynical.  Several times, she reminded me of the good that Christians do for society; many engage in community service and volunteering.  She herself is a coordinator for Meals on Wheels.  My mother cut out a newspaper article from the Broken Arrow Ledger about volunteers from Grace Fellowship who occasionally provide free hair cuts, hot dogs, school supplies, and items like soap and shampoo to residents of a nearby government subsidized apartment complex.  The volunteers also teach a Bible Study class at the apartments and hope to start up a reading program with the intent to “show the love of Jesus and minister to their needs.”  Another article in the same newspaper but on another day reported on a local non-profit organization started by Christians that distributes medical and humanitarian supplies worldwide.  The group, MEDICS (Ministry, Evangelism, and Discipleship in Christ’s Service) International equips war-torn areas with mobile medical clinics.  Churches also donate significant amounts of money to humanitarian causes such as to the Asian Tsunami relief effort.  (But Pastor Yandian stated that spreading the gospel and changing lives in Asia in the Tsunami-affected areas is more important than food or water.)          

  While writing, I noticed that envisioning my intended audience of readers influenced my choices.  Whether I thought I was constructing interpretations for Oklahoma Christians or for liberal academics shaped what I wished to express, but I think the product is a balance of both intentions.  Reflecting on the task of constructing a representation of others has given me some insight into how we all construct our own realities.  I think that my process of writing is somewhat analogous to the way that we come to view our world.  I think that we all have some degree of autonomy in our own thoughts, beliefs, actions and decisions, but our cultures, our previous experiences, our socioeconomic statuses, our upbringing, our surroundings, what we have seen, heard, and felt all contribute to and condition how we see, interpret, imagine, and construct the world around us.  The views in this writing are an assemblage of my own cultural conditioning, my personal thoughts, and my own observations of what I experienced in these three churches.  Growing up in the Bible Belt shaped my own perspectives of the world and now this written representation of church communities may shape others’ perceptions of Christian life and culture in the heart of the Bible Belt.    

I have not intended to reduce or explain away Pentecostals’ beliefs and worldview.  After all, every human’s worldview is probably relatively equally absurd and fascinating.  However, I think humanity’s variety – our differences, what makes us all unique from each other – is beautiful.  I wish that we could all - Pentecostals included - learn to respect cultural differences and be tolerant of each other’s views and beliefs.  

My intentions for this project were to construct a representation of Evangelical, Pentecostal church culture in the so-called Heartland of America.  However, I realized that people and their ways of life cannot fairly or “accurately” be reduced to a written description.  There is just so much rich detail, so many ideas, so many faces, so many individual viewpoints and such vibrancy that comprises human life, social activity, interactions, and understanding of the world that an attempt to quantify all of it in writing becomes an insurmountable and necessarily incomplete task.   

Waving hands above heads in praise of the Lord, bringing can foods to a food drive at church, speaking in tongues, playing flag football in a league, tithing, praying, reading the Bible, finding solace and joy, criticizing the permissiveness of society, attending an ice cream social, singing in church, and developing a personal relationship with Jesus all make up part of the American Evangelical culture.  A thick description of Tulsa Pentecostals will only be an approximation of who and what they are; it cannot be an exact portrayal of their culture.

I will be the first to admit that humans are creatures too complex to be concisely summed up and explained with words on paper.  However, I think that by learning about other peoples’ cultures and ways of viewing the world, we can learn to better understand humanity – others and ourselves.  And so even though constructed knowledge such as this writing is partial, it may promote understanding, and I believe that, (despite it sounding cliché and naïve), the more that humanity understands each other, the more easily we can all achieve happiness and peace in our lives here on Earth.    
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� July 18th, 2004. Grace Fellowship Church.


� January 8, 2005.  Joe McGee.  Church on the Move.  


� January 8, 2005.  Joe McGee.  Church on the Move.


� June 30, 2004.  Grace Fellowship Church.


� July 10, 2004.  Church on the Move.  


� July 11, 2004.  Grace Fellowship Church.  


� It is in my opinion that these peoples are being oppressed; others may, of course, disagree. 


� Luke 6:31 (NIV)


� Luke 6:37 (NIV)


� Luke 6:41-42 (NIV)


� Iraq is the world’s second largest oil producer, second only to Saudi Arabia.


� July 14, 2004.  Broken Arrow Assembly of God.  


� Galatians 5:14-15 (NIV)


� August 17, 2004.  Grace Fellowship Church.  


� July 14, 2004.  Broken Arrow Assembly of God.  


� August 15, 2004.  Grace Fellowship Church.  


� January 8, 2005.  Church on the Move.  





�Would there not be music at a Methodist service?


�Very interesting! How do you understand the incorporation of the globalized commodity -- and one that many of us might have thought of as evoking urban culture! Is there something about Starbuck's increasingly global presence that is being appropriated and reinflected -- the Church as making similar claims to a global community? Not also, there's a long tradition of associating brand-name coffees with both "traditional values"  and "modernity";  (for instance, early sitcoms about ethnic, working-class families were sponsored by coffee manufacturers (Sanka, Maxwell) - the implication was that the manufactured commodity brought together tradition (warm, extended families, European mothers, hospitality) with modern conveniences. I dunno -- there would seem to be something going on with Starbucks that has to do with the fundamentalist melding of "tradition" with modern  forms of organization and the claim to a central role in world affairs.





